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The Past Being the Future

“The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.”
2 Corinthians 5:17b

This year, on 10 April 2018, is the twentieth anniversary of the Belfast Agreement. To many, at the time, and still even today, especially many of whom live outside of Northern Ireland, this agreement was marked as being 'out with the old and in with the new'. 
The Agreement is commonly referred to as the Good Friday Agreement, a reference to it being the subject of divine intervention. The Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 5:17b wrote: "The old has passed away; behold, the new has come." This, however has not been the Northern Ireland experience, albeit I acknowledge that the Apostle Paul referred to higher things.
In this paper, entitled 'The Past Being the Future', I wish to address a number of issues, namely: 
How we got here;
[bookmark: _GoBack]How 'we' remain in a 'state of war'; and
How and why we remain in such a place?

How we got here
The 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement
It saw the London Government officially recognise the Government of the Republic of Ireland as having a say in the affairs of Northern Ireland after many years of viewing the Northern Ireland ‘Troubles’ as a domestic affair.
The Irish saw this as a major step forward, after all Article 2 and 3, which lay claim to the territory of Northern Ireland, remained in force. While, London, saw this as an arrangement for better security, mainly that of co-operation in respect of securing the arrest and questioning of ‘Wanted’ IRA Terrorists. This has been confirmed in Official Cabinet papers released under the thirty-year rule. 
However, most relevant, and important for the purposes of this paper, London, or Britain, officially recognised an ‘Irish’ dimension to ‘the problem’. It basically became ‘identity’ focused. Tactics changed from one of securitisation, or Ulsterisation, to the recognition of ‘two traditions’.

Ulster University Speech by the Secretary of State Sir Patrick Mayhew, Coleraine, December 1992
The speech made by the Secretary of State was significant in retrospect. This was made clear in a paper presented by academic Richard English in The Irish Review (1994) where he argued: 
In Northern Ireland, where insecurity, ambiguity, and uncertainty continue to have fatally destructive and destabilising consequences, such an incoherent approach granting equal legitimacy to opposing sets of cultural/political loyalties - seems to me to be deeply unhelpful. 
English went onto argue that by the Government granting equal status to the Irish identity, including political aspirations, that it risked inflaming loyalist attitudes by granting legitimacy to the arguments for British withdrawal (1994; 100). For English this position only worked to heighten and enhance those insecurities and fears ever present within the Unionist community. English suggested that the position taken by HM Government handed loyalist paramilitaries momentum in delivering upon their aims and objectives through violence (1994; 100). 
Arguably, English wrote and published this article before the Belfast Agreement, which had elite buy-in from loyalist paramilitaries represented at the talks table by the Progressive Unionist Party (PUP) and now defunct Ulster Democratic Party (UDP). Nevertheless, The Downing Street Declaration, had been published, much to the shock and surprise of Unionists. The London Government had also been engaged in ‘talks’ with the leadership of the Provisional IRA. 
The risks of such a two-tier framework, enhanced by the Belfast Agreement, provided a framework for the waging of a cultural war by Republicans’. Which we are witnessing being played out today in respect of an Irish language Act. 

1998 Belfast Agreement
The Belfast Agreement set out the clear government policy of the ‘Two Traditions’ Model, through the formal recognition of Irish and Britishness – side-by-side. This, in my view, was, and is, wholly dangerous; the outworking of which we see today.
The Two Traditions Model was enshrined in law, through the NI Act 1998, and institutionalised sectarianism, namely a segregation of mindset. This is primarily evidenced through the designation of members as being Unionist, Nationalist, or Other.
It is also evidenced through the D’Hondt Mechanism, which is the means of forming an Executive decided by party strength and the appointment of the First and Deputy First Ministers, who are equal in all but name. 

How 'we' remain in a 'state of war'
Carl von Clausewitz in his publication On War argued that ‘Politics is war by other means’. In the case of Northern Ireland, I regard this to be wholly correct. This goes beyond identity, being linked to legacy, language and culture.
Legacy, or ‘The Past’, is being utilised by Provisional Sinn Fein as a means of justifying their ‘war’, linking it to the continuation of the NI Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, the demands of which were met under a Unionist Government by 1972. 
Recently, Alex Maskey, Sinn Fein MLA for West Belfast, in responding to SDLP Leader Colum Eastwood, who said: "We can't forget that it took the Civil Rights Association here to ensure that all people got full access to voting rights". Maskey responded: "Unfortunately it took more than the CRA to secure rights in the putrid little statelet NI."
A number of issues require clarity here, arising from the assumptions of both Eastwood and Maskey: Roman Catholics had the vote in all elections in Northern Ireland before 1968. Eastwood’s comment assumes that Roman Catholics did not have voting rights.
What he is (probably) referring to is the local government franchise. It is uniformly accepted (wrongly) that Roman Catholics were not entitled to vote in local government elections, as opposed to Protestants. This is not the case. In fact the ratepayer limitations in respect of the entitlement to vote in local government elections impacted more significantly on working-class Protestants. (Only ratepayers and their spouses were entitled to vote, whether in owner-occupied houses or tenants in rented property.)
While the franchise was limited, as it was in the rest of the United Kingdom until reformed im 1948, working-class Protestants, given their larger numbers, were less likely to have a vote in local government elections when compared to Roman Catholics. In fact, of those not entitled to vote in local government elections, Protestants made up 60 per cent of the disenfranchised. The franchise was reformed here in 1968 twenty years later than England.
Thirdly, and rather importantly, Maskey in his response sought to justify the Provisional IRA terrorist campaign under the banner of Civil Rights, something Provisional Sinn Fein have been seeking to do so for a number of years in the aftermath of their electoral successes over the SDLP.
The interaction between both politicians demonstrates a lack of understanding of history, or a lack of a will to appreciate the facts. 
In fact, the night before the March Assembly election last year, 2016, a prominent political commentator posted on social media a picture of a mural in Londonderry depicting the Civil Rights Movement, with the statement “Remember what we fought for”. 
A prominent Sinn Fein politician made what this commentator was alluding to on live radio, stating that Roman Catholic’s did not have the vote prior to 1998. The politician was not challenged nor informed of the inaccuracy of this statement. 
The reality is that Provisional Sinn Fein are seeking to re-write history, comparing their campaign of violence, or that of the Provisional IRA, to something similar to that of the ANC in South Africa or the PLO/Hamas in Israel/Palestine. Two examples I see no foundation for, by way of information. 

How and why we remain in such a place?
Earlier I referred to the Two Traditions Model and the Belfast Agreement. These two, or one, being that of the Agreement, enshrined the foundations for a new theatre of war. 
Firstly, the Two Traditions Model is Institutionalised through Strand One of the Belfast Agreement. Power-sharing, or Consociationalism, is a curse, and some twenty years later must be looked at again, otherwise Northern Ireland will not ‘move forward’.
Secondly, we have the recognition of former prisoners, or Terrorists, as community gatekeepers, people who the Police and other Statutory Agencies, work through in order to resolve community-based problems.
Then we also have the aspect of the ‘peace dividend’, which is more or less ‘hush’ money. This totals millions, if not billions of pounds per annum, yet our hospitals and education system, the two corner stones of the post-war UK, struggle to make ends meet and deliver on their ‘targets’. This impacts upon ordinary ‘Joe’ public, but they do not connect the two.
Legacy, or ‘the past’ has become a sticking point. The campaign, led by Provisional Sinn Fein, is one of justifying the actions of their military wing – the Provisional IRA, by embarrassing the UK Government and appealing to ordinary decent people, who would not be naturally Sinn Fein voters, or those who did not grow up during ‘the Troubles’, to see the Provisional IRA Campaign of murder and ethnic cleansing as being comparable to that of EOKA in Cyprus, or that of the PLO/Hamas in Israel/Palestine (neither of which I would justify). 
Whether people take a view one way or the other, they will say ‘one side was as bad as the other’. However, the news that ‘Letters of Comfort’ were issued in side-deals between Sinn Fein and the Labour Party, therefore side-lining the justice system, did have some impact within the wider community. Nonetheless, it does not fill Unionists, or any decent law-abiding citizen with confidence or trust in our Government.
The rewriting of history also goes beyond Legacy, which I know is the focus of today, but I cannot not avoid mentioning a recent report into the exodus of Protestants from the West Bank of Londonderry. Yesterday a news report, written by the Pat Finucane Centre, argued that the exodus of Protestants was multifaceted. The mass exodus of Protestants from the Cityside had nothing to do with terrorism or fear, instead it was down to jobs and social deprivation. Again, Ladies and Gentlemen, we have the rewriting of history. 
The Two Traditions Model has eaten its way into Government policy, which is seen through approaches to community relations policy, housing, and education (the latter two which were arguably ‘segregated’ prior to the current political setup. Transitional, or ‘Restorative’ justice is another, one sided, narrow example as to how ‘justice’ is practiced here in Northern Ireland.

Way forward
The mythology of Protestants, or Unionists, standing firm under the phrase of ‘No Surrender’, seems to be what it is labelled, a myth.
The way forward however is to challenge these historical inaccuracies and to stand up and be counted. These issues threaten the very future of Northern Ireland, for example, what are our post-Agreement generations to believe? 
It is up to us to lobby for change, call people out for historical accuracy, lobby for truth, and most importantly justice for victims of terrorism. 
I think it is especially important to hear from all sections of civil society, especially our churches and numerous ‘Unionist’ groups as we must remember the words of one Robert Sands (if they were even his): “Our revenge will be the laughter of our children.”


