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Whither Loyalism?
(I want a society where you(ll see some unholy alliances, such as Sinn Fein and the PUP voting the same way and for the same candidates; a voting alliance against those who(ve benefitted from the (Troubles( by keeping the lower classes apart.(
Billy Hutchinson of the Progressive Unionist Party

In April of this year I visited Belfast for the ninth time since 1974. The main reason was to attend the wedding of two old and very dear friends, who after a five-year engagement, decided to get married.  Naturally, I was very excited about the wedding, but I was just as delighted to have the chance to witness "peace" in Northern Ireland for the first time since 1968.  (In the context of Northern Ireland right now, this simply means the absence of paramilitary violence or even the threat of it.) 

During my nine visits these past twenty-one years, I made many friends on both sides of the religious divide and formed a very strong emotional attachment to both Ireland and Northern Ireland.  I learned a great deal about Ireland(s history and the present (Troubles( through long, formal and informal discussions and reading many books.  This year I had the chance to teach an Adult-Ed class on Ireland, which led to more research into Irish History.  Now with the cease-fires on, this trip gave me the opportunity to learn as much as I could about the cease-fires, and find out what was occurring on the grass-roots level.  In particular, I wanted information that is not readily accessible here in the States.  

Through the Internet I can keep up with the news from the North on a daily basis. I can get information about and directly from Sinn Fein. (Yes, Sinn Fein even has its own Home Page on the WorldWideWeb and articles from An Phlobacht (A Republican newspaper) are accessible online.)  Most of my very close friends are Catholic, which means that I can easily get information and opinions from them on how average Catholics
 view the cease-fires and the future.  However, my links with the Protestant community are very weak. 

In 1975 and 1977 I worked in Portrush, aUnionistt
 area on the northeast coast.  I made many friends there, all but a few of whom were Unionist.  Unfortunately, as the years went by I lost contact with them, and so I lost my day to day contact with the Unionist community.  As for the Unionist parties and groups, they have not yet learned to use the media to their own advantage.  In contrast to Sinn Fein, they are just beginning to understand the power of the Internet and the manipulation of mass-communication.  This means that it is very hard to get information on how the Unionist population, in particular the (Loyalist( working-class, views the Peace Process, what their concerns are, and what their vision of the future is.  

This lack of information damages our ability to understand the situation in the North.  Americans need to know that Northern Ireland is not simply a case of  (Brits Out( and everything will sort itself out. One million Protestant Unionists live in the North.  For the most part, they want nothing to do with a United Ireland, and any settlement must reckon with them and their desire to stay out of the Republic.
 Thus, it is important that we understand both Unionists and Loyalist, who they are and what they want. 

So, when I arrived in Belfast, I had a definite idea of what I wanted to do and with whom I wanted to talk.  In particular, I was anxious to meet the leaders of the Progressive Unionist Party (PUP).  I had read interviews conducted with the Party leaders, and some friends on the (net,( also spoke favorably about the leadership and individuals within the Party.  I was also fascinated by their political program and positions.  This is a Unionist Party that is avowedly socialist. (Normally this is an oxymoron.) It is also a Unionist Party that displays a willingness to talk with Sinn Fein.  Furthermore, it argues that even before the Irish Republican Army gives up its guns, the British Government must include Sinn Fein in the bi-lateral talks.  

Although we hear very little about The Progressive Unionist Party, it has existed since 1977.  It grew out of (The Volunteer Party( of 1973-1977, an organization that tied itself very closely to the Ulster Volunteer Force.  (UVF--One of the two main Loyalist paramilitary organizations fighting to keep the Union with Great Britain.)  The Volunteer Party(s job was to fight politically for the Loyalist cause, while the UVF supported the Loyalist struggle with violence against the IRA and the Catholic community.  In essence, this was an early attempt to create a (Sinn Fein style party.( (In this organizational scheme the Party fights the political battles, while its armed wing carries on the military struggle.)   In the 70's the Volunteer Party and the UVF flirted with Marxism and rumors circulated that they had contacts with the Official (Marxist) wing of the IRA (Since confirmed) about possible common ground.  This and the Party eventually failed, and in 1977 the Volunteer Party converted itself into the Progressive Unionist Party.

