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Preface

This is the ninth report from Demo-
cratic Dialogue, the Belfast-based
think tank. DD gratefully acknowl-

edges the generous support of its funder
for this project, the EU Special Support
Programme for Peace and Reconciliation
in Northern Ireland, via the Community
Relations Council.

Further copies are available from the
address on the inside front cover, price
£7.50 (£10 institutions, £4.50 unwaged)
plus 10 per cent postage and packing.

DD publishes a number of reports and
discussion papers per year. Readers may
wish to return the enclosed subscription
slip, to avail of reduced-rate payment for
reports, reception of all papers and noti-
fication of all DD events.

DD is keen to facilitate debates or dis-
cussion groups around any of the themes
or ideas raised in this, or indeed other,
reports. Again, the contact number is on
the inside cover, where details of our web
site can also be found. DD
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Executive summary

The Belfast agreement is a very com-
plex document which many have
found difficult to understand. Many

more have been unsure which ‘side’ has
‘won’—who has emerged uppermost out
of the pit of three violent decades.

The best way to understand the agree-
ment, and to appreciate its political po-
tential, is to place it in its international
context. The themes within it—self-
determination, territorial claims, human
and minority rights, and so on—are the
very issues which the international com-
munity has had to grapple with across a
wider European canvass since the Ber-
lin Wall came down in 1989. And the way
these themes are addressed, far from re-
flecting a partisan approach, chimes with
the emergent norms of the new interna-
tional order.

This report from Democratic Dialogue
is based on an unprecedented three-day
round-table in Belfast, two weeks before
the agreement, drawing together a welter

of opinion from non- and inter-govern-
mental organisations across the conti-
nent, exploring the architecture required
to guarantee security and human rights
in the 1990s.

The debate, based on papers address-
ing five difficult themes, went a very long
way to mapping that architecture, as rel-
evant in Belfast as in Belgrade. But many
lessons could be, and were, drawn for
Northern Ireland, as it moves into the
uncharted post-agreement territory.

From that discussion, it can be con-
cluded that:

• The agreement (pace Sinn Féin) is in
line with the principles of self-determi-
nation as they affect contested areas,
where it is widely accepted that the fu-
ture of such areas should be decided by a
majority in a plebiscite within them—
even though, as a procedure, that is not
without its problems.

• The quid pro quo in such situations is
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that the minority forced to inhabit a state
not of its choosing should be entitled to a
raft of balancing rights. Such rights are
not (pace Robert McCartney) restricted
to the abstract rights of individuals, as
represented by the European Conven-
tion on Human Rights, but do include
the particular rights of members of
communities.

• Hence it is legitimate that the agree-
ment promises a specific Northern Ire-
land bill of rights which will include not
only the ECHR but also rights concerning
‘parity of esteem’. It is significant in this
regard that the UK has just incorporated
the Council of Europe framework conven-
tion on minority rights and the Irish gov-
ernment is enjoined by the agreement to
do likewise. It is also noteworthy that
the provisions on the Irish language
are legitimated by reference to the
council’s charter on regional and minor-
ity languages.

• It is also the case that in areas inhab-
ited by more than one community which
require to co-exist, there have to be ar-
rangements to ensure one community
can not dominate the other. The weighted
majority/parallel consent provisions are
thus in line with, for example, Belgium
where 50:50 government operates be-
tween Flemings and Walloons rather
than majority rule.

• It is further accepted that while seces-
sion from existing states (and a conse-
quent decision to join another state) can
indeed take place, that can only be where
the decision is democratically validated
and there is no question of coercion. Ter-
ritorial claims have in that sense been
illegitimate in international law ever
since the Helsinki Final Act of 1975. The
proposed reform of articles 2 and 3 would
definitively remove the republic’s claim
to the north.

