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HISTORIANS ENQUIRY INTO THE PAST
Jeffrey Dudgeon
The report from the Consultative Group on the Past, or Eames Bradley, failed to impress for many reasons not least being its moral equivalence as between legal and illegal activities. The other main failing was its imbalance in how it addressed those deaths involving the security forces (some 10% of the total; few deliberate or murderous) and the 3,000 deaths caused by paramilitaries or their agents (mostly deliberate). 
The Saville tribunal and the Cory enquiries, such as those on Rosemary Nelson and Robert Hamill, suffer from the same lack of balance. The Dublin government’s funding of the nascent Provisional IRA, the 1969 Arms Crisis, being a remarkable omission from the events Judge Cory was asked to consider. 
I would like to offer another proposal to deal with the past which provides a way round the greatest difficulty about truth retrieval - the near certainty that Republican paramilitary groups, the IRA in particular, can never give significant details about, or explanations for the killings of the nearly 2,000 people in whose deaths they were involved. Similarly the UDA and UVF, who tended to be more brutally honest or ingenuous, may well not know or recall why so many of their 1,000 murders were carried out. 
Sinn Fein’s major current political task is trying to change the world view that they and their paramilitary allies’ campaign was illegal, terroristic, unjustified, disproportionate and over-long. They have worked tirelessly and, to an important degree successfully, to have it accepted that they were one of two warring parties on an equal, if not superior footing with their British opponent. 

Their successful call for enquiries into state killings (at whatever cost) and into ‘collusion’ is a hugely important part of that process. The present demand for an enquiry into the 1972 Ballymurphy internment killings is the next in a long line. 

Similarly to Eames Bradley, the PSNI’s Historic Enquiries Team before very long started to prioritise ‘collusion’ killings, instituting a special investigatory unit and consequently putting many ordinary murders to one side. This has been unfair to the thousands of other families, not least those whose relatives were in the security forces.

If calling people to account, let alone to trial, for their individual acts is a non-runner (except in relation to the state’s forces) then the answer has to be to call groups to account for their political decisions and armed actions. 

The question to be answered is - have groups and governments that were party to the conflict moral legitimacy, now and then, if they did not follow their own precepts and principles, and perhaps did the opposite of what their apparent or stated purpose was? If not, then they should be scrutinised and tested. 

I would therefore propose a commission of historians, philosophers and other experts to investigate the main players and their campaigns for example:

· The IRA and whether they operated within the context of trying to unite Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter, as they purport to do when speaking of their Wolfe Tone tradition. If not, were they “armed Hibernians” not Republicans as one prominent nationalist calls them. And whether the concept of the single Irish nation whose authority they so often rely upon even exists.
· The UDA/UVF and whether they maintained and upheld their tradition of political and religious liberty for all, and respect for the Crown and its lawful authorities. And if not, were they or an out-of-control army without an officer class.
· The British Government and why it failed politically and militarily to bring the war to an end, a conflict of 30 years length, perhaps longer and more violent than any other in Europe in the past century. And if other policies would have worked for London to have succeeded in a government’s primary duty of bringing security to its people and protecting their lives.

The penalty would be that the historical commission could explain what these entities actually were, if not what they claimed to be, and, perhaps, why they departed from their own paths of righteousness. This could help prevent a re-occurrence of violence, as if no one feels what they did was really wrong or improper, they or their successors will feel justified in repeating their actions.

I recognise such a commission would not be popular in certain quarters. Its membership and remit, as always, would be problematic but a varied team could be found and with a limited budget and time frame it could be asked to report on the issues that enabled the conflict to start and continue for so long and at such great cost in lives.
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