Today(s Progressive Unionist Party is overtly socialist in its orientation, working class in its membership, and its main center of support is on the Protestant Shankill Road in West Belfast. Right now the Party only consists of 220 people but, (Reportedly there are two Catholics in the Party, but, as Billy said: (No one is asking who it is.() very much like Sinn Fein, its influence is much greater than its actual size.  It has retained its links to the Protestant paramilitary Ulster Volunteer Force, (This helped the PUP broker the Loyalist cease-fire last year.) and is led by three former UVF men David Ervine, Gusty Spence and Billy Hutchinson, all who served time either for murder or terrorist offenses during the (Troubles.( 

Contrary to what one might expect from this history and leadership, the PUP rejects the sectarianism and the obstructionism of  the mainstream Unionist Parties.  While Ian Paisley(s Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and James Molyneaux(s Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) cling to the old Loyalist slogans of (No Surrender( and (Ulster Says No!(, the PUP calls for (accommodation with the Nationalist People,( and for negotiations that include Sinn Fein, with everything but the border open for discussion.  

Never was the difference between these Parties more evident than right now.  The Ulster Unionist Party is boycotting talks with Michael Ancram, a British cabinet minister for Northern Ireland, as long as he is in talks with Sinn Fein.  The Democratic Unionists refuse to even sit down with the British government until the IRA disarms.  Yet, as I mentioned above, the PUP has called on the British Government since "day one" (the beginning of the cease-fires) to talk with Sinn Fein.  The PUP also argues that the (de-commissioning of all weapons( should only take place as part of an overall political settlement, and not as preconditions for talks.  

With this in mind, I tried, through a mutual friend, to arrange an interview with Billy Hutchinson, one of the PUP(s leading spokespeople.  Billy is now a community activist and works on the Shankill as a Community Organizer.  During the worst of the (Troubles,( he was a leader in the UVF,  participated in sectarian violence and spent time in prison for his role in the murder of at least two Catholics.  After exchanging phone calls we finally made an appointment to meet on Good Friday at the PUP(s headquarters on the Shankill.  The office is about a block from where the IRA bomb destroyed Frizzell(s Fish Shop in October of 1993 killing ten people, including a 10 year old girl and one of the IRA bombers.

I arrived at the Progressive Unionist Party's headquarters, a small storefront on the Shankill,  about 2:00 p.m. with a set of questions focusing on the PUP(s analysis of the present and its vision for the future. Entering the building I found Billy Hutchinson, who is thin and wiry with a severe crewcut, on the phone answering questions about a UVF arms find the previous day in East Belfast. (East Belfast is Protestant, except for the Short Strand area along the River Lagan.)  After he finished, I introduced myself and we went into the back room to begin the interview. Unfortunately, I had not come prepared with a tape recorder so I had to do my best in writing down the interview.  Our meeting lasted an hour, and ranged from the cease-fire, to education, and the future of Northern Ireland.

The Cease-fires
As we settled into the back of the office, I attempted to open discussion about the cease-fires, but the phone rang repeatedly.  The newspapers kept calling to get his opinion of the UVF arms find, and the interception of INLA guns the week before. (Irish National Liberation Army, a splinter group of the IRA, now linked with the Irish Republican Socialist Party.  This group has yet to declare a cease-fire.)  We briefly discussed these and the possibility of renewed violence.  

I asked him about the arms finds and what they meant, whether the INLA could start trouble on its own, and the significance of the arms cache in East Belfast.  He replied that he did not believe that the INLA could start the violence on its own, that the IRA would (take care of them( if they did.  In fact, he felt that the IRA tipped off the Gardai (The Irish Republic(s Police) about the INLA(s activities.  His reasoning behind this was simple.  The IRA, for its own reasons wants the cease-fires to hold.  If the guns get across, they threaten that goal.

For those interested in the Peace Process, there were other concerns as well.  If the RUC (Northern Ireland(s Police Force) intercepts the INLA guns, it reaffirms the Catholic community's perception that the RUC acts against Republican gun-running but not against Loyalist gun-running.  For their part, the Loyalist community would see this as evidence that the IRA was not serious about peace and the Irish Republic was still an enemy for letting the guns get across the border.  By the Gardai intercepting the guns, it showed the Loyalists that the Republic is serious about the Peace Process, deflected any Nationalist criticism and kept the IRA's hands clean.  

