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Roger Casement: separatism, sectarianism and Protestant nationalists
TCD Sinn Fein meeting 22 March 2012
Room 4047, Arts Block, Trinity College 7.30 pm
Chair Cillian O’Fahy
[Audience of 25 respectful and with many questions]
Jeffrey Dudgeon talk hosted by TCD Sinn Féin - 'Roger Casement: separatism, sectarianism and Protestant Nationalists' followed by a Q & A.

Jeffrey Dudgeon is a liberal unionist and chair of the South Belfast Ulster Unionist Party. He was the successful plaintiff at the European Court of Human Rights at Strasbourg whose 1981 judgment relating to the right to a private life led to the passing of the 1982 law decriminalising male homosexual behaviour in Northern Ireland. This was a European first.

He is the author of Roger Casement: The Black Diaries - Witha Study of his Background, Sexuality, and Irish Political Life and continues to be involved in related controversies and on other Irish historical issues. Colm Tóibín, the acclaimed Irish writer, claimed Dudgeon is “the biographer Casement has been waiting for”, whilst Former Taoiseach John Bruton described the work as “stimulating”.

He stood for a Trinity seat in the Seanad last year to offer an alternative voice from Northern Ireland.

TCD Sinn Féin are delighted to welcome Jeffrey Dudgeon back to Trinity College, for what we are sure will be a challenging and intriguing discussion. All welcome!
TALK
Thank you for inviting me today to address your Cumann meeting. 
I hope we can have a robust, if uncomfortable, debate and learn from one another, recognising our continuing differences.
I suspected this invitation was, at least in part, to do with Sinn Fein’s ‘Protestant stroking’ policy. On being told of it, a Dublin friend emailed to say “They’ve picked the wrong sort of pussy.” 
You can judge. 
If this is Unionist engagement, I welcome it. The recent speech by Sinn Fein’s Declan Kearney is assessed in today’s Irish Times by David Adams, a one-time paramilitary politician but he misses key aspects of the IRA campaign that SF have to address. Was it an unjust war in particular. Was it too long for no purpose? And was it Wolfe Tone Republicanism as it said on the tin, uniting Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter? 

If not, it was wrong and immoral.
I would like to preface my remarks with some iron laws of nationality and ethnicity, before I consider tonight’s exemplar, Roger Casement.
Ethnic disputes are never resolved except by extermination, deportation, population diminution of a drastic kind or assimilation. [Tartarsin Crimea, Spain – Jews and Moslems, Poland/Ukraine in 1945.]

And why should they be resolved in a world of ever more nation states?
Ulster Protestants also remain perpetually misunderstood by nationalists who cannot break out of their ‘Ireland a nation’ mindset. 
Having said that what are the Ulster Protestants and are they Irish or a separate Irish nation? Not a question one was or is allowed to hear in the Republic which lives off an imagined nation – a myth like all national myths.

Nations come and go and can, the US, be forged in hardly two generations and or like Iraq destroyed in a decade. 
An illustration to my mind of Irish ethnic complexity is the fact that the first and only Gaelic Irish Archbishop of Dublin in Christchurch Cathedral, was St Laurence O’Toole who died in 1180. He served between Viking and Norman bishops. Danish was spoken in the first Irish cities in recorded history until this time.
Admittedly the Anglo-Saxons were a rare majority ethnic group who apparently disappeared but are still evident in England and its language, if not so often in the ruling class, which remains significantly Norman in surname like Fine Gael TDs’ names.
Yes, the Ulster Protestants are a separate group and certainly not part of the one or single Irish nation - which does not exist. A century of partition should tell us that. Ulster has outlasted most European frontiers.

Separate, but with qualifications. 
Tell of Stalin’s definition and my BICO training/Brendan Clifford’s writing even if BICO has now gone full circle and are nationalist Cork chauvinists. 
What constitutes a nation is not seawater nor being an island – Haiti/Timor.