• However, if it is true that the inviola-
bility of borders to forceful change is rec-
ognised, it is also recognised that borders
are nowadays much ‘softer’—more per-
meable—than before, as developments
like European integration have under-
mined barriers to free movement and ex-
change. The north-south provisions in the
agreement are in line with several simi-
lar arrangements between EU regions/
states, through which competencies held
by regional/national administrations are
shared on a basis of mutual accountabil-
ity to their assemblies/parliaments.

The Europa discussion also provided
many pointers to the tasks ahead if
Northern Ireland’s peace is to become

a more profound reconciliation. Notable
ideas were:

• Even modest practical collaboration can
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have beneficial results in building trust
and a sense of commitment to joint goals
from which all can benefit. This applies
as much to the work of the North-South
Ministerial Council—even though its
domains will be initially modest—as to
the Assembly.

• International human rights conven-
tions provide a standard against which
continuing communal arguments can be
assessed. The new Human Rights Com-
mission will have an important role in
promoting understanding of rights, and
concomitant responsibilities, in the wider
society.

• Support for cultural creativity is cru-
cial to allow new, overlapping and multi-
ple identities to emerge and be expressed,
rendering unthinking communal identi-
fication less compelling. With 12 mem-
bers in the Assembly Executive
Committee, a minister of culture should
certainly be designated.

• Transcendent symbolism will be needed
to ensure that communal symbols do not
monopolise the public domain. The
power, for example, of a public handshake
between political leaders across the di-
vide should not be underestimated.

• Non-governmental organisations com-
mitted to reconciliation are an important
counterweight to communal polarisation.

The agreement recognises the contribu-
tion they have made but resources will
have to follow if this task is to be sus-
tained—especially after the ‘peace pack-
age’ expires.

• The constructive forces within civil so-
ciety need an outlet to engage in a posi-
tive dialogue with elected policy-makers.
The Civic Forum should be a vibrant
voice for that society, not muzzled by the
politicians. DD
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Robin Wilson

A s the new millennium approaches,
the euphoria across Europe which
accompanied the fall of the Wall in

1989 seems a distant memory. While the
war in ex-Yugoslavia has thankfully
abated, at the time of writing the Kosovo
tinderbox threatened to ignite another
Balkan conflict. As the proliferation of
micro-nationalisms has demonstrated in
zones of ethnic and nationalist tension,
the message seems mostly to be the
same: such peace as exists is largely
premised on separate, rather than
shared, existence.

This is neither liberal nor democratic,
though for the most part it is manage-
able. But must such outcomes—complete
with their proliferating borders and
walls—represent the summit of civilised
aspiration, at the conclusion of the cen-
tury which eventually saw liberal democ-
racy enshrined as the ideal form of

Introduction

government for all? Must ‘progress’ now
be history?

In Northern Ireland, the two main re-
ligious communities live more segregated
lives than ever. Yet in the Belfast agree-
ment of April this year,1  the subscribing
Northern Ireland parties and the London
and Dublin governments set very high
ambitions. For the document boldly en-
visages undoing 50 years of one-party
rule at Stormont, three-quarters of a cen-
tury of cold war between north and south
in Ireland, and an end to the bloc divi-
sion which has been a defining feature of
Irish politics ever since the failure of the
United Irishmen 200 years ago.2

These are grand ideals. Whether in
terms of political power-sharing in the
Executive Committee of the Assembly,
the economic and social work of the pro-
posed Civic Forum, all-Ireland co-opera-
tion in the North-South Ministerial
council, or the aspiration for more inte-
grated education and mixed housing, the
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agreement can only function if a genu-
ine civil society is constructed in North-
ern Ireland, situating itself in the wider
variable geometry of these islands which
the accord sketches out.

It will, self-evidently, need all the help
it can get. And, in getting its collective
head around these daunting challenges,
there are two obvious external sources
to draw upon.

The first is the domain of non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs). Across Eu-
rope—indeed they often have a
transnational reach—NGOs at best em-
body values of liberalism and democracy,
unsullied by more Machiavallian consid-
erations to which governments are prone,
which are indispensable ingredients of a
civil society. They also have deep concrete
experience to bring to bear of the strug-
gle to maintain such civilities in the face
of centrifugal forces of conflict.

The second is the sphere of inter-gov-
ernmental organisations (IGOs): the
United Nations, the Organisation for
Security and Co-operation in Europe, the
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, the
Council of Europe and the European
Commission. In the post-cold-war era, the
international community has had to cope
in general with much more unpredictable
threats to security, notably with the rise
of nationalist claims which can all too
easily erupt into the horrors of ‘ethnic

cleansing’. In particular, it has had to
wrestle with how to enshrine the rights
of those minorities trapped by history on
the ‘wrong’ side of borders and neglected
by majoritarian—even, in these terms,
democratic—régimes.

Moreover, NGOs and IGOs increasingly
co-operate one with another in these en-
deavours.

It was with this rich vein of experi-
ence in mind that Democratic Dialogue
brought 35 people from 17 countries—
from Yerevan to New York—to the
Europa Hotel in Belfast for three days of
intensive discussion of the shape of a
new European order capable of offering

Europe, Europa—many nationalities, many questions
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security and human rights to all.3 A crea-
tive chemistry was quickly established
between representatives of NGOs and IGOs,
and domestic and international experts.4

The round-table not only took place
in an appropriately named venue but it
opened exactly two weeks before the clo-
sure of the negotiations on the Northern
Ireland agreement: viewed from the con-
ference suite on the top floor of the hotel,
Belfast thus provided not just the physi-
cal but also the political backdrop to the
discussions. At the time, amidst near-
daily mood swings, no one knew whether
we were facing into a new era or would
be condemned once again to live out an
old one. But while we now know that a
shaft of light has been shone on the fu-
ture, the task of reconciliation emerges
in even starker relief—and the shadows
of the past remain behind to haunt us.

All who took part in the round-table
spoke glowingly about the insights they
had gleaned from it. Fundamentally,
these were insights into how to resolve
ethno-nationalist conflicts in liberal-
democratic ways, which preserve and
strengthen civil society—insights which
will be highly relevant as we attempt in
the coming months and years to build
peace in Northern Ireland.

Acting as note-taker throughout the
event—kindly and ably chaired by
Quintin Oliver throughout—my job was

to distil these ideas from the discussions.
And many there were, of value both to
NGOs and to policy-makers.

In order to ensure that the discussion
was focused and practical—with a mini-
mum of airy rhetoric—participation was
limited (13 attended from Northern Ire-
land), the event was structured around
five challenging themes, and each theme
was discussed as far as possible with a
case study in mind. While the themes
were cast in general terms, as necessary
for an international discussion, each ad-
dresses one of the key dilemmas that had
hitherto put the Northern Ireland con-
flict in the ‘intractable’ category. They
were:

1) Conflicts may be about both national
identities, on which compromise is re-
quired, and inequality/oppression, on
which surely compromise is unaccept-
able. Can identity politics and equal-
ity be reconciled?

2) Individuals may be at a disadvantage
as members of minorities rather than as
individuals, yet installing group rights
may institutionalise division. Can indi-
vidual and collective rights be
reconciled?

3) The ‘pull’ of conflicting nationalisms
(including, in Northern Ireland, union-
ism) has proved much stronger than
other ‘isms’, yet without a common
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domain civilised life becomes impossible.
Can pluralism and common life be
reconciled?

4) ‘Thin’ transnational connections may
be too little for minorities trapped on the
wrong side of borders, yet ‘thick’ territo-
rial claims may be too much for majori-
ties. Can self-determination and
sovereignty be reconciled?

5) Issues such as these are often dis-
cussed with great sophistication amongst
NGOs, yet in formal politics much more
conservative thinking usually prevails.
Can ‘small p’ NGOs really shape the
‘big p’ political agenda?

Each theme was opened with a paper
from an expert in the field, and in each
case a representative of one of the IGOs
was asked to begin the discussion.5  In
each case, the debate moved towards
practical  proposals at the end. This pub-
lication includes the papers and an ac-
count of the suggestions which emerged.

The opening and closing sessions of
the event sought to draw the five themes
together. The excellent keynote address
by the former senior UN official—origi-
nally from Northern Ireland—Cedric
Thornberry and the overall conclusions
from the event thus begin and end this
DD report.
Footnotes
1 The Agreement Reached in the Multi-party

Negotiations, Northern Ireland Office, Belfast,
1998
2 K Theodore Hoppen, Ireland Since 1800: Con-
flict and Conformity, Longman, Harlow, 1989
3 The programme is in appendix 1.
4 The participants are listed in appendix 2.
5 Cvs for speakers and discussants appear in
appendix 3.

DD
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Cedric Thornberry

N ine years ago, in a dusty little desert
town, the United Nations began an
independence and peacekeeping

process in a huge, beautiful, sand-blown
country at the far end of Africa, still at
that time mostly called South West Af-
rica but to others known by its modern
name, Namibia. For the UN, it was the
finale to 50 years of diplomatic dispute
with South Africa; for the people of Na-
mibia, the end of a hundred years of vi-
cious, sometimes genocidal, always
repressive, colonialism—to which, in
later days, had been added the modern
obscenity of apartheid. It was the UN’s
first return to Africa since the operations
in the Congo in the early 60s which, how-
ever successful, had split the organisa-
tion, driven it almost into bankruptcy,
and claimed the life of its most luminous
secretary-general, Dag Hammarskjold.

We, who had participated in the last

arduous decade of negotiations for this
independence process, were aware that
we were witnessing something momen-
tous, and that the cold war was drifting
to its end. But we could scarcely believe
the signals saying that we were about to
reap the first harvest of a new interna-
tional environment. Within a week we
would be sitting with the old antago-
nists—the Soviet Union, the US, Cuba,
Angola and South Africa—combining to
salvage the Namibian process from a sud-
den heartbreaking emergency that had
engulfed us on the first day.

The working relationship became in-
creasingly close as we dismantled the
consequences in southern Africa of the
cold war’s rivalries. Mutual confidence
grew, helping South Africa itself to take
the dramatic decision to abandon apart-
heid, accept majority rule and rejoin the
world. As Namibia voted, in the Novem-
ber of that annus mirabilis, 1989—with
vast determination, in resoundingly free

Globalism, security and human rights
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and fair elections—7,000 miles away the
people of Berlin tore down their mon-
strous Wall. Within weeks, Mandela was
freed from Robben Island. Simultane-
ously, eastern Europe began methodically
to smash its chains.

Do you remember the exultancy of
those days? How humanity itself seemed
newly-empowered, with the long-
dormant principles of the UN Charter at
last about to be vindicated, and human
rights enthroned, worldwide? It seemed
universally decreed that we were, indeed,
members one of another, and that a New
World Order would descend upon us like
manna in the wilderness.

Optimism was especially rife here, in
Europe, and seemed to have solid foun-
dations. Rapid progress was made to-
wards democracy and human rights
protection across almost the whole con-
tinent, backstopped by the maturing
European institutions—especially the
Strasbourg-based bodies having at their
heart the European Convention on Hu-
man Rights—and, strangely, by NATO,
which had never been tested. But swords
would be beaten into ploughshares—if
not immediately, then, for certain, by the
end of next week.

What has happened since then? Have
there been long strides towards great-
er international cooperation and secur-
ity, and more effective systems for the

protection of human rights, both national
and international?

As the barriers fell in Europe, histo-
rians remained sceptical. Eric Hobs-
bawm, in his history of the ‘short 20th
century’, The Age of Extremes,1  recalled
that history showed that many years of
international chaos and instability inevi-
tably followed the crash of great empires
such as the former Soviet Union. He con-
tended that we were passing through a
confused and structure-less period of
modern history, at the end of the most
murderous and genocidal century ever
recorded—despite having more co-opera-
tive institutions than ever before, and de-
spite the progress of human rights. In
Juno and the Paycock, Sean O’Casey’s
Joxer Daly had, of course, put it more suc-
cinctly, rather earlier: “The whole world’s
in a powerful state of chassis.”

It is a paradox that, at this time of
increasing ‘globalisation’ we should also
be seeing pressures towards regionalism.
But cerebral malaria and the ebola virus
do not confine themselves within the
boundaries of Africa; nor does the fallout
from the gyrations of the Hong Kong dol-
lar remain in eastern Asia; the hole in
the ozone layer will soon be the hole in
everybody’s ozone layer; intercontinental
missiles are, by title and definition, no
respecters of regional boundaries. And
as our world shrinks in all fields—in
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communications, health, the environ-
ment, economics, human movement and
migration, military strategy and secu-
rity—we find ‘ethnicity’ resurgent. It has
seemed strongest where it has been long-
est repressed—whether in former Yugo-
slavia or elsewhere in the Balkans, or in
the republics of the former Soviet Union.
Even in Britain, the Scots and Welsh are
to have their national parliaments.

But what does ‘ethnicity’ mean, for
these purposes? In some instances it
means little more than ‘regionalism’—
which should, of course, not be confused
with parochialism. ‘Ethnicity’ is, however,
often a shorthand for longstanding his-
torical, religious and cultural differences.
It would have taken a lot sharper eye
than mine to detect—other than by
dress—Croats, Moslems and Serbs in
Bosnia. And one cannot, with any seri-
ousness, assert that there are frequent
ethnic differences between us variegated
Celts currently resident at the northern
end of this island, after so many millen-
nia of Scots-Irish-Anglo-Saxon-Nordic
miscegenation and mass migration.

I say this with confidence, though a
British soldier once told me that he could
not only tell the difference at sight be-
tween a Protestant and a Catholic—he
could also distinguish, at two metres,
between a Catholic sandwich and a Prot-
estant  sandwich.

We in Europe, perplexed by recent
outbursts of ‘ethnic’ savagery in our
midst, should remember that the divi-
siveness of exaggerated ethnic conscious-
ness, and incitement to hatred of one’s
neighbour who has some marginal eth-
nic or cultural difference, has been one
of the major concerns of many states
emerging from colonialism during the
past 50 years. The Swedish International
Peace Research Institute, which charts
conflicts throughout the world, has found
that over 90 per cent in the last decade
have been within—not between—states,
and that virtually all have had an ethnic
foundation.

Despite this, it has been and remains
one of our civilisation’s defining princi-
ples that people of different cultures and
backgrounds should be able to live secure
and fulfilled lives within the boundaries
of a single state. My luminous and very
distinguished Irish predecessor at the UN,
Conor Cruise O’Brien, is one of the ana-
lysts who have said that the ‘troubles’ in
Northern Ireland have been based on
vast cultural and historical differences,
which tend to be unbridgeable, and have
created two nations. An analogy would
be between the peoples of ex-Yugoslavia.

I wonder about this. Having seen
something of the start of the current
phase of the ‘troubles’, have they not, in-
stead, been mainly driven and fuelled by
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the claim to equal rights, equal human
rights? I merely wonder; I do not contend.
(But it would be interesting to see if Dr
O’Brien’s thesis, that we are two nations,
would withstand modern DNA testing ...)

Is one of the reasons for the emphasis
now being given to regional co-operation
that the global environment, with peo-
ple and customs so different from our
own, is pressing more and more closely
upon us? Are we feeling an especially
urgent need to stabilise and solidify our
own locality? Are we looking not only at
Isolationist America, but also Fortress
Europe? Regionalism has both virtues
and weaknesses, and should usually be
seen as a building block. The existing in-
ternational architecture is both global
and regional. As mentioned earlier, there
are some signs that the global framework
is being weakened at this time, just a few
years after such high expectations had
been placed in it, and despite the dra-
matic pace of globalisation. Let us first
look at the present condition of the
United Nations.