By his reaction to it, he clearly did not see the UVF arms find as a major problem.  By the same reasoning as above, this find was meant to reassure the Catholic community that the Police are just as vigilant in going after Loyalist arms as Republican arms.  

What also became clear as we talked, is that these arms finds were, more than likely, part of a (good-faith( decommissioning effort in lieu of full-scale disarmament.  I am not so sure that this is true, but in the case of the UVF guns, the RUC did not have to search; they simply walked into the house and went straight to the weapons.

Finally, after another PUP member came in and took over answering the phone, I officially started the interview.  I began by asking why the cease-fires happened now. Billy outlined several possible reasons. 

(
He felt that contacts that took place between the IRA and the Loyalist paramilitaries laid the groundwork.  They had talked through intermediaries since 1987, (This is usually done through the clergy of both traditions.) discussing a possible cease-fire and other issues affecting their communities.  According to Hutchinson, the feeling on both sides, was that the situation had stalemated and that some way had to be found to end the killing and find a new way forward.  However, these talks did not constrain either side from killing during this period.

(
According to Hutchinson, the British, American, and Dublin Governments made it clear to the IRA that no matter what it did militarily, it was going to get nothing more. Essentially,  the IRA was made to understand that declaring a cease-fire at this time was its best hope of getting some of what it wanted.  

(
This is plausible.  The IRA declared its cease-fire without achieving any of its demands.  Since the beginning of the (Troubles( the IRA said that once the British Government pulled out all its troops, ended the (Unionist Veto( and guaranteed a United Ireland it would declare a cease-fire.  The armed struggle did not achieve these goals. 

(
Elizabeth Mitchell, a sociologist at Bucknell and a native of Northern Ireland, argues:  "I find it unlikely that the very astute IRA had to be told by London, Dublin, and Washington that the use of violence was/is counter-productive.". . ."Sinn Fein and the IRA had a lot more to gain as the "good guys" willing to take the first steps towards "peace" than they had by carrying on the armed struggle."

(
Absolute exhaustion and war-weariness among the population of both sides are other reasons.  People simply tired of the war and wanted to get on with their lives.  He related reports, which I had already heard, of mothers and families sending their children away to keep them from joining the paramilitaries or doing all they could to keep them out of these groups. 

(
In his words (The Downing Street Declaration came at the right time.( (It was a flawed, but balanced document.(  This document came not long after the horrific violence of the month of October 1993 when the paramilitaries of both sides killed 31 people in sectarian violence.  It provided a much needed safety valve after the terrible violence of this period and gave both sides some hope of a way out of the "abyss."  

(
The violence of October 1993, as bad as it was, according to Hutchinson, was the catalyst that forced both sides to step back and take stock of where they were headed.  He echoed Gusty Spence(s (Another leader of the PUP, who, in 1966, carried out the first sectarian murder of the modern era.  He spent 19 years in prison for this.) words (The public looked into the abyss.  We have been in the abyss.  We have clawed our way out of the abyss . . .(  Hutchinson argued that both sides were shocked and appalled by the month of October and realized that (a doomsday situation( now faced them.  For their part the Loyalist paramilitaries reigned in or attempted to reign in their killing squads after October.  According to Hutchinson (The Combined Loyalist Military Command (CLMC-the umbrella group for the UVF and the Ulster Defense Association (UDA - A Loyalist paramilitary group located mainly in East Belfast.) called (off the dogs( after the Greysteel Massacre.( This was the attack in which the Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF- This is the name the UDA uses when it carries out attacks.) killed 13 people on Halloween in retaliation for the bombing on the Shankill. 

(
A little spoken of, but possibly significant reason for the cease-fires came up as we talked.  Except in 1975 the IRA/INLA carried out more murders per year than the Loyalist paramilitaries.  However, in 1992 the Loyalists killed more people than the IRA and INLA combined.  This trend continued in 1993 and on into 1994.  The Loyalist paramilitaries openly displayed their ability to carry out purely sectarian murders, and do it with impunity. 

(
Although he did not explicitly state it, Hutchinson alluded to the fact that the Nationalist community no longer felt that the IRA could protect them.  This put more pressure on the IRA to declare a cease-fire.  This was not the first time I had heard this claim.  When talking to an academic, who has close ties to paramilitaries on both sides, he argued that this was a factor in the IRA(s decision to declare a cease-fire.  

An interesting point came out as we discussed the events leading to the cease-fires. Hutchinson related the way in which the Loyalist paramilitaries decided to launch (The Greysteel Massacre.(  He pointed out that there was great anger in the Loyalist community over the IRA(s bombing of Frizzell(s Fish Shop on the Shankill. Everyone looked to the paramilitaries for their response.  Within the CLMC a dispute took place between the UVF and the UDA over the appropriate action. The UVF counseled against retaliation, reasoning that the IRA had lost the (moral high ground( with this bombing.  However, the UDA, which is more prone to violence, argued for retaliation of the most severe sort.  Eventually the (hard men( of the UDA won out and through their front group, the Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF) carried out (The Greysteel Massacre.(   

Another chilling, but fascinating aspect of this discussion, was the detached manner Billy assumed in discussing these events.  Although he personally opposed the decision to retaliate,  he understood and could not condemn those who carried out (The Greysteel Massacre.(  This attack was part and parcel of the war against the IRA.  I saw this attitude again when we discussed the Loughinisland attack, where six Catholics were killed watching the World Cup last July.  Loughinisland took place in response to an INLA attack on the Shankill the week before, where three people were shot dead, one an innocent bystander.  The UVF retaliated and did it emphatically.  It was chilling to listen to someone talk about these incidents as if they were simply things that happened everyday. Unfortunately, this is the case in Northern Ireland.  I should say that I saw the same attitude displayed by Gerry Adams in interviews from the early and mid-eighties.  

I then asked Hutchinson why the Loyalists waited for a month-and-a-half before matching the IRA(s cease-fire.  He replied by saying: (The first thing you(ve to understand is that the Combined Loyalist Military Command offered the IRA a cease-fire in July of 1994 and they turned it down.(  (I checked on this claim independently.  The CLMC had indeed offered a cease-fire on July 15, 1994.) He was not totally sure why, but he felt that the IRA was in the midst of the internal wrangling that led to its own cease-fire on August 31, 1994.  He also felt that the IRA wanted to declare a cease-fire on its own terms.  The IRA's cease-fire was to be a grand gesture,  especially since the IRA achieved none of its long-stated goals. (See Elizabeth Mitchell's comments above.)

Nevertheless, the issue I was interested in was why it took so long for the CLMC to declare a cease-fire.  It turns out that there was a very simple reason for this.  The CLMC wanted to make certain that no deal was done between the IRA and the British Government.  I pressed him as to why it took so long to get this assurance and who it came from.  Then the ironies of Irish/British politics hit me.  I automatically assumed that the British government gave the Loyalist paramilitaries the assurances they wanted.  It turns out that the British government would not talk with the PUP and the other fringe Loyalist Party, the Ulster Democratic Party (UDP--A group with ties to the UDA), because they were (terrorist organizations.(  The British did this even though they began talking to Sinn Fein and the IRA in 1990.  I asked him who then gave them the assurances.  His reply was (The Dublin Government.(  The irony of the situation was not lost on him.  The government they fought for refused to talk to them, while the nation they did not want to be part of gave them the information they wanted.  I checked on this also and found it reported by PA News on 10/13/94. 

De-industrialization and Education
A Catholic friend of mine, who is a principal at a Primary School on the Ravenhill Road, gave me a lift to the PUP(s office the day of the interview.  While we were driving along, we talked about what I would ask Billy.  She said: (While you(re at it, why don(t you ask him about the "11-Plus" Exams and the failure rates on the Shankill.(
  She explained that she had heard that more than 90% of the students had failed who took them that year.  This intrigued me and I decided to bring this up if I got the chance.  As we began to talk about social issues, I mentioned the statistic.  

According to the information he had, in 1993 250 children on the Shankill took the (11-Plus,( of that group only 13 passed.  (By comparison, the average for passing the (11-Plus" in 1986/1987 for Northern Ireland as a whole was 21%.) Within that group of eleven year olds, 37% had a reading age of a nine-year-old.  It only gets worse.  Consider this:

(
The majority of the students on the Shankill are coming out with almost no education beyond what we would consider junior high school level. 

(
Of the nine secondary schools on the Shankill not one offers (A( level courses.  (This is the equivalent of not having a high school in your district that prepares your children for University.)

(
Of these nine schools, only one offers the GCSE (General Certificate for Secondary Education)  This allows the student to leave school at 16 with at least some sort of qualification. 

(
Even within the school that offered the GCSE, 37% did not gain their GCSE in 1992.

(
In 1992 no secondary school pupils went on to Higher Education from Greater Shankill Schools.  This includes technical schools as well as Universities.

(
Only 0.88% of those between the ages of 24-66 living on the Shankill have an advanced technical or university degree.   

(
88% of working age people living in the Lower Shankill area have absolutely no marketable skills.  

(
In the Glencairn Housing Estate on the Upper Shankill, 49% of the families are single parent households, with all the problems that brings in a ghetto.  

I was unable to get the statistics for the Catholic areas before I left, but both Protestant and Catholic teachers and social workers with whom I talked, assured me that the level of achievement in Catholic areas, including the ghettos, was higher.

Why did this occur?  What happened? This group supposedly benefitted from fifty years of (A Protestant State for a Protestant People.(  These people, who fought to stay British, now find themselves in much worse position than the Catholics as Northern Ireland moves into the Post-Industrial era. What went wrong for them?   For one, Northern Ireland began the process of de-industrialization in the fifties, a process that accelerated under Terrance O(Neill
 in the sixties and then sped up even more during the Troubles.  The industrial jobs that guaranteed the working-class Protestants a modest living and kept them loyal to the state disappeared.  This begins to explain why the education levels are so low on the Shankill, and probably many other Loyalist areas of Northern Ireland.  

I asked Billy a leading question regarding education and why it is so bad on the Shankill.  I asked him if this were the fault of the British Government and its policies.  In essence, I baited him with the idea that it was a conscious policy of the British to pacify the Catholic community by pumping money into those areas and schools, while neglecting the Loyalist areas.  He rejected this suggestion immediately.  His view was that the Loyalist community suffered, in his words (the demoralization of education.(  For 50 years the factory owners and Unionist politicians in Northern Ireland guaranteed the Loyalist working class the jobs and apprenticeships in Harland and Wolff(s (the shipyard), Shorts (aerospace), the linen mills and the many small manufacturing and/or industrial jobs because they were Protestant.  As a result: 

(
The Loyalist community did not need to worry about education.  Children could fail the "11-Plus," then go to school and leave at 16 without worrying about a job.    

(
The family made no investment in education.  In working-class Protestant households the parents did not stress education, and books and reading did not figure in family life.  This is very significant.  One study showed that there is a direct correlation between the number of books, any kind of books, in the house and passing the "11-Plus."  

(
Parents did not and cannot help their children with their homework or even in developing the study and work habits necessary for academic success.  They never had these skills themselves and consequently, cannot teach their children how to learn.  

In contrast, because of the structural discrimination, Catholic working-class parents knew that the only way for their children to advance was through education.  I told two friends, both of whom are Catholic and from Catholic ghetto areas, what Billy told me.  Without batting an eyelash, my one friend, who is now a drama teacher, said (Well, education is a Catholic thing.(  Another Catholic friend, who grew up on the Cavehill (Provisional IRA territory in North Belfast) and is now a Civil Servant with the Water Authority, replied: (Our parents realized it, [That industrial jobs were out of the question.] but we didn(t.  That(s why they stressed education from day one.(  This is another irony of the situation in the North.  The Loyalist working class fought and died to stay in the Union with Britain.  However, as Northern Ireland rebuilds, the Catholics, who have taken advantage of education, stand, for the most part, to benefit economically from the "peace."

The PUP and the community activists in the Loyalist housing estates realize they need remedial action to reverse this trend.  People, such as Hutchinson, know that for their people to prosper things must change.  They also realize that there is no quick fix to this problem.  Thus, with the help of a 17 million-dollar grant from the EEC, seventy people, mainly women from the Shankill, will be hired and trained over the next five years to work with the families there.  Once trained these people will go into the households and work with the parents, showing them how to teach and prepare their children for all levels of education.  

The Future

As our time grew short, I moved the discussion onto the topic of the future of the North.  We talked briefly about the upcoming change in mayors.  Eric Smyth of the DUP, a hardline Unionist, was due to replace Hughie Smyth of the PUP, a popular figure in both communities.  This discussion led to some of the more interesting epithets I have heard from one Loyalist about another.  Billy called Eric Smyth (DUP), Belfast(s next Lord Mayor, (. . . a sectarian bigot.(  He went on, saying (I(m a Prod and I don(t like him.(  He also described Ian Paisley as a (bigot( and a (religious fanatic( who has done great harm to the working class of both traditions in the North.  We then moved onto what the PUP(s vision of Northern Ireland(s future is.  

Obviously, as a Unionist, a United Ireland is out of the question and the border is not subject to negotiation.  This may seem harsh and unrealistic, but my own feelings are that a United Ireland is not a realistic expectation from the peace talks.  An internal settlement with some role for Dublin is the most likely scenario.  This was hammered home to me, not only by Hutchinson, but also by many others with whom I talked.  They all pointed out that Sinn Fein and the IRA have tacitly accepted the reality of this by their actions.  More than one person told me that when Gerry Adams shook hands with Albert Reynolds, the Irish Prime Minister, on the steps of Mansion House, then for the first time, Sinn Fein and the IRA accepted the legitimacy of the 26 county Irish Republic and by extension the 6 county state of Northern Ireland. Furthermore, Sinn Fein(s campaign to have the police force in the North disbanded and then reorganized, within the context of the Northern Ireland state, also implicitly recognizes the right of that state to exist. 

What is also important to keep in mind is the economic catastrophe that both the Republic and Northern Ireland face with unification.  Another study was done and it was found that each man, woman and child in the South would have to pay $1600.00 every year if the North and South united.  This expenditure would be necessary simply to maintain the standards of welfare, health and education that exist now in the North. 

Hutchinson, and the PUP, reject the fifty years of Unionist misrule and seek a new Northern Ireland that is a (pluralist, democratic society, respectful of all traditions and peoples, from Republicanism to the (traveling people((Gypsies).(  His vision of  Northern Ireland is one in which there is no place for sectarianism and where the working-class of both communities takes an active and equal role in society.  It is a Northern Ireland where a Constitution, with a Bill of Rights, protects everyone.  To ensure fairness to all opinions and tendencies, elections would take place utilizing Proportional Representation.  Loyalists and Nationalists would share power at all levels.  Communities would take control over their own areas and work for the betterment of all, especially the poorest and most disadvantaged.

Accordingly, The PUP(s policy statement on social and economic issues reads:  (The party is committed to campaigning for a written Constitution for Northern Ireland which will embody a Bill of Rights along the lines of the European Convention on Human Rights.  Such a Bill of Rights would include guarantees against discrimination. In order to ensure a working of the system in both minority and (emphasis in the original) majority interests there should be a broad committee of eight judges - two from the United Kingdom, two from the Republic of Ireland, two from Northern Ireland and two from the European Courts - to oversee any Bill of Rights.(   Their  aim is to ensure that the discrimination and sectarianism of the 1921-1972 period never happens again. 

As we discussed how this society might function, Billy articulated what his hopes were.  He said  (My goal, in the long term, is to have a society where the people vote along class lines rather than along sectarian lines.  I want to see a (normal( society where people vote their pocketbooks rather than their religious affiliations. I want a society where you(ll see some unholy alliances, such as Sinn Fein and the PUP voting the same way and for the same candidates; a voting alliance against those who(ve benefitted from the (Troubles( by keeping the lower classes apart.(  

To realize this, the PUP, unlike the DUP and the UUP,  has worked to create cross-community links and has participated in forums that brought together activists from both the Catholic and Loyalist ghettos in Belfast.  Billy(s hope is, as I have shown above, to pull the working class of both communities together to fight for their economic self-interest; in essence, an alliance of the dispossessed against those who benefitted from keeping them apart.  

At this point I asked him if the mainstream Loyalist parties could again play the (Orange Card(and bring the Loyalist working class back into line.
  He replied: (It(s possible, but unlikely.  The people have learned too much.(  He argued that the DUP and UUP, though they are the largest Loyalist parties, (. . . do not hold sway over or really represent the feelings of the working-class.  People looked around and saw they were the ones suffering and dying and living in substandard conditions.(  

To illustrate his point, he gave me a pamphlet entitled Beyond The Fife and Drum.  This is a chronicle of a Unionist conference held on the Shankill in October 1994.   

At one point during the conference,  David Ervine, of the PUP, and some members of the audience confronted John Taylor of the UUP and Iris Robinson of the DUP over what Unionism did for the Loyalist working-class.  Quoting this exchange is pertinent to this article.

(
(One speaker from the floor then said: (Mr. Taylor made the point that Unionism has been very good to the people of Northern Ireland, and that there are a lot of people who come here to live.  I don(t know where they have come to live--they certainly don(t live beside me in Glencairn . . . I would like to know . . . just what it is that Unionism has done for the people of the Shankill Road, and Glencairn and Silverstream and Springmartin.(  (What has Unionism done for working-class people in this area?(
Iris Robinson (DUP): Well. I don't know what Unionism has done for the people of the Shankill, because I'm not an elected representative for this area; but you elected the people who went to the Belfast City Hall and if you are not using them to their full potential that's not my problem, I(m sorry.(
David Ervine (PUP): There are blocked-up houses in Glencairn, which has been devastated, there are no facilities and I am telling you that Unionism has served the working-class of this society very badly.(
John Taylor (UUP): (It(s all very well to have the rhetoric and to blame other people . . . (
David Ervine (PUP): (Go out and have a look at it!(
(
Taylor then tried to justify the neglect by blaming it on 25 years of Direct Rule.  However, another member of the audience rose and said: (Mr. Taylor, for 50 years the Unionist Party were in the control of this country and I lived in Sandy Row; and in 1974 [actually 1972] when the Unionist government was prorogued we had the worst housing conditions in Europe--in Sandy Row, the Falls and the Shankill.  Now surely to God the Unionist Party had something to do with that, in those 50 years!(
(
(One woman added: (Mr. Taylor said earlier that it was unimaginable that people like himself or Ian Paisley would ever sit down with Gerry Adams.  Is it not time that people like him and Mr. Paisley stepped down and let people like Mr. Ervine, who are prepared to encompass the other side, take part in talks?((
We continued our talk about the future and I asked him if he believed there was a role for Dublin in Northern Ireland.  He answered (Yes.( The Progressive Unionist Party, unlike the Democratic Unionists and the Ulster Unionists, recognizes that for the North to go forward, Loyalists must accept some role for Dublin and recognize and accept the validity of the (Irish Dimension( in Ulster.  He was deliberately vague on what this meant though.  This is an area that he made clear was subject to careful negotiation.  He and the PUP are willing to talk with Dublin about cross-border cooperation in power-generation, health, tourism, industrial development and so on.  As mentioned above, the PUP even suggests creating a cross-border panel that will deal with protection of civil rights in the North.  (We should remember that the present (Troubles( began over civil rights, not unification.) However, he made it plain that this would not involve policing, the day to day running of the state and, as said, the border is not negotiable.  

The discussion moved onto what type of state might evolve in Northern Ireland.  He quickly rejected my suggestion that the future might be a Federal Republic of Ireland with Ulster having autonomy within its borders.  Billy replied:  (I would not say a United Ireland.  I would call it an (Agreed Ireland;( an Ireland where Unionists have their Unionism protected, and Nationalists have their Irishness recognized and respected.(  He argued that if any type of federation were to exist, it should be a (Federation of the British Isles( with a role for Dublin, London and Belfast in Northern Ireland.  (He agreed that this was unlikely.)

My hour was just about up and so we concluded the interview.  Before I left, he took me upstairs to one of their little offices and showed me their new Pentium computer.  They are now trying to learn how to get their side of the story out through the new technologies.  We talked about the Internet, and how they could use it for getting and putting out information.  He was still fairly computer illiterate.  Gusty Spence knew how to use it and would be their main computer person.  Still, in comparison to Sinn Fein, they had a long way to go in the use of information for their own purposes. 

We then walked downstairs and he saw me out to the street.  We shook hands and I thanked him for making the time to see me.  I gave him my address and E-mail address.  He told me that whenever I come back to Belfast to call him.  With that I took my leave, deciding to walk down the Shankill, instead of taking a taxi to the City Center.  I wanted time to mull over our talk and what I learned these two weeks.  

Based on everything I saw and heard over the years, including this trip, I can only conclude that  Unification is out of the question in the foreseeable future.  If Unification is ever realized, it will come in the distant future.  Regardless of its rhetoric and Articles 2 & 3 of its constitution, (These lay territorial claim to the North.) the Republic does not want Unification.  More than a million people in the North are opposed to it.  As I said earlier, Sinn Fein, by its own actions, recognizes that Unification is (not on.(  This means finding a solution, within the context of the Six County State, that includes The Republic, recognizes both Catholic and Protestant concerns, and includes all parties in the search for a settlement.  

Obviously, the Loyalist community is extremely important to any type of resolution of the (Troubles.”  However, with the intransigence of the mainstream Loyalist Parties, even an internal solution will be difficult.  If the Loyalists do play a part in bringing true peace to the North, then it will be because of people like Hutchinson and their ability to tap into the disaffection of the average Loyalist with the mainstream parties.  If they can pry these people away from the DUP and the UUP and their obstructionist attitudes, and make them realize where their real interests lie, then peace has a chance.  If this occurs then (accommodation( and a settlement between the two sides could happen.  If not, we are back to (square one.(
Will any of this happen?  Will the Loyalist people desert the mainstream parties or force them to  work constructively to build a new Northern Ireland?  Right now there is no answer to these questions.  Hopefully groups like the PUP can force the issue and serve as a catalyst for change.  But, the PUP is not very large, has not tested the electoral waters yet, and its strength exists primarily on the Shankill in Belfast. Still, the PUP does seem to represent the mood of the Loyalist ghettos, where the people did the killing and dying these past 25 years.  It speaks for the many working-class Unionists tired and disgusted with the violence and with politicians who just say “No” to everything.  These working-class Unionists, now that the violence has ceased and with guarantees that their constitutional position is secure, are willing to negotiate an end to the (Troubles( on the basis of (parity of esteem.(  The PUP speaks for this section of the Loyalist working-class; the section that now appears prepared, hopefully, in Billy(s words,  (to move things forward and build a new Northern Ireland based on respect for all traditions and all peoples.” 

�  I will also use the term "Nationalist" when referring to Catholics.  But when I use the term "Republican,"  I am referring to those actively fighting for a United Ireland.


� I will use the term Unionist when referring to those who want to maintain the link with England by Constitutional means and Loyalist for those who took up arms to preserve the Union.


�     (Only 49 per cent of Catholics polled in an independent social attitudes survey said that there should be a united Ireland � a drop of 4 per cent on the number expressing that opinion in an equivalent


survey in 1991. More than one in three Catholics � 36 per cent of the sample � thought that the Union should be maintained.  Ninety per cent of Protestants wanted the Union maintained, but 5 per cent thought there should be a united Ireland.   The figures are revealed in a volume published yesterday by Appletree


Press, Belfast, which contains the first reports of the results of the 1993 Northern Ireland Social Attitudes, a very detailed social research project carried out annually under the supervision of Northern and British academics.( (From the Irish Times May 19, 1995) This means that even if the demographics gave the Catholic population a simple majority, a referendum on ending partition would not pass.  


�  The (11 Plus( exams are tests given to most children in the UK when they reach 11 years of age.  If a student passes s/he is then sent on to a school paid for by the state that prepares the student for a University education.  If the student fails then s/he is sent to a school that prepares him/her for a trade.  Students leave these schools at the age of 16.  Parents can send their children to schools that prepare their children for University if their child has failed, but they have to pay for it.  This is something most working class parents cannot afford.  The only other alternative is (comprehensive( schools.  Here students are in an environment similar to American high schools and the 11 Plus is not important.


�  This is impressionistic evidence, so we must accept these comments with great caution.


�  Captain Terrance O(Neill, the Prime Minister of Northern Ireland from 1963-1969, who attempted to move Northern Ireland into the post-industrial world in the sixties through technocratic policies, while gradually granting Civil Rights to the Catholic population.  Unfortunately, these policies adversely affected, or at least that was the perception, the Protestant working class and led to a backlash and a rebirth of paramilitary groups, particularly the UVF.


�  During the Depression the Loyalist and Nationalist working class united and marched and fought together for benefits and relief.  The Unionist Establishment, fearing for its position, played on sectarian fears of the Loyalists to split the movement.   I should mention that the Catholic Church played its role here also.  It attacked the working class movement as (Communist( and did what it could to destroy it. 