Ulster Protestants are not, or have not needed to become, a nation, but are amazingly well united by what they are not. They are or were potentially one but remained simply British [with their own distinctive negative and positive culture]
This - I should not say, makes reconciliation a poor route to unity. 
Border and opinion poll results confirm this with a Protestant and Unionists vote well into the 90%s. [quote results]
Irony that the last such poll in 1973 was marked by the Old Bailey bombing by the Price sisters and Gerry Kelly. Now Gerry Adams wants a poll!
The fact that those Protestants who switch allegiance can be detailed on a few Wikipedia pages tells us how slight a distance the conversion/engagement operation has progressed. 
Significantly the list of Protestant nationalists who converted to Catholicism is almost as long as those who didn’t: Lord Ashbourne, Charles Bewley, Joseph Biggar MP, Hon. Albinia Broderick (Gobnait Ni Bhruadair, sister of the Southern Unionist leader Lord Midleton), Charlotte Despard, sister of Viscount French (Lord Lieutenant of Ireland 1918-21), Sir Shane Leslie, Grace Gifford, sister of Muriel, wife of Joseph Mary Plunkett, Muriel Gifford, sister of Grace, wife of Thomas MacDonagh, Maud Gonne, Francis Stuart, Mabel McConnell, wife of Desmond FitzGerald and mother of Garret FitzGerald, Countess Markievicz MP and TD, Gertrude Parry (cousin of Roger Casement), Herbert Moore Pim (who returned to Unionism in 1918), and of course Roger Casement,
Ultimately – ‘It’s the Economy Stupid’ which is decisive, and that is pulling two or more ways in Ireland. The south was forging ahead and buying up the north industrially and property-wise until catastrophe happened in the form of the banking crisis
Empires have a virtue being multinational and multi-cultural and can protect minorities because they are not frightened of them, as nations are.

Is historical anti-revisionism gaining purchase? Inevitably Yes as the new Irish conventional wisdom becomes hegemonic.
The recent, highly popular, ‘History Ireland’ debates on Cork in the 1920s wars also tell us that. 

The focus of anti-revisionism is on historians - the late Peter Hart, Roy Foster and Lord Paul Bew, in particular. I have been willing to take this Cork issue on, both politically and historically in the Irish Political review (available in Books Upstairs across the road) and in History Ireland.
The south is indeed a different place and has been becoming so since the 1960s although the recent book by Brian Walker ‘A Political History of the Two Irelands – From Partition to Peace,’ and articles like that of Michael Lillis in the latest online Dublin Review of Books remind us that the Irish establishment has not lost faith or belief in the first national aim. And nor did Dr Garrett FitzGerald, a certainly overrated friend of Ulster Protestants.
However the article by Robert Dowds, a Labour TD for Dublin Mid-West in Tuesday’s Irish Times tells us, and confirms, that for southern Protestants, assimilation has occurred 

He wrote “This is in contrast to the Ireland of 50 or 60 years ago with the operation of the hated ne temere decree, which obliged the children of a Roman Catholic/ Protestant couple to be brought up in the Catholic Church. That was a different world. Protestants, at that time, tended to stick to their own.… interaction was usually kept to a minimum. In addition to deep fear and suspicion of the Catholic Church, there was a lingering unionism, a sense of wanting to remain within the United Kingdom... That has largely gone now. Nowadays to be a Protestant of any hue in the Republic is an expression of religious outlook. 
Except in Border areas, perhaps” – a telling exception. 
Note Mr Dowds still picks out Ne Temere (1906) which had an enormous effect in solidifying Protestant opinion – and brutalising communal relationships. The middle class in particular froze out intercourse. The working class did intermarry as they met in factories and industrial Ulster. The surnames tell us so. 
And the border counties are different – tell of Billy Fox TD and his Wikipedia entry dispute. 

You can turn what was in power terms, a small caste, the Anglo-Irish, but not so when the community is autonomous as in Ulster and composed of all classes, even if a frontier’s people. That the Catholic minority is so large is for discussion later.
I am using the story of Roger Casement this evening as he exemplifies why Irish Republicans get Ulster Protestants so wrong.

Casement’s early life and background – the subtitle of my book was ‘Roger Casement: The Black Diaries’ is ‘a Study of his Background, Sexuality, and Irish Political Life.’ 
Know someone’s background and you have most of the explanation for their career and exploits – Hitler, Stalin, Pearse, de Valera, Blair and Major, the first four from foreign backgrounds with Blair an Ulster Protestant in part and both he and Major from circus i.e. show biz backgrounds.
Casement’s family is telling - father déclassé, mother Ann Jephson became a Catholic but not aristocratic as he wanted to believe, upbringing, income, schooling in Ballymena, sense of resentment, religion, class all are what made him. 

As a teenager Casement was a Parnellite yet the longest time he ever spent in Ireland was in Ballymena and he did not warm to the Scots Protestant community he observed there. He remained in a big-house, Anglican milieu but ticking away on the distaff side as over much of Ireland there was a burgeoning Irish Celtic nationalism, which he nurtured and which nurtured him.

Of course he was neither Irish nor Anglo-Irish, by upbringing or caste nor an Ulster Presbyterian from Ballycastle. None of those things - except in his imagination where I suppose it matters most.
Examples of Casement’s antagonism to Ulster Protestants

Another revealing poem written on 19 May 1895, on Rathlin Island, reserves its strongest anger, “for that rigid school who measure virtue, like a gown, by rule, who wear their righteousness as Sunday clothes, that would be soiled by meaner people’s woes” – Ulster Scots Presbyterians. 

What is difficult to accept or understand is why Casement felt the Ulster-Scots so unworthy of consideration or affection. In his 1914 diary he gratuitously wrote of Scots accents: “I know no language that fills me with the sense of nausea that Glasgow or Butter Scotch does. His view remained that the Ulster Protestants were either misled or just unpleasant. He never once considered their predicament in terms of their having any national or group rights. Such neglect of empathy by a man of Casement’s stature and background enabled later generations of Irish Republicans to operate entirely without consideration of the true nature of the ethnic nature of the conflict.

…His cousin Gertrude recalled that in his attic room in Liverpool “the walls were papered with cartoons cut out of the Weekly Freeman showing the various Irish nationalists who had suffered imprisonment at English hands for the sake of their belief in Ireland a Nation.” The titles of his long romantic poems gathered together as Dream of the Celt tell of his unflinching loyalty to the heroes of the Irish past, those who had seen off the Saxons and the Scots, especially in Ulster. The Triumph of Hugh O’Neill recounts the 1598 victory of the Ulster woodkern over the army of the Earl of Essex under Henry Bagenal at the Battle of the Yellow Ford. The 1642 victory, two generations later, of Owen Roe O’Neill over General Robert Monro’s Scottish army, also along the Blackwater river, is powerfully memorialised in Benburb. The contents of this poem are equally unforgiving and unforgetting, and oddly blind to the fact of his own and his family’s comfortable existence in Antrim, courtesy of those Scots and English:

Since treason triumphed when O’Neill was forced to foreign flight,

The ancient people felt the heel of Scotch usurper’s might;

The barren hills of Ulster held a race proscribed and banned

Who from their lofty refuge viewed their own so fertile land.

Their churches in the sunny vales; the homes that once were theirs,

Torn from them and their Faith to feed some canting minion’s prayers.
...His attitude to Belfast was mirrored by Paul Henry, perhaps Ireland’s greatest artist. Repeating the lament of the Ulster Protestant middle classes he wrote “I had been brought up in the most narrow and arid religious atmosphere, and the longing to get away from home, and its atmosphere was stifling me. I had to smoke in secret, drink in secret, and think in secret. These were the three most unpardonable sins. There was a fourth more deadly still, though it was never mentioned.”

On 22 September 1912, from his rooms at 105 Antrim Road, Casement echoed Paul Henry, “The church parade has begun past my windows. Heavens! How appalling they look with their grim Ulster Hall faces.” 

This cry against their own people has seized Protestant intellectuals from that day to this and detached them from their own community driving them to the other. Consequently unsoftened by their intellectuals’ absence, the Orange element thus retains the necessary intransigence to survive the verbal and other assaults of Irish nationalism, duly joined each generation by a further batch of guilty or aggrieved Protestants. Thus is created the Catch 22 of Irish and Ulster politics.Casement was a Protestant patriot who gave his life for Ireland yet who was doubly a Catholic and tried to stop the Easter Rising in its tracks - unlike the other prominent Protestant in the IRB, Bulmer Hobson, who was kidnapped at Easter and written out of history for taking the same view. 

Casement was too soft hearted to see a failed revolution put down but not too sweet-natured as not to arm it - twice. [Explain Howth and ‘The Aud’ ship [ The Howth gunrunning was particularly Protestant – Casement, Alice Stopfors Green, Darrell Figgis, Conor O’Brien, Mary Spring Rice, Bulmer Hobson and Molly Childers.]
He was a separatist and anglophobe of the Guardian-reader variety. He hated his own country and its politics so much he wanted to see it diminished. 
It is hard to be treasonable especially in wartime. It takes a special breed of person, one with courage and alienation. Homosexuality? 

Casement was an anti-patriot, but one who loved another country – Ireland – and a progressive who, partly from experience, disliked imperialism as he had seen and experienced it in the Congo and South Africa (Boer War) but was supportive of German imperialism for practical and emotional reasons. He was a supporter of imperial commerce and not averse to colonialism, recognising the uneven spread of capitalism and economic development like Marx.
Quote from Dudgeon book – ‘Given his affection for the Kaiser (“Wilhelm will yet do great things in Europe”) it cannot be argued that Casement was intrinsically anti-imperialist, rather he was anti-England and pro-Irish. In a letter of January 1914 to the Freeman’s Journal he insisted, “As a matter of fact the people of Alsace-Lorraine today enjoy infinitely greater public liberties within the German Empire than we are ever more likely to possess within the British Empire,” adding praise for “the extraordinary liberty German imperialism accords a lately conquered territory.”’ 
Casement worked against the coming war and secret diplomacy. He behaved at times like the nuclear scientists who betrayed the west for balance of power purposes.
Was the Easter Rising justifiable? Probably for Republicans given the carnage of the 1st World War
END
So I believe Casement’ attitude and actions objectively encouraged sectarianism. As did Gladstone and Asquith’s failure to address the nature and reality of Ulster resistance with partition or an opt-out before mid-1914 when trying to impose Home Rule.
Casement did not understand Ulster’s Protestants, or if he did, like his fellow Protestant nationalists abandoned them – a few perhaps Ernest Blythe did – but the words of de Valera in 1939 that those who preferred to be British than Irish could be transferred out of Ireland’ (Walker p. 15) and as late as 1962 when he ‘returned to the idea of the expulsion of the northern unionists’ (p. 114).

The time has come to say the unsayable. Sinn Fein can’t win a Republic. 
Unionists remain utterly unified, and as one, in knowing what they don’t want. They are a frontiers people on one of the oldest political borders in Europe. Such people are invariably intransigent, properly suspicious of their metropolitan masters - who can wipe them out at a stroke as happened at Dayton for the Serbs in the Croatian Krajina region, and in the Ulster case marked by Scottishness and Presbyterianism. 
Unionists like Israelis can only lose once. You can be a Protestant in a united Ireland but not a Unionist. Or at least it would serve no Unionist purpose, the game being lost.
The IRA’s signal victory was reducing the Protestant population by 100,000 or some 10%. Not a particularly republican achievement I would suggest. 
So the future is in your hands. Sinn Fein can revert to armed Hibernianism but I think not. The rage has abated. The spoils are being divided equally, to the satisfaction of the DUP as well.
And our peoples even if they do not mix much within NI or across the border know each other now and have wider horizons.

Unused Points
· Carson did not bring the first guns into Ireland

· Adams has legacy issues – 2,000 dead versus unionist discrimination and rage.
· Genocide? - reducing the number of Protestants by 10% - campaign achievement and depoliticising unionism
· Armed Hibernians as described by Bernadette McAliskey.
· Southern Protestants catholic protestant and dissenter unity –mantra of republicanism plainly not but it got them progressive support

· Everyone dies a unionist

· Rome rule/Carnival of reaction – Connolly quote

· Archbishop McQuaid ban on Catholics at TCD restated in 1960. Attendance was ‘forbidden under pain of mortal sin’. Only the archbishop had the power ‘if guarantees against perversion were adequate, to tolerate attendance amongst Christian dissidents’. 

· Queen’s visit. SF almost stateswoman-like (Mary Lou)

· Are we all Redmondites now? 

· 14 SF TDs an achievement. FF collapse is worrying, for SF is the real opposition and if FG/Labour come a cropper as they may well do. 
· The war started and long continued because of rage at second class status, the crude anti-Catholicism (which had died out in England perhaps 35 years earlier) and the loosening of old certainties from the 1960s on. The army’s myriads of mistakes which are inevitable in conflict, prolonged it.

· That is not to say that I do not think the army and the RUC staved off civil war and protected us from our potential for worse excesses than the 3,500 deaths we caused and endured.

· TCD - We have a duty to engage. Perhaps I did not try hard enough in the bad days. My last such debate was interestingly at the Hist in Trinity, with Danny Morrison, in the 1980s, when I spoke for the Workers Association for the Democratic Settlement of the National Conflict in Ireland which majored in the south on Articles 2 & 3. I did write to Gerry Adams when he sought to communicate to Protestants and got a courteous reply but nothing ensued.

· It is just a pity that the ending of the claim had not been a prerequisite to EU membership in 1973. If so, the history of the subsequent 25 years could have been very different. It still amazes me that nobody ever asked John Hume if the EU was about ending national hostility and territorial claims in Europe why he (and Ireland) wanted to move an internal frontier around. But that was always the case the iron law of the Irish exception, practiced and accepted by Britain, the US, and Europe until now.

· Some of this may well have been inevitable – the emancipation of the Irish Roman Catholic (and the Old English) community, which needed its time in charge of at least part of the island. However, I would argue, that change of ruling class in the south and the fossilisation in the north came at a terrible price which incremental adjustments could have avoided. Republicanism – unity of Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter (the tricolour) is based on a sadly false premise that you can unite ethnically different groups. In our case, we have not two nations on the island but people from two different nations, the British and the Irish, who may blend, and are blending, but only by osmosis and money, not design or force. The conflict is about territory.Bottom of Form

· Bottom of Form

· Bottom of Form

·  The referendum in the south did much more. It removed and replaced the legitimacy that the IRA felt they derived from the last vote of the Irish people, as one, in 1918, when a majority voted in the general election for Sinn Fein, and ultimate separation. Now, there are a dozen good arguments against that 
perceived legitimacy taken from that result, which I won’t go into, but it did provide an enormously strong justification, in Irish Republican terms, for continued military action against the north.

· Now there may be something else happening under the surface. When Martin McGuiness attends the funeral of Peter Robinson’s mother-in-law at Bethany Free Presbyterian Church in Portadown, and alongside an unrehabilitated Iris Robinson, you have to admit to being shocked. Not to mention Dr Paisley checking out the Aras.

· The Ireland sought by the rebels of 1916 was to be Republican and Gaelic speaking, instead it was seriously, almost innocently, Roman Catholic, and English speaking. And it did not prosper.

· If we knew why the last long war from 1970 started, and why it ended, over a decade from 1995, we would be able to work out something of an answer. There have of course never been significant periods of internal peace on the island. Since partition, armed republicanism has been active in every decade. Those campaigns failed dismally until the last Troubles. [1956-62 not a sectarian campaign and thus a failure] And the dissidents will say it failed again in the most recent. I would disagree in several ways. They brought about the emancipation of the northern Catholics or more accurately destroyed, irrevocably, the Protestant Unionist hegemony and even the key majority.

· But this could have been achieved with much less violence and in a shorter time, given London’s desperation to make concessions, indeed its near political agreement with the IRA’s aspiration, and the offer of political settlements like Sunningdale in 1973 and the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985. Perhaps the northern Catholics had to go through a form of war of independence, as in 1919-21 in the south, for their own psychological reasons, but it served little other purpose. 

· I remain impressed, in the truest sense of the word, by Bernadette McAliskey’s description of the Provisional IRA as ‘armed Hibernians’. This is backed-up in a sense by Patrick Pearse’s insistence on the Howth guns not seeping north, and the decision that the Easter Rising would be restricted to the south apart from a rather aimless movement of Irish Volunteers to Coalisland. This ironically was my father’s home town. He must have somewhat aware of that and of the part played by Denis McCullough, the IRB head, being aged eight at the time. He did leave me with some wisdom which I ignored.

· The war started and long continued because of rage at second class status, the crude anti-Catholicism (which had died out in England perhaps 35 years earlier) and the loosening of old certainties from the 1960s on. The army’s myriads of mistakes which are inevitable in conflict prolonged it.

· That is not to say that I do not think the army and the RUC staved off civil war and protected us from our potential for worse excesses than the 3,500 deaths we caused and endured.

· Republicanism – unity of Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter (the tricolour) is based on a sadly false premise that you can unite ethnically different groups. In our case, we have not two nations on the island but people from two different nations, the British and the Irish, who may blend, and are blending, but only by osmosis and money, not design or force. The conflict is about territory.

· And if Sinn Fein did win Ireland wouldn’t look fractionally like the dream of four united green fields.

· I recognise that the ‘peace process’, is essentially a Republican term, and it is about process not finality. Although some critics say the peace took over from the process. It will progress if war is averted. The main danger remains anger and rage amongst young people and, I have to advise, that they are the biggest threat, by virtue of acting as a recruiting sergeant for dissident groups. 

· Marching for unionists or Orangemen is of course around territory, but about staving off loss, not territorial gain. Another issue is MOPE or Republicanism and the truth. Exaggeration and manufactured grievances are corrosive. 
DISPUTES AND ARTICLES BEFORE TALK
Brendan Clifford in IPR March 2012: “The anti-Casement campaign he directed at nationalist opinion (along with Bill McCormack), conducted on the assumption that nationalism was homophobic was one of the most distasteful things I had seen. Dudgeon is both a homosexual activist and a Unionist, and the only purpose I could see in the way that campaign was conducted was to discredit Casement to nationalists, in the Unionist interest, by exploiting their presumed homophobia.” – [No they did it themselves. I didn’t suggest he was gay let alone a paedophile. This first cat was out of the bag by my time. Subtle point but I could do no other than point up hypocrisy and what I usually termed old fashioned prejudice.]
Niall Meehan? on politics.ie: Dudgeon regards Casement as an Anglophobe. In other words, he believes Casement was hostile to Britain in an irrational manner, for no good reason. In fact Casement served the British imperial state faithfully and intelligently as a high-level diplomat and "insider", so it is not likely that he misunderstood Britain, or was irrational concerning it. The idea that he flipped over into hostility towards Britain in a fit of irrational derangement is not plausible. Anyone holding such a view should EXPLAIN it, JUSTIFY it. Otherwise they can themselves be reasonably charged with irrationality. Casement explained his opposition to Britain very clearly and very rationally - for instance, in his book "The Crime Against Europe": The case he made in this book is that Britain's international posture (naval, military, diplomatic, trade practices, colonial policy) threatened to engulf Europe in a cataclysmic war. (Shock, horror - British warmongering under cover of [[Christian civilisation / democracy & the freedom of small nations / human rights - or whatever you're having yourself]].) Was Casement wrong about this? Is it an irrational Anglophobic position to hold in 2012? In 1912? What about Dudgeon? He famously declared that Ulster would be saved by the breeding habits of single girls in the sink loyalist estates. In other words, the savage hordes threatening to engulf "Ulster" would be held at bay, not by enlightened liberal unionism, but by the ferocious bigotry engendered by the social, economic and cultural stew that produced the cannon fodder that cowardly "enlightened liberal" unionism has hidden behind for generations. 
Mícheál Mac Donncha [SF] on Facebook?: Good initiative. However, serious questions will need to be asked since Jeffrey Dudgeon has questioned the integrity of those who believe that the so-called 'Black Diaries' are forgeries. Contrary to some myth-making, those who point to the strong evidence of forgery are not homophobic. As has been rightly said, this is a textual question and not a sexual question. I suggest that the Roger Casement Foundation be invited to address the Cumann on a future occasion. 
Certainly, Mícheál, we'll be sure to invite them in the future to continue the discussion. Although this is naturally up to Mr Dudgeon, I don't believe the main focus of the talk will be on sexual identity, so much as national identity. 
POST TALK WEB COMMENT
Politics.ie ‘Bobby Sands.’

It was a decent talk, the main thrust of his argument seemed to be that Casement was not a "true Ulster protestant". He seemed offended at the notion of "Ulster Protestants" being republicans. He pointed to the fact that Casement converted just before his execution as proof of this and also listed out a number of Irish patriots who converted from protestantism to catholicism as further evidence for his "no true scotsman" argument. He neglected to mention the many many Protestants who did not convert, Wolfe Tone, Emmet, Henry Joy et al

He used religion as his defining factor, Ulster Protestants, Catholic Nationalism/republicanism. I don't buy into this myself, especially seen as people are leaving religion in their droves, protestants and catholics alike. He is also massively ignorant in my opinion when in comes to southern protestants (half my family are protestants, as is my best friend so I have an idea of what I am talking about) and their identity. He spoke in a very black and white way about protestants, he clearly regards all of them as unionists and if they are not they are not really protestants. The reality with southern protestants is that there is no real difference, they don't have a "separate identity" they are simply Irish people.

What I found most illuminating was the discussion about Unionists cultural identity, he couldn't say what they were, but repeated this line many times "they know what they are not". They define themselves in a negative sense, an insecure people who define themselves by saying what they are not, rather than what they are. He didn't see anything wrong with this. This also explains the "Ulster Protestant" stuff which is frankly out of date. Religion is not an important part of peoples lives today, especially young peoples. No one goes to mass etc, and most of the youth who engage in sectarianism certainly don't, religion is something which they use to demonstrate that they are "not like" the other side, this is despite the fact that young "catholics" or "protestants" (ie those who don't go to mass etc, are agnostic or atheist (I know an atheist unionist who rants on about "we Ulster Protestants" despite being a firm atheist) are much more similar today than ever before.

While I disagreed with him on much of what he said, he was very obliging with answering questions and seems to be a genuinely decent, nice man.

Well done to Trinity Sinn Féin for putting the talk together.

The Irish Times - Thursday, March 22, 2012

Sinn Féin's clarity over bridge-building is impressive

DAVID ADAMS

A FEW years ago, during a television interview, the then chairman of Sinn Féin, Mitchel McLaughlin, was asked whether republicans believed fundamental political and social change would be necessary in the South to facilitate the type of united Ireland his party had in mind.

“You bet your life we do,” snapped McLaughlin, with uncharacteristic vehemence.

His response was too instinctive to be anything but sincere. And for me, it was heartening. It confirmed my suspicion that at least some within the leadership of the mainstream republican movement were aware an all-island state worth the candle could not be accomplished by simply tacking the North on to an unreconstructed South (with Northern Protestants expected to either fit in or ship out).

McLaughlin had, albeit inadvertently, highlighted the sharp distinction that exists between extreme nationalism (Irish, or otherwise) and authentic Irish republicanism. Simply put, the first is about forced homogeneity. The second is about moulding a nation to fit the diversity of its peoples.

McLaughlin’s retort came to mind while I was reading an opinion piece by current Sinn Féin chairman Declan Kearney in An Phoblacht (it is online at iti.ms/GL0jDv) dated March 5th last.

There is nothing accidental in what Kearney has to say. In an impressively open and honest piece, he makes crystal clear that the all-island state envisaged by mainstream republicans will indeed be genuinely reflective of, and sympathetic to, all of its peoples.

And, he maintains, as part of the process towards achieving that goal, republicans must build bridges with their unionist neighbours. None of which is particularly new, except on this occasion the clarity of language and the hard questioning of some republican attitudes leave no room for a fair-minded person to doubt the sincerity of the message.

Kearney writes that republicans need to be courageous and set aside their own assumptions “to better understand the fears and apprehensions of Protestants and unionists – and to listen unconditionally to what they have to say”.

And, more pointedly still, “We speak about nation building, but we need to be prepared to define engagement in terms beyond what suits ourselves. Engagement is not a strategy to make unionists into republicans.”

It is not necessary to be republican-minded to appreciate and give full due to the attempts by Sinn Féin to build bridges with unionists and Protestants. Why, one might ask, would unionists not be tempted to join with their fellow Irishmen and Irishwomen in creating the type of New Ireland that republicans describe? What is there to fear?

The popular view is that Northern Protestants, through a mix of ultra-British sentiment and inherent sectarianism, despise all things Irish.

Like most easy theories about entire communities, it isn’t quite that simple. As we embark upon a decade of anniversaries (Ulster Covenant, Easter Rising, Battle of the Somme, War of Independence, Government of Ireland Act, Civil War and Partition, to name a few), the Irish Government has, sensibly in my view, appointed a panel of historians who will “seek to set a tone that is inclusive and non-triumphalist, ensuring authenticity, proportionality and openness”.

Some members of this panel were interviewed on BBC Northern Ireland’s Hearts and Minds programme last week. All were of the opinion that, ultimately, Edward Carson brought about the Easter Rising by his illegal campaign of opposition to Home Rule. I wonder whether any of the historians have stopped to consider why Carson, a Dubliner, and his co-religionists were so set against Home Rule (or “Rome Rule” as they so disparagingly and, as it turned out, accurately described it).

Could past experience – history – have had anything to do with it? Once before, in 1798, Protestants and Dissenters had joined with their Catholic countrymen (and women) to establish (by force of arms) an independent Irish republic.

The British may have crushed the 1798 rebellion in a physical sense, but it wasn’t they who crushed the ideal of Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter in the hearts of the first and last categories. That was accomplished by the sectarian orgies launched by supposed fellow United Irishmen in the south of the country.

In places like Scullabogue, hundreds of “non-Catholics” were being put to death, while the likes of George Orr, Henry Monroe, Henry Joy McCracken, Betsy Gray and countless others were filling Presbyterian and Protestant graves in the North.

Over time, the finer details of 1798 were largely forgotten or airbrushed from Protestant history, but a deep sense of betrayal lingered, and an abiding distrust was passed like a bitter heirloom down through subsequent generations.

The British eventually bought off the Protestants and Dissenters (those who hadn’t already taken flight to America, to a real republic) but they didn’t require much buying. They had learned through hard experience where their best interests lay.

The distrust that Sinn Féin must seek to overcome – which is often inexplicable even to the majority of those who hold it – was not caused but reinforced by the recent 30-odd years of conflict. Deep bitterness, centuries old, exists on all sides. I wish Sinn Féin well – they are at least making the effort.