I n 1990, hopes were unrealistically
high. Many believed that the UN’s Se-
curity Council, after decades of near-

impotence because of confrontation be-
tween the superpowers, would at last
function as intended by the charter’s
draftsmen—namely, as the instrument of

universal collective security in the world.
The success of the UN’s Namibia opera-
tion, it was thought, had shown the world
what international co-operation could
achieve when the Permanent Members
(the ‘P5’) stood squarely behind the sec-
retary-general and whatever mandate
the council might have given him.

A very successful UN election supervi-
sion in Nicaragua followed, confirming a
UN-led engagement of the five central
American presidents in a peace process
ending a generation of misery and con-
flicts—a peace process that, today, re-
mains successful. Then came Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait, which was confronted
by a unanimous international community
and a Security Council that mandated a
coalition of the willing, under US leader-
ship, to eject the aggressors, by force if
necessary—leading to the remarkable
Desert Storm operation. Desert Storm
not only achieved its goals: it marked, in
1991, a unique degree of consensus
among states, and probably the high
point of UN authority in the post-cold-war
era.

While the UN’s Cambodia operation in
1992-93—intended to achieve nation-
building, democracy and an act of genu-
ine national self-determination—was
successful up to a point, it had an over-
ambitious mandate, having regard to lo-
cal conditions and the limited resources
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and political support available to it.
Other proposed UN operations of the
time, such as the still unfulfilled peace
plan for western Sahara, began to show
a dangerous drift away from reality, in-
duced by the widespread euphoria. For
the UN, the years 1992-94 were near-
cataclysmic.

In several regions of the world, the
ending of superpower rivalry and proxy
wars  meant the creation of power vacu-
ums, which outsiders were reluctant to
fill. Such reluctance stemmed from the
conviction that electorates above all
wanted the ‘peace dividend’ brought
about by the end of the cold war; while
some governments felt that they must
now concentrate on creating stable, mar-
ket-based societies, with an end to for-
eign adventures. There were others who
believed that their peoples wanted them
to exercise military strength in various
parts of the world, but only if nobody on
their side got hurt. Thus, with no one any
longer sitting on the lid of Pandora’s box
to hold it down, conflicts which had
seethed for years spilled out and ignited
in Afghanistan, Angola, Rwanda, Soma-
lia, Sudan and Yugoslavia.

Governments began coming to the UN

with grandiose mandates, while, for the
most part, impressively refusing to pro-
vide the resources required for their im-
plementation—it was apparently for the

secretary-general to magic them into ex-
istence. Nor, one should add, had the UN

Secretariat, called upon to direct and
service many complex operations, a suf-
ficient managerial capacity. For more
than 40 years the secretariat, unable
because of the cold war to carry out the
often operational tasks foreseen in the
charter, had instead become the world’s
experts at organising and servicing in-
ter-governmental meetings, negotiations
and conferences.

During 1992-94, while I was head of
civil affairs for the UN in its peacekeep-
ing operations in the Balkans, we had
about 50 Security Council resolutions
and presidential statements. Many en-
larged our mandate, but few provided the
resources necessary to carry it out. A
number did not even enjoy the agreement
of the parties. It was not long before we
realised that governments did not know
what to do in Yugoslavia; or, if they did
know, did not want to face the probable
consequences in terms of casualties and
loss of domestic political popularity.

The depth of frustration among the
leaders of UNPROFOR was profound, and it
was little wonder that a Belgian general,
in charge of our military operations
around Sarajevo—after taking constant
shrill criticism from governments and
the western press for failing to do what
he had neither the mandate nor the
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resources to do—said in his resignation
statement that he no longer even both-
ered to read the resolutions of the Secu-
rity Council: “They don’t concern me”, he
said. Such UN dysfunctionalism amongst
the council, the secretariat and the field
was also seen in Angola, where the sup-
port given to a UN peacekeeping mission
with far-reaching and complex tasks in
a huge country racked by a 20-year civil
war was ludicrously inadequate.

Successive secretaries-general were,
of course, familiar with the idea that the
only problems that were dumped into
the UN’s lap were the insoluble ones: if a
solution was possible there would be in-
numerable would-be governmental
peacemakers. But in the early years of
this decade some governments wanted to
use the UN as the scapegoat for their in-
action, rather than as a constructive in-
strument of the international community.
Events in Somalia, especially in 1993-95,
brought further discredit upon the UN,
especially in the US, some of whose troops
were killed during an ill-advised Ameri-
can punitive action in Mogadishu which
took place under the nominal authority
of the UN and brought about massive So-
mali civilian casualties.

The Canadian general Romeo Dallaire
recently gave evidence to the war crimes
tribunal, sitting at Arusha in Tanzania,
concerning the inadequacy of the UN

peacekeeping force in Rwanda at the be-
ginning of the genocide there—despite
the warnings that had been sent to the
secretary-general and the Security Coun-
cil. It was not elevating testimony, sug-
gesting, as it did, that the genocide that
claimed so many hundreds of thousands
of victims could have been prevented had
the UN had more presence in the coun-
try—and that it did not have more troops
there because governments were not will-
ing, until the massacres were shown on
their television networks, to make any
serious commitment.

Relations between the UN and the US

have remained delicate, as we again saw
with Kofi Annan’s visit, in the teeth of
the guns, to Baghdad, and the US has
failed to meet its financial obligations to
the organisation for several years. In the
80s, its default had been led by the ad-
ministration; now, it is Congress that de-
clines to pay.  Debts to the UN stand at
around two billion US dollars—far more
than the UN’s annual budget—and if the
situation is not remedied by the autumn
the US, owing a billion, is liable under the
charter to be deprived of its vote in the
General Assembly. It is a wretched situ-
ation and all friends of the US and of the
UN must hope and work for its early reso-
lution, because no one gains from it, and
it is becoming a chronic disease.

States—and the Americans are only
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the largest, not the only, defaulters—
must adjust to the idea that they have to
meet their legal obligations in full and
on time. No organisation can long sur-
vive what the UN has undergone finan-
cially in recent years.

In the 80s, the chiefs of administra-
tion of the UN—including the current sec-
retary-general, Kofi Annan, then head of

personnel, used to gather for our weekly
Friday meeting with the under-secretary,
now the president of Finland, Martti
Ahtisaari. The agenda’s first item, almost
every week, was whether there was any
way we could avoid closing the building
at the end of the afternoon, sending eve-
rybody home and turning out the lights
in UN offices and peacekeeping operations
throughout the world—as we were tech-
nically bankrupt and could not even pay
the electricity bills, because governments
were failing to meet their assessed con-
tributions. It was only through creative
accounting, winked at by the auditors,
that the organisation survived the 80s.

For all the fine speeches by princes
and presidents and premiers, failure to
meet the responsibilities they have them-
selves voluntarily incurred corrupts the
very basis of obligation in international
law and makes a mockery of the effec-
tiveness of the international bodies they
have created. It is a question of com-
mitment, a matter of whether they are
serious.

Thus, the UN’s effectiveness is, at
present, sadly undermined. It would have
the greatest difficulty in mounting any
current major action—it is unable even
to reimburse troop-contributing nations.
Though small missions continue to be
created, they usually consist of a few
military observers, as in the Abkhazia

Key figure, keynote address—Cedric Thornberry speaks to the round-table
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region of Georgia. The then very success-
ful UN operation of reconciliation between
two former adversaries, the Croats and
Serbs in eastern Slavonia—the UN Tran-
sitional Authority—was wound up in
January 1998, far too soon in the eyes of
most observers; and its work is imper-
illed by the Croats forcing out the Serbs,
now unrestrained by any substantial in-
ternational presence. If the success the
UN attained there in a creative process is
destroyed, not only will we see yet an-
other wave of ‘ethnic cleansing’—which
constitutes a crime against humanity—
but hundreds of millions of international
dollars will have been dumped into the
Danube.

Again, until the recent increase of ten-
sion in Kosovo—which seems to be forc-
ing a welcome re-think—another of the
UN’s most successful operations, that in
Macedonia, was to be withdrawn this
summer, also because even a force of not
much more than a thousand people is ap-
parently too much, now, for the member-
ship to support and fund.  The mission is
called UNPREDEP—and it’s the first preven-
tive deployment fielded by the UN. Again,
experts have been unanimous in warn-
ing that the mission’s withdrawal this
summer would carry with it the serious
risk of upsetting a still delicate situation
in south-eastern Europe which the de-
ployment of the small force of civilians,

police, and Nordic and US soldiers in 1993
stabilised.

The UN has become so emaciated,  its
capacities so reduced, that it would be
impossible for it to mount the kind of
operation, today, that brought about the
successful transition from liberation war
to independence in Namibia nine years
ago. It is little wonder that major ten-
sions have arisen at the UN in New York
between even its closest friends and the
US. Today, the same fear stalks the corri-
dors there as, in its last years, menaced
the League of Nations at the Palais des
Nations in Geneva—that of the disinte-
gration of the organisation.

But the picture is not entirely gloomy:
steps are being taken to advance hu-
manitarian values under UN aus-

pices. The two ad hoc war crimes tribu-
nals, that on former Yugoslavia sitting
at The Hague, and that on Rwanda at
Arusha, are now functioning.  The Hague
court has already disposed of a number
of cases and its prosecutors are working
to bring more indictments. This summer,
an agreement is likely to be concluded
to establish a permanent international
criminal court, though there is not yet
consensus as to how it will become
seized of cases. Its establishment will
mark a huge stride forward, providing in-
valuable support for human rights and
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international humanitarian law. How I
wish there had been such a jurisdiction
while we were in ex-Yugoslavia: I believe
it would have had a real deterrent effect
on the parties if they had known of the
reasonable probability that their conduct,
illegal under human rights norms and
those of the Geneva Conventions, would
bring about their personal criminal re-
sponsibility, and lead to their punishment
by an independent and objective court.

I remember all too well how various
local leaders just sneered when they were
reminded—as we often did remind
them—that there were international
laws protecting civilian populations, for-
bidding the barbarities that have been
termed ‘ethnic cleansing’. The Hague
court still has a long way to go, and has
not yet universally established its
reputation for independence and non-
discrimination in the prosecution proc-
ess; there were, in my opinion, errors of
judgment in some of its early actions. But
it is making progress—the Arusha court,
rather more slowly.

The former Irish president Mary
Robinson has undertaken extensive re-
sponsibilities in her new role as UN high
commissioner for human rights. One
must acknowledge that the promotion
and protection of human rights has been
an orphan child in the UN system, lack-
ing financial and political support, and

with grossly inadequate human re-
sources attached. Successive secretaries-
general of the UN have been a little
apprehensive as to the potential explo-
siveness of human rights issues, and gov-
ernments have tended to treat the UN’s
Human Rights Commission as a politi-
cal tennis-court. Even so, the cause of
human rights has made progress in re-
cent years and most of the architecture
has been put in place: the treaties are in
force, and mechanisms—which hopefully
will evolve further as confidence grows
—exist and are in most cases function-
ing. Everyone, of course, is in favour of
human rights, as everyone is in favour
of motherhood and against sin. There is
even talk today of the transcendence of
human rights over the sovereignