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RECONCILIATION AS A DIRTY WORD:
CONFLICT, COMMUNITY RELATIONS
AND EDUCATION IN NORTHERN IRELAND

Lesley McEvoy, Kieran McEvoy
and Kirsten McConnachie

“I am not really interested in reconciliation. It is a term that has been so

used and abused; it’s a dirty word as far as I am concerned.” !

he comment above emerged in fieldwork undertaken by one of the authors on
the role of ex-combatants in the peace process in Northern Ireland. At first glance,
it appeared somewhat paradoxical. The individual concerned, a former Irish
Republican Army (IRA) activist, has been involved in reconciliation work for almost
ten years: finding alternatives to violent punishments against anti-social offenders and
reconciling these individuals with their victims and communities as well as cross com-
munity work with Loyalist activists.2 Despite this involvement in challenging and
practical aspects of reconciliation, this man and many of his Republican and Loyalist
counterparts are deeply suspicious of the term. This paper explores that disconnect.
We are conscious of the rich academic literature on the subject.3 While that lit-
erature informs our analysis, we focus in particular on the context-specific historical
meaning of the term reconciliation in Northern Ireland. We are especially interest-
ed in the ways in which that historical meaning has implications for how we educate
our children about reconciliation. As is detailed below, the educational context is
arguably the key site in Northern Ireland where the local variant of reconciliation
has been a consistent feature for almost three decades. We will argue below that,
despite that prominence, this approach has largely failed to deliver on its promises.
Pointing to the failure of reconciliation in Northern Ireland may appear some-
what counterintuitive. Following a near thirty-year conflict, the successful negotia-
tion of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 has seen the Irish peace process widely
lauded as an example of successful reconciliation between previously sworn ene-
mies.4 Of course, the achievement of sustained devolution of political power to the
local assembly has subsequently proved elusive.> That said, the fact that the IRA has
decommissioned its weapons and formally “gone out of business,” that Loyalist
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paramilitaries appear to be in serious dialogue to undertake a similar process and
that the numbers of British troops deployed has been massively reduced and the
focus of the police redirected largely to “ordinary decent crime” means that levels of
political violence have dramatically reduced. Much of that has arguably been
achieved without recourse to the predominant notion of reconciliation in the jurisdiction.

Therefore, this paper examines the notion of reconciliation in a context where
many of those who have arguably done some of the heaviest lifting in reconciliation
work on the ground have serious misgivings about the term; where the primary site
in which it has been systemically applied (the education system) has yet to provide
substantial evidence of success; and where a successful peace process has been
achieved, which effectively sidelined a significant reconciliation industry.

We contend that this is due largely to the historical framing of reconciliation in
Northern Ireland as “community relations.” We argue that such a framing has seen
the development of a complex but powerful hegemonic understanding of the notion
of reconciliation as being synonymous with better community relations between the
two principal religious blocs—Catholics and Protestants. Obviously, few in Northern
Ireland would contest that improving relations between Catholics and Protestants is
self-evidently a good thing. However, we will argue that the outworking of this par-
ticular understanding of reconciliation explains its contested nature. We examine
various elements of this hegemony, which correspond broadly and with some over-
lap to actual periods of the Northern Ireland conflict, including “Emergence, Adoption
and State Indifference 1969-1974,” “Consolidation and Societal Believerism 1974-
1985,” “Maturation and Academic Complicity 1981-1994” and “Decline and
Reinvention 1994-2006.” The paper concludes by suggesting an alternative frame-
work to the community relations paradigm that should inform contemporary
attempts to better educate our young people about reconciliation and what it means
to be a citizen in a transforming polity. Before exploring these paradigms, it might
be useful to offer a very brief and inevitably simplified overview of the key elements

to the conflict, which inform the subsequent discussion.

BACKGROUND TO THE NORTHERN IRELAND CONFLICT

The Northern Ireland conflict saw over 3,700 people killed and tens of thou-
sands of people injured over almost three decades of political violence. In a small
population of just over 1.6 million people, huge numbers of working class families
and communities in particular were directly affected by violence.¢ Political violence
came from three broad sources—Republican groupings (the best known of which is
the Irish Republican Army), Loyalist groupings (the best known of which are the
Ulster Defence Association and the Ulster Volunteer Force) and various state agen-
cies including the British army and the local police formerly known as the Royal
Ulster Constabulary.” The non-state actors were responsible for almost 90 percent of

82 | JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

o



81-106_mcevoy.gxp 11/3/2006 5:12 PM Page 83 $

Reconciliation as a Dirty Word

all fatalities. As well as these more militant versions of differing ideologies, each of
the three broad constituencies is represented by various political parties drawn pri-
marily from the different political/religious blocs as well as a range of either
Conservative or Labour-led British governments over the thirty years of violence. It
was these different political parties (including the political wings of both militant
Republicanism and Loyalism), which together with a number of other smaller par-
ties and the British and Irish governments that completed the tortuous negotiations
which led to the Good Friday Agreement in 1998.8

A plethora of opposing perspectives have been offered on the nature of the con-
flict. John McGarry and Brendan O’Leary sum up these various explanations by
grouping them into either exogenous or endogenous variants. Exogenous explana-
tions variously focus on the role of the British government, the Irish government, or
Marxist interpretations of the role of capitalism in instigating and sustaining the
conflict. The much more common endogenous explanations tend to emphasize the

nature of internal communal division, primarily between the Catholic and

Protestant communities.? This “internal-conflict inter-
pretation,” which emerged in the early 1970s, is widely Few would contest
discussed in the relevant literature produced by aca- that improving
: : . Ce 10 Te .
demics, government policy, and civil society.10 It is an relations between
as lying largely within the existence of these two sepa- Catholics and
rate communities with differing religious and cultural Protestants is
identities and competing national aspirations.!! The o gOOd thmg

approach which views the problems of Northern Ireland

“two-traditions,” or perhaps more pejoratively “two-
tribes,” paradigm was, arguably until the current peace process, the dominant con-
struct for not only framing an analysis of the nature of the conflict for much of its
history, but also of what was required to achieve its resolution through reconciliation
between those warring traditions.!2

The process through which this framework came to dominate much of the pub-
lic discourses concerning both the conflict and notions of reconciliation in Northern
Ireland is discussed at length below. Before examining the detail of that process, we
wish to enter one important caveat. It has been argued persuasively elsewhere that,
security policy aside, the actions of successive British governments towards
Northern Ireland has been characterized by the absence of a coherent overarching
conflict management strategy.!3 From such a perspective, attributing the successful
dominance of the community relations notion of reconciliation solely to the capaci-
ty of the British state to deny its culpability in the conflict is both simplistic and
instrumentalist.!4 Rather, we would argue that it is a classic case study of the
emergence, sustenance and reshaping of a hegemonic understanding of the causes of

political violence and what was required to resolve that violence.!> We will contend
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that the production of this hegemonic understanding has seen the views of the most
powerful actor in the conflict (the British state) replicated, reproduced or repackaged
in a complex dialectic involving successive British governments, Unionist politicians,
senior civil servants, as well academic and influential commentators in civil society.
While this hegemony has certainly not gone unchallenged, and indeed we would
argue that the Good Friday Agreement itself can be viewed as a decisive break with
the paradigm, it has shown a remarkable resilience despite its lack of analytical rigor
or evident utility as a basis for peacemaking praxis.

COMMUNITY RELATIONS AS RECONCILIATION

The term “community relations” appeared in the early 1960s in Britain in the
context of addressing issues of racial disharmony, with an aim to integrate minority
groups swiftly into the wider community.1¢ As is detailed below, it was subsequent-
ly incorporated into the language of government policy at different junctures in
Northern Ireland and while it is difficult to locate a precise definition,!” the concept
at its inception broadly referred to strategies which could be employed to address
both the conflict and the divided nature of this society, with poor community rela-
tions defined in terms of sectarianism, prejudice, hostility and segregation.!8 More
recently the term has been associated with the conjoined concepts of equity, diver-
sity and interdependence.!? Regardless of the guises the term community relations
has adopted over the last four decades, it has always remained firmly ensconced
within the lexicon of reconciliation to the extent that the two are virtually synony-
mous in many quarters in Northern Ireland.20

EMERGENCE, ADOPTION AND STATE INDIFFERENCE, 1969 1O 1974

The first variant of the community relations paradigm can be traced to the
increased involvement of the British government in the affairs of Northern Ireland
from the late 1960s onwards. Following the partition of Ireland in 1921 and the cre-
ation of the Northern Ireland state—famously described by one of its former Prime
Ministers as “a protestant parliament for a protestant people”?!—a constitutional
practice emerged wherein the affairs of Northern Ireland were by and large not dis-
cussed at Westminster.22 With little effective redress in London, permanently
excluded from political power in Northern Ireland and subject to widespread dis-
crimination in jobs, housing and other aspects of civic life, much of the Catholic
minority in Northern Ireland historically looked South towards reunification as their
deliverance.?3 In 1968, drawing upon the American experience in particular,
Catholic/Nationalist frustration at their systemic discrimination and exclusion from
the Unionist dominated Northern Irish state began to express itself through massive
civil rights demonstrations and acts of civil disobedience.24

Predictably, these demonstrations provoked a hostile reaction from sections of
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the police and the Protestant community.2> A severe security clampdown and the use
of the police to break up demonstrations worsened already precarious relations
between the Catholic community and the Protestant dominated policing struc-
tures.26 In August 1969, as the violence and rioting escalated, and the police had
obviously lost control of the security situation, the British Army was dispatched by
London to play a peacekeeping role.2” However, a range of factors including the

army’s colonial training, the symbolic presence of

British troops on Irish soil and a view among some Much of the Catholic
Republicans that Unionist intransigence would minority in Northern

inevitably require a resort to armed violence, saw a Ireland historic auy

troops, police and civilian targets.28 In 1972, the IOOI(Gd S OU’th
Unionist-dominated devolved Northern Ireland tOW&I'dS reuniﬁcation

government was suspended and direct rule imposed 94 their deliverance
from London.2? With Loyalist groups also engaged

resurgence of the IRA as they began to attack

in attacks against Catholic civilians, Republicans and occasional targets in the Irish
Republic, the broad contours of the conflict that were to dominate for the next quar-
ter century were clear.

From the early days of the conflict, the British government and more liberal ele-
ments of the Unionist political establishment appeared at least to understand the
need to secure Catholic allegiance to the Northern Ireland state.30 Measures were
put in place to “create a place for Irish culture within a reformed Northern Ireland
in which the two communities were reconciled.”3! From the outset, it is clear that
the impetus behind such measures was at least in part an attempt to secure the loy-
alty of moderate Catholic/Nationalist opinion and thus marginalize support for the
IRA and other extreme forms of Republicanism.32 Twvo acts of parliament were
passed in quick succession in an effort to address the public manifestations of com-
munal division, one of which established a Community Relations Commission in
1969 alongside a Ministry to oversee its work within the Unionist government of
the time.33 In practice, the work of the Commission involved support (financial and
otherwise) for cross-community contact initiatives alongside community develop-
ment strategies, intended to raise the self-confidence of the two main communities
with a view to encouraging them into increased contact.34

What is interesting for current purposes is the fact that while the community
relations aspects of the 1969 liberal unionist manifesto were subsequently enacted,
other commitments on human rights and equality were not. For example, Unionist
Prime Minister Terence O’Neill in the same 1969 document acknowledged “the
right of all citizens to equal terms under the law, to full equality in the enjoyment of
health, education and other social benefits and to the protection of authority against
every kind of injustice.” The Fair Employment Act, which was the first meaningful
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effort to outlaw discrimination on the basis of religion was not introduced until
1976, and then under a Direct Rule British administration.35> Indeed, Unionist

. . oliticians (until the signing of the Good Frida
Communlty relations P gnmng Yy

was arguably a4 more opposition to much of the significant human rights
palatable alternative or equality reform introduced for almost a quarter

to rights discourse of a century.3¢ From its inception, particularly to the
. . . . more progressive elements of Unionism, community

Wlth its inevitable relations was arguably always a softer and more

Crlthue of the state. palatable alternative to rights discourse with its
inevitable critique of the state.

Agreement itself) had quite a consistent record of

At a political level, the British government invested considerable efforts in estab-
lishing a devolved power-sharing executive wherein the main constitutional political
parties of the time would agree to share power in the government of Northern
Ireland.37 This short-lived initiative, which also included for the first time a consul-
tative role for the government of the Republic of Ireland in the affairs of the North,38
collapsed after only five months following sustained pressure from Unionist and
Loyalist opponents led by Ian Paisley.3® What is perhaps most interesting for this
paper is that the tangible evidence of a reconciliation strategy through community
relations was abandoned, ironically almost as soon as the power-sharing executive
was established. In April 1974, Ivan Cooper, then Minister for Community
Relations within the power-sharing executive, announced that the Community
Relations Commission, which was to oversee much of the real work of reconciliation,
was to be dissolved.40 This move raised little apparent objections from the British
government. At an official level it was reasoned that the existence of a power-shar-
ing executive obviated the need for such a commission. However, it has been argued
cogently elsewhere that the decision was also informed by concern within the
Ministry of Community Relations surrounding the community development aspect
of the Commission’s work.4! As Gallagher suggests:

It seems clear that politicians were suspicious of the community devel-
opment strategy being promoted by the Community Relations

Commission not least because a strengthened voluntary sector could pro-
vide an alternative basis for community leadership.42

One month later the power-sharing executive collapsed, direct rule by Britain
was reestablished and the Commission and Ministry for Community Relations were
no longer in existence. Responsibility for community relations policy was then trans-
ferred to the Department of Education who were charged with formulating and
sponsoring policies for the improvement of community relations in Northern Ireland
and subsequently local district councils were tasked with similarly supporting

community development initiatives including groups taking a community relations
Yy p g group g y
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focus.#3 In reality, this dispersion of the responsibility for developing a community
relations strategy resulted in a decrease in any government led activity in relation to
promoting reconciliation.#* As such, the imposition of direct rule brought to an end
the ascendancy of the community relations paradigm, which subsequently lay dor-
mant for over a decade.*>

A number of themes emerge from this period that continued to permeate the
ensuing construction of the community relations paradigm. First, the origins of an
expressed commitment to reconciliation came from the British government and the
progressive elements of the Unionist political establishment. Its origins lay in the
view that such measures were necessary to enlist Catholic allegiance to a reformed
state and thus undercut support for more militant Republicanism who viewed the
Northern state as irreformable. Second, while such advocates for reconciliation with-
in government and elsewhere were able to countenance improved community rela-
tions as a means to reconciliation, there was certainly much less enthusiasm (partic-
ularly from political Unionism) for more substantive equality or human rights pro-
visions. Third, as Gallagher has argued, the formulation of reconciliation through
community relations appeared from its inception to include a suspicion of local grass
roots organizations and their ability to provide leadership in ways which might not
necessarily be easily dominated by politicians or government officials. Fourth, it
appears that once the British government was left in the position of directly man-
aging the conflict, their interest in community relations as reconciliation waned. As
such, it could be suggested that, from the outset, the community relations paradigm
provided a useful fallback position in the absence of a specific conflict management
strategy. Finally, at its genesis, the paradigm was coupled to an arguably unrealistic
expectation that it could address the issue of societal division between the two main
communities and to an uncritical view of the axiomatic legitimacy of the state.

CONSOLIDATION AND SOCIETAL “BELIEVERISM,” 1974 1O 1981

Following the collapse of the power-sharing executive all of the protagonists to
the Northern Ireland conflict appeared to settle down to the reality that each was
facing a “long war.”46 While the conflict continued to be presented by successive
governments as an internal problem benignly refereed by the British state,47 this
period saw both Labour and Conservative administrations pursue a more militaris-
tic solution to the Northern Ireland problem.#8 As Merlyn Rees, former Labour
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland reflected, “security policy came top of the
agenda.”#? A series of strategies initiated by Labour were continued by Margaret
Thatcher’s Conservative government, which came to power in 1979. Summarizing
for the sake of brevity, Criminalisation, Normalisation and Ulsterisation were policies
which sought respectively to deny the political nature of paramilitary activity and to
treat it as criminal; to create a new consensus around social problems and the pro-
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gression towards a more normal society; and to replace British soldiers with the
police and locally recruited regiment of the Ulster Defence Regiment to handle the
security situation.>0 A key element of the normalization policy necessitated a much
gentler approach to matters of the economy in Northern Ireland. Against a backdrop
of drastic cuts in such expenditure in Britain, the Thatcher administration contin-
ued the previous Labour policy of generous socioeconomic provision in Northern
Ireland. However, as Frank Gaffikin and Mike Morrissey note, this policy was based
“not merely on the need to make up for the backlog of neglect under Unionist
administrations but also in the belief that deprivation and despair are important
recruiting factors for paramilitaries.”>!

Throughout this period there was a marked decrease in the use of the language
of reconciliation in government policy. Neither Labour nor Conservative adminis-
trations appeared to have any developed, systemic or explicit policy on community
relations. In the absence of any real governmental commitment during this period
what has been described as “the strongest thread in the continuity of community
relations work” could be found in the efforts of inter-church and inter-community
reconciliation groups.>2 The Peace People, whose high profile peace rallies in 1976
ultimately resulted in two of its founders being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, pro-
vided the most public representation of this type of endeavor. Central to the philos-
ophy of this organization was a community-based approach to reconciliation that
would “ensure that non-violent people take and maintain a grip on life within their
own areas, slowly but surely, so that the sources of violence are steadily eradicat-
ed.”>3 In order to achieve this, they advocated a strategy for peace based on indi-
vidual commitment to works of peaceful community development, small local units
or cells holding social evenings and increased mobility between such groups. The
stated objective was that:

The process of helping the Northern Irish people to get to know each
other which began with the mass rallies [would] continue in this way,

week in week out, until the summer [of 1977], by which time it [would]
almost be a way of life.>*

While the simplicity of the message captured the imagination of the general
public, a language infused with terms such as courage, dedication and genuine love
and the assertion that they were the only hope left in the face of failed convention-
al political, constitutional and military policies, betrayed an implicit conviction that
an end to the conflict could only be achieved through individual acts of reconcilia-
tion.>> Despite their vehement protests to the contrary, Republicans persistently
accused the Peace People of a much more vocal opposition to paramilitary violence
(and IRA violence in particular) than to the violence of the state.>¢ Moreover, the
certainty of the language adopted by this movement, and other similar organizations

of the time, possessed something of an evangelical fervor, arguably creating condi-
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tions where any overt assertion of a political identity other than that of the “middle
ground” could be deemed counterproductive to peace and reconciliation. Their occa-
sional grandiose claims about their impact, strategy to supplant “normal party poli-
tics,” political naiveté, and their internal splits all ultimately meant that the move-
ment “trailed off into posthumous fame and strategic futility.”>7

In some senses, such a fate was arguably inevitable in a context where none of the
military actors appeared in any sense “ripe” for genuine engagement in conflict
transformation.>8 The huge public demonstrations against violence appeared to have
little effect on the actions of the paramilitaries or the state security forces. The ral-
lies also had little apparent impact in encouraging the government towards a more
energetic community relations policy. The riots and other public demonstrations of
societal division had, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, stirred government com-
mitment towards the development of a community relations policy. Mass displays of
public unity in 1976 and 1977 towards an admittedly vague notion of reconciliation
appear to have been viewed primarily in government circles as a mechanism for
embarrassing the paramilitaries and did little to dent government emphasis on a
security resolution of the conflict.>?

The absence of community relations in government policy during this period
reveals as much about the nature of the paradigm and its construction as does its
presence in the preceding phase. First, it serves to underline the case that when spe-
cific policy agendas were being pursued by government, the community relations
paradigm was disregarded, despite huge public support for initiatives such as the
peace rallies. Second, token nods from government towards the work of inter-church
and inter-community groups resonated more with expressed policy to isolate extrem-
ists from their own communities than with a specific commitment to reconciliation.
Third, a new dimension was added to the construction of the paradigm: its consoli-
dation within the belief system of many members of civil society within Northern
Ireland. Images of mass mobilization for peace coupled with international recogni-
tion endorsed the faith of those engaged in community relations activities and their
conviction that reconciliation could only be achieved through the building of a mid-
dle ground divorced from the politics of the extreme. As such when the government
once more adopted the paradigm as a fall back position in the late 1980s a reservoir
of believerism in significant sections of society remained.

MATURATION AND ACADEMIC COMPLICITY, 1981 TO 1994
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, politics in Northern Ireland was largely dom-

inated by events in the prisons, in particular the dirty protests and hunger strikes by
Republican prisoners in asserting their status as political prisoners.®0 Following the
election of hunger strike leader Bobby Sands from his cell, Republicanism developed
a dual strategy of armed and political struggle and the IRA’s political wing Sinn Fein
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emerged as a force. The turmoil created by these and related events has been credit-
ed with the gradual recognition in government circles that some focus on reconcili-
ation work could not be divorced from the needs of security. As the former
Conservative Secretary of State, Jim Prior, suggests:
It was not simply that I wanted in the aftermath of the hunger strike to
focus the political debate on how to build long term bridges between the
two communities. There was also a short term security imperative.
Dealing with terrorists depends on co-operation from the community
and by late 1981 the Nationalist people were in no mood to co-operate.
There was a flood of support for more extreme attitudes. I had to win
back the support for moderation.6!

Throughout the 1980s, the spikes in government interest in the community rela-
tions paradigm can be linked with public manifestations of societal division. For
example, the signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement in 1985, which afforded the Irish
government a consultative role in the affairs of the North, produced a fierce
Unionist backlash with street demonstrations, riots, strikes and resulting sectarian
attacks.62 Ongoing terrorist atrocities such as the IRA’s Enniskillen Remembrance
Day bomb that killed eleven civilians ensured that Northern Ireland continued to
present on the international stage as a deeply divided community. Lengthy internal
discussions in government eventually led to a re-adoption of the language of com-
munity relations in policy and in legislation and to the reestablishment of a tangible
community relations infrastructure. The visible manifestations of the government’s
newfound commitment to community relations began in 1987 with the establishing
of a Central Community Relations Unit within the Northern Ireland Civil Service.
Subsequently, this established the Community Relations Council in 1990, an inde-
pendent body tasked with promoting better community relations between
Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland and, equally, to promote recognition
of cultural diversity.63 By 1992, explicit references were once again being made to
community relations in policy and in legislation using a language immersed in the
need to encourage contact between the two main communities, promote tolerance
and pursue equality of opportunity.64

Several political factors are routinely attributed with having provided this sea
change in government policy, which “saw the return of community relations as a pri-
ority issue for policy-makers.”®> First, as evidenced by the signing of the Anglo-Irish
agreement itself, it is argued persuasively that much of British government policy was
driven by the need to respond to the electoral rise of Sinn Fein through the promo-
tion of more moderate expressions of nationalism.%¢ Second, that one of the influ-
ences of the Dublin government through the Anglo-Irish framework was to encour-
age a greater interest in improving reconciliation between the two communities.®7

Third, that the government was also under considerable pressure internationally to
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respond to allegations of continued discrimination against Catholics, particularly in
the United States where the MacBride Campaign to insist on fair employment guar-
antees from American companies who were investing in Northern Ireland was a
source of considerable political embarrassment.®8 As noted above, historically greater
emphasis on community relations has been the preferred option of both Unionist and
British governments under pressure to introduce substantive equality reform.%9
Aside from these political factors, an emerging academic discourse during the
1980s provided a much-needed theoretical basis for the construction of the com-
munity relations paradigm. While several alternative theoretical perspectives have
emerged and been variously utilized by supporters of the community relations par-

adigm, early formulations were heavily influenced by ideas borrowed from social

psychology, in particular social identity . .
theory which attempts to understand the The Splkes 1n government

psychological basis of inter-group conflict interest in the Community
and discrimination.’0 Put simply, this relations paradigm can be
theory suggests that individuals catego- linked with p ublic manifes-
tations of societal division.

in turn leads to an identification or association with “in-groups,” within which sim-

rize their social world in order to reduce

the complexity of their environment. This

ilarities are stressed, and conversely an accentuation of the differences between these
groups and other “out-groups,” to which they do not belong. In order to achieve a
positive self-identity, individuals therefore have to ensure that their in-group is favor-
ably compared with the out-group. The appeal of this theory to advocates of the
community relations paradigm in Northern Ireland is obvious. It was unsurprising
therefore, that this approach was commended for its potential contribution to a
“better understanding of the conflict” and to providing “insights into improving
methods to promote reconciliation and peace.””!

Notwithstanding the criticism of the theory’s application to Northern Ireland
below, its rejection of the notion that terrorism was based on individual pathology
and its appeal for recognition of other factors such as religion, history, demography,
politics and economics undoubtedly contributed to a more nuanced understanding
of the nature of the conflict.72 However, despite assisting the shift towards an accept-
ance of competing national aspirations as a reason for the conflict, this theoretical
perspective offered little to challenge its representation as an internecine dispute.
Rather it confirmed the primacy of the internal conflict model. As we have suggest-
ed above, in its crudest application, it left the community relations paradigm open
to the following criticism:

It emphasized “two traditions” in an apparently faultless symmetry

which ignores the power structures which emerged historically in Ireland
and are in existence currently. History, colonialism, inequality, sectarian-
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ism are reduced to relatively simplistic explanations which rest on social
psychology, post-modernist discourse and wishful thinking.73

DECLINE AND REINVENTION, 1994 10 2006

The complex dynamics which led to the IRA and Loyalist ceasefires in 1994 and
the conclusion of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 are well beyond the scope of
this paper.74 Certainly the agreement was symbolic of varying degrees of commend-
able political leadership by those who signed it as well as a technically brilliant feat
of political science and constitutional lawmaking.7> It has been famously described
by the former Deputy First Minister Seamus Mallon as “Sunningdale for slow learn-
ers.”76 This reference was to the failed 1973 to 1974 power-sharing agreement dis-
cussed above which contained a number of features similar to the 1998 Agreement
including a power-sharing executive, limited cross-border cooperation and the estab-
lishment of considerable human rights and non-discrimination protections.
However, such a description of the Good Friday Accord does not do justice to its
complexity for a number of reasons.

First, the agreement also included mechanisms for the release of politically-
motivated prisoners within two years, substantial reform of the police and criminal
justice system, a process for demilitarization and the normalization of security and
the parallel decommissioning of paramilitary weapons. The nature of its provisions,
as well as its complex political and constitutional architecture, was such that the
agreement also contained the template for a much more ambitious project of gen-
uine and comprehensive conflict transformation.”7 As has been argued elsewhere,
the amalgam of these features may be viewed as a tacit acknowledgement by the
state (and most of the signatories) of the political character of the conflict and of
state’s role as a protagonist in that conflict.”8 Such an acknowledgement was a world
away from the outlook of those who framed the Sunningdale Accord.”?

Second, as was outlined above, the Sunningdale process reflected a policy mind-
set that sought to reestablish normal constitutional politics in Northern Ireland,
build the center ground and politically marginalize, and then contain, the paramili-
taries via an effective security policy. One of the principal features of the Good
Friday Agreement, however, was the clear desire of its architects to bring the bulk of
extremist opinion inside the process. Admittedly, this was an endeavor facilitated in
1998 by the presence of organized political parties representative of Republicanism
and Loyalism—respectively Sinn Fein and both the Progressive Unionist Party and
the now defunct Ulster Democratic Party.89 Such parties had no electoral mandate
in 1973. As an influential special advisor to the former Irish Foreign Minister noted
at a delicate stage in the process, the political talks were “not worth a penny candle”
without Sinn Fein.8! Similarly, with regard to the Loyalists, the electoral system that
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preceded the Good Friday negotiations was specifically designed to ensure that
despite their very small percentage of the vote, they too would be guaranteed a seat
at the negotiations table.82

An additional feature, as one analyst has noted, is that the term “community
relations” was “refreshingly” absent from the both the peace negotiations and the
resulting Good Friday Agreement.83 This absence right from the early days of the
negotiations led another prominent commentator to bemoan, “It has become fash-
ionable to decry the efforts of moderates in Northern Ireland, in favour of a focus
on the Nationalists (including Unionist) extremes.”84 Although many of those who
have long been involved in working in the community relations sector in the juris-

diction supported the Agreement with varying degrees of enthusiasm (and indeed

were involved in the Yes Campaign in the
referendum which followed the accord),8> Much of what passed for

their unease at what they regard as the “priv- reconciliation work under
ileging” of the extremes has become increas- the Community relations
ingly vocal.8 In effect, what arguably i bric was irrelevant to
occurred during and immediately after the .
negotiations concerning Northern Ireland is addressmg COre causes
that the highest levels of the British and of the conflict.
Irish governments took direct stewardship over the process in pursuit of an all
encompassing deal and largely bypassed those who had worked in the reconcilia-
tion/community relations sector for years. At one level, such an approach could be
described as a classic elites-driven pursuit of the political deal with little heed for those
with a professional interest in reconciliation. At another level however, it arguably
exposed the fact that much of what passed for reconciliation work under the com-
munity relations rubric was largely irrelevant to addressing core causes of the conflict.87
This sense of having been politically bypassed by the peace process and agree-
ment has seen a number of efforts to reclaim the middle ground which have result-
ed in an often confusing and contradictory reinvention of the concept of communi-
ty relations. First, attempts to align the concepts of community relations, equality
and human rights have served to highlight tensions between these ideas. For exam-
ple, while human rights and the promotion of equality are portrayed as “an integral
part of overall action to promote better relations within the Northern Ireland com-
munity,”88 the chief executive officer of the Community Relations Council appears
to anticipate the day when equality legislation and human rights protection can be
abolished.8? As such, the central tenets of the Good Friday Agreement, human rights
and equality, have been utilized as a progressive value base for community relations
concurrent with a reluctance to endorse the teeth of substantive legislative provi-
sions: a position somewhat resonant with that of liberal unionism in the late 1960s
and early 1970s. The fact that much of the current human rights legislation is based
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upon binding international legal standards, which cannot simply be abolished,
appears also to have been omitted from this analysis.?0
Second, there has been, somewhat ironically; a distancing of the middle ground

from the two-tribes construct from which it had emanated, resulting in a repackag-

ing of the community relations paradigm as

The C_Ommunlty relatlons “good relations.”?! It is reasoned that this is
Pafadlgm has been forced to provide space for the recognition of more
10 retreat backwards ONtoO complex notions of identity within the two
the uncertain terrain main communities and the growing number

f ltivle id .. of ethnic groups in Northern Ireland.”2
ol mu tlp ¢ 1dentities. While in fact there has been an increase in

the number of ethnic groups—undoubtedly encouraged by the cessation of the con-
flict-—the overall percentage of these diverse identities remains extremely small.?3
Hence, the distancing can be attributed more to the community relations critique of
the Good Friday Agreement—in particular, the fact that its consociational nature has
essentialized those who are perceived to be within the two main communities. What
has arguably occurred is a reaction to the broadening of the political tent that brought
the more extreme political representatives of the two communities to the heart of the
peace negotiations and the resulting agreement. The community relations paradigm
has been forced to retreat backwards onto the uncertain post-modern terrain of mul-
tiple identities. While there is an understandable unease at being labeled either
Protestant/Catholic or Unionist/Nationalist—designations that are clearly crucial for
equality monitoring purposes—this discomfort has been translated into an implicit
antipathy towards expressions of identity deemed to be associated with the extremes
of political opinion or national aspirations. It is interesting to note that the ascen-
dancy of multiple identities has paralleled a rise in a much more confident Nationalist
community in Northern Ireland.?* As in other contexts, when conditions are created
where minority groups become more assertive about their identity through their lan-
guage, culture, sport and so forth, elements of a majority community or dominant
group fall back on the multi-layers and the complexity of their own.9>

Third, new theoretical perspectives have been appropriated in order to secure
academic credibility for the reinvention of community relations, as evidenced by the
most recent addition of the idea of social capital to the presentation of the para-
digm.9¢ The simplicity of a message which, as Field suggests, can be summed up as
“relationships matter” has obvious appeal for those engaged in reconciliation activi-
ty in Northern Ireland.?” Moreover, Putnam’s distinction between bonding social
capital as a “sociological super-glue” between members of homogeneous groups and
bridging social capital as a “sociological WD-40” provides an irresistible language for
a new framing of community relations.”8 For example, those within the two main

traditions have been accused of “often ruthlessly promot[ing] internal bonding and
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set[ting] it against all bridging”® with community relations strategy described as
advancing “the growth of critical bridging and linking social capital which are the
sine qua non of a sustainable society and economy.”100 In addition, couching com-
munity relations in the terms of social capital has the added advantage of attracting
policymakers “anxious for quick-fix solutions to long-term structural problems.”101
Social capital also has the added advantage of having a strong resonance with the
expressed position of the current British Labour administration.102

General criticisms of social capital theory offer further insight into why such a
theory should appeal to the middle ground in Northern Ireland. These include inter
alia that there is a considerable conceptual stretch involved in transforming social
capital as an individual asset into a community characteristic. The theory ignores
the role played by other factors such as past political struggles in increasing civic-
ness. It at best diminishes and at worst ignores the role of community leadership in
accumulating social capital, and it fails to take into account the role of the state pre-
ferring instead to focus on horizontal relationships between communities.!93 Hence,
while the adoption of this new theoretical perspective has modified the language
used in the presentation of the community relations paradigm, it remains founded
upon the notion that the perpetuation of societal division in Northern Ireland is due
to individual prejudice manifest at an intergroup level between the two main com-
munities. This has been further endorsed by the latest outworking of these ideas in
government policy, “A Shared Future.” Although this policy has a stated aim of estab-
lishing over time “a society where there is equity, respect for diversity and a recog-
nition of our interdependence,” it is premised upon the assertion that current prob-
lems in Northern Ireland are a result not of inequality, which it argues has been
addressed, but a culture of intolerance.!94 However, as a recent report into equality
in Northern Ireland highlights, significant imbalances in the public and private sec-
tor workforces between Catholics and Protestants remain, and Catholics continue to
have lower levels of employment, lower levels of economic activity and a higher pro-
portion of Catholics live in workless households.!05 In short, structural inequality

remains and cannot be ameliorated through improved community relations alone.

EDUCATION FOR POST CONELICT CITIZENSHIP

As indicated earlier in this paper, throughout the last three decades education
has been arguably the key sector for a persistent commitment in policy and practice
to the promotion of community relations.!06 Of course, efforts to promote social
cohesion through education are a common feature of many jurisdictions.!07
Education as a primary agent of socialization has been afforded, in general, significant
status with respect to the transmission of societal norms and values to the next
generation.!08 Furthermore, since the end of the late 19th century, mass education

systems have sought to contribute to the unification of nations through, for exam-
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ple, the dissemination of traditions and the construction of notions of citizenship.!09
Moreover, in conflict-affected societies there is an expectation that educational pol-

icy will not only seek to address the impact of the contflict on children’s lives but also

attend to an understanding of the nature of con-

Educatlon has a CYUCIal flict and assist in its resolution.!10 In particular,
I'Ole to play in ensuring in transitional contexts, where processes of

that the Iegacy of the denial of the past can entrench the reasons for
. the conflict and result in it reappearing in future
past is addressed.

generations, education has a crucial role to play
in reconciliation and in ensuring that the legacy of the past is addressed.!!1!

Educational responses to the conflict in Northern Ireland have centered on cur-
riculum initiatives and a range of projects premised upon increasing contact between
the two main communities.!!2 Early responses focused on the latter in a direct
attempt to address the de facto segregated nature of Northern Ireland’s education
system—where over 94 percent of children attend schools which are almost exclu-
sively Catholic or exclusively Protestant—which it has been claimed was, at least in
part, responsible for embedding division in society.!!3 These initiatives have devel-
oped from pioneering work by individuals in the mid-1970s through to governmen-
tal endorsement and financing in the late 1980s.114 Despite some examples of good
practice, however, the programs have had limited success due to vague notions of
reconciliation, as expressed through the community relations paradigm, resulting in
children viewing the programs as little more than trips out of school and reporting
little opportunity to mix with their peers from the “other side.”!1>

The most prominent cross-community contact initiative has been the emergence
of Integrated Education, schools specifically planned to educate children from the
two main communities (and other traditions) together. This structural response
began in 1981 with the opening of the first integrated school by parents committed
to the notion of shared education and was eventually endorsed in government in the
late 1980s.116 Claims, reminiscent of those made by community relations activists
during the late 1970s, have been made as to the accomplishments of these schools:
their contribution to forgiveness and the reduction of intolerance, the development
of social cohesion and more recently to the building of social capital.!17 However, it
is generally accepted that, to date, empirical evidence of their long-term success is at
best inconclusive.!!8 Several in-depth qualitative studies of the schools provide a
much more nuanced understanding of the dynamics of integration in practice and
point towards reasons for the arguable failure of this twenty-five year experiment in
contact: a lack of a shared understanding of the terminology of tolerance and
reconciliation; a resistance to tackling issues relating to identity and difference in the
classroom; an assumption that the “integrated” ethos of the school will somehow be
absorbed by the children without any direct strategy being employed on behalf of
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the school.11? Much of this can be attributed to the “culture of silence”!20 that exists
in Northern Ireland surrounding issues of identity or to flaws inherent in the con-
tact hypothesis—the theoretical construct which has informed most of this work.12!
However, the failure of increased contact in education, in its various guises, to make
significant in-roads into producing genuine reconciliation equally points towards the
fundamental flaws in the community relations paradigm outlined above.

More troubling are indications that a wholesale and uncritical acceptance of the
paradigm, as has been the case in education, has the potential to result in more
assimilationist outcomes. For example, in one of the studies mentioned above,
Donnelly noted that the minority Catholic group of children within one integrated
school played down their identity while the majority Protestant group were more
inclined to be assertive in the expression of their cultural identity.122 While Donnelly
does not infer “assimilation” from this data, we would contend that it nonetheless
indicates a tendency towards it, particularly if this pattern is replicated across other

integrated schools. Furthermore, recent research, S h 1 f 1
which revealed that children who attended an Chools are .al 1ng .
integrated school are more likely than those who (O Create a climate in

went to religiously segregated schools to identify which children develop
themselves as “Northern Irish,” rather than tolerance fOI' the
rights of the “other.”

ing sectarianism.!23 However, the reality is that for many Nationalists the term

“British” or “Irish,” has been hailed as an indica-
tion of the success of integrated schools in reduc-

“Northern Irish” is not neutral—it is in effect a liberal Unionist construct which
accepts the legitimacy of the notion of Northern Ireland as a state. The fact is that
all the major political parties in Northern Ireland appear relatively untroubled about
presenting their respective national identities as either British or Irish.!24 This sug-
gests that rather than reducing sectarianism, these schools are failing to create a cli-
mate in which children are encouraged to feel comfortable in their respective iden-
tity and in developing attitudes of tolerance and respect for the rights of the “other”
based upon such self-confidence. Rather, the emphasis seems to be upon construct-
ing new identikit citizens who are, in the classroom at least, immune from the influ-
ences of the real world in which they live.

The lack of success of the paradigm in contact programs is mirrored in the fail-
ure of curriculum initiatives specifically designed to promote positive community
relations. In the late 1980s, a statutory “Common Curriculum” was introduced into
all schools in Northern Ireland, a key component of which was Education for Mutual
Understanding (EMU)—a program based on community relations principles.!2> While
EMU has been given international recognition for its success in “peacebuilding,”126
the consensus in Northern Ireland is that it failed to deliver on its promises.!27 In
addition to the usual suspects of failed curriculum initiatives forwarded to excuse its
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lack of impact (such as lack of training, resources, etc.), it has also been criticized for
its failure to deal with the political nature of the conflict and to engage with more
critical issues such as human rights and equality.!28 As such, when the curriculum
was reviewed in the late 1990s it became apparent that there was a need to include,
in addition to EMU, a broader program for citizenship education.!29 This program,
which will become statutory in 2007, takes as its core the principles of human rights
and, despite its continual presentation in educational literature as the latest
(re)invention of “community relations,” presents an opportunity to develop an alter-
native paradigm. Its strong focus on human rights and equality, the presentation of
social responsibility as role for not only the individual and society but also for the
government and an emphasis on encouraging the participation of young people in
the lives of their communities provide the foundations for a thicker and more criti-
cal understanding of what it means to be a citizen in a transforming polity.130
However, a range of factors militate against its potential success. For example, cer-
tain elements of the curriculum, crucial to its critical edge, were removed just prior
to the program receiving statutory status. Most significantly, these included refer-
ences to government accountability to protect human rights. At the same time, the
term “promoting community relations,” which had been absent, was made compul-
sory.13! This arguable hijacking of the initiative by the community relations para-
digm to once again soften the edges of a potentially more substantive discourse will

have, no doubt, repercussions on its operation in the classroom.

CONCLUSION

At the outset of this paper, we noted that many Republican and Loyalist ex-com-
batants now involved in difficult areas of grassroots community based reconciliation
express serious reservations about the utility of this term. As explained above,
Republicans, like many others, equate reconciliation with the community relations
paradigm. They view the latter as a strategy employed and supported by the British
government to promote a “two-tribes” view of the conflict, wherein inter-communi-
ty divisions are stressed at the expense of an acknowledgment of the role of the
British state.!32 Former Loyalist combatants also harbor considerable misgivings
about the paradigm. They express concerns that it represents an attempt to dilute or
indeed problematize aspects of their Protestant/Unionist culture so that Protestant
sectarianism becomes defined as the key impediment to peacemaking. They also
characterize it as an approach to reconciliation that is anti-working class Loyalist,
anti-ex-combatant, weak on rights’ protections and again, geared towards creating an
imagined “middle ground.”!33 As will be evident from the preceding discussion, we
share many of the criticisms expressed by both these sets of ex-combatants.

We would also argue that it is the best of these ex-combatants who have shown

real leadership in attempting to transform cultures of violence in Northern
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Ireland.!34 Some of these men and women have been at the forefront of taking for-
ward the most difficult issues of the peace process including working on interface
violence at flashpoint areas; negotiations concerning contentious parades; the

decommissioning of paramilitaries weapons;

engagement with the victims of political vio- CltlZ@l’lShlp education
lence and other ex-combatants; and promot- offers a more grounded
ing and encouraging the emerging debate on understanding of the

i iurisdiction. 135 It i ; . e
truth recovery in the jurisdiction.!3> It is pre meaning of reconciliation
to the next generation.

cisely because of their violent past, as having
fought on behalf of those communities, that
they have the credibility to engage in such real reconciliation work in the working
class areas in which it is most needed. It is also they who have arguably taken the
greatest risks in the peacemaking process, many of them explicitly on the basis that
they do not want the next generation to go through what they experienced.!36

The reality is that for the many children who live in the areas where a reemer-
gence of violent conflict would be most likely to occur, a middle ground free of sec-
tarianism or intolerance is a world away from their lived reality. As was noted above,
even some of its strongest advocates acknowledge that thirty years of different types
of community relations-style reconciliatory education has largely failed to deliver on
its promises. We contend that the developments within citizenship education pres-
ent an opportunity for presenting a more grounded understanding of the meaning of
reconciliation to the next generation. Education has much to learn from the sub-
stantive reconciliation work carried out by ex-combatants in the community. Such
work has been characterized by a number of features. First, the intersection between
Republican and Loyalist ex-combatants is not based upon any false representations
of friendship but rather an acknowledgement of the need to respect the rights of the
other. While this does not magically resolve conflict, it does provide a real discourse
in which to frame it. Second, such interactions are not premised upon the need to
deny or dilute political identity or to pay lip-service to some artificial middle ground.
Rather it is premised upon the capacity of those who are confident in their own iden-
tity to engage with former enemies. Third, such interactions are built around how to
resolve real issues such as marching or rioting rather than ill-focused explorations of
prejudice reduction. Fourth, both Loyalist and Republican ex-combatants are acute-
ly aware of the power of the state, of the role and responsibilities of the state as a
protagonist and of the need for effective mechanisms to ensure state accountability.
These are the building blocks of real reconciliation. This is how we transform rec-

onciliation from a “dirty word” into a new language of “political generosity.”137 &2
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