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BUSWELLS HOTEL DEBATE WITH EOIN O BROIN OF SINN FEIN – 19 APRIL 2011
CHAIR: MARY MINIHAN (IRISH TIMES)
IRISH POLITICS, NORTH SOUTH RELATIONS AND THE FUTURE OF THE SEANAD

· My thanks go to Mary for chairing our debate and welcome to those in the audience particularly my supporters and friends, who may have heard a good deal of this before.
· This debate is unexpected, and has a surprising element - the fact that Eoin effectively challenged me, and secondly that he is standing for the Seanad for Sinn Fein in the NUI constituency. I have to say, I had long ago predicted that he would by now be in the Irish Labour Party. Luckily as I am standing for a TCD seat we are not competing. 

· Plainly he is in it for the long haul and the harder contests. He was I noticed, in our previous encounter in Belfast at an early ‘Pride Talks Back’ event with political parties, respectful of me and my Strasbourg achievement, more than some of my supposed peers, and he is historically minded.
· 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.

· I am standing for a Trinity seat in the Seanad, particularly because I can. The ending of the claim to Northern Ireland in Articles 2 and 3, by virtue of the 1998 referendum in the south, changed Ireland from a hostile polity to a friendly one. The vote in the north brought Sinn Fein a permanent place in government.

· And 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 the 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. 
· As a result of the 1998 decision by the people of Ireland a war ended and will stay so. And I was out of a job for disagreeing with my boss on the matter. Oddly, my only contact with David Trimble, at Hatfield House, told me of his certainty of the IRA’s war-ending intentions but his efforts came at a price (for the UUP), and were mostly successful in disarmament after the Belfast Agreement.
· 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.
· I am also standing for the Seanad, to advance, if elected, a number of policies which you will see in my election communication on my website. They are carefully chosen as not to be seen as someone interfering from another jurisdiction, but as coming from someone who has the interests of our nearest neighbour at heart, for sound, inter-dependent, economic reasons, as well as for stability and peace. 
· I know the south’s politics as well as almost anyone in NI and probably better than most members of Sinn Fein. I suppose I have a penchant for sovereign parliaments. Here and at Westminster there be real politics. Stormont, the provincial alternative is where the task is to divvy up our UK subsidy of £8b, and the only other politics are the insoluble ones of sectarian or national conflict
· Something I signally failed to achieve in a twenty-year effort was to bring national politics to NI. It was worth trying but the forces ranged against us were too great – Dublin, London, the SDLP, devolution-hungry Unionism, the CPNI, not to mention the IRA. 
· Now there may, I admit, 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.
· My other theme is how we are heading back to our future - to the optimism and prosperity of 1911, a century ago, a future which was to be torn apart and shattered by war, revolution, communism and national socialism. And in Ireland, by partition, sectarian horror and civil war. 
· 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. 
· 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.
· This brings me to the most immediate question facing us, How Do We Stop the Dissident Attacks? Which is not to say deeper differences and historical disputes don’t have to be explored to get to an answer.

· 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.

· 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 – like at Dayton for the Serbs in Krajina and elsewhere – 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 purpose, the game being lost.
· And if Sinn Fein did win Ireland wouldn’t look fractionally like the dream of four united green fields.
· No ethnic dispute is ever resolved, except by extermination, expulsion or assimilation. An illustration to my mind is the fact that the first and only Gaelic Irish Archbishop of Dublin in Christchurch Cathedral, was Laurence O’Toole who died in 1180. He served between Viking and Norman bishops. 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.

· 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. Rage could consume you. 
· 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. [See my Irish Political Review article]
· The IRA’s signal victory was reducing the Protestant population by 100,000 or some 10%. Not a particularly republican achievement I would suggest. 
· The notion that the Bobby Sands victory in Fermanagh South Tyrone was the moment when the political path was seen to be advantageous was never convincing. Nationalists and Republicans had won that seat (and Mid-Ulster previously). I rather think the ‘peace process’ came about due to the fact that the credit built up in the Anglo-Irish Bank of Violent Struggle – and they were no mean military achievements – was just screaming to be spent, but like an aircraft carrier turning round or even changing course, it was going to take a long time. But it was done and we are where we are.
· I will leave issues of today, the future and the Seanad to the debate.
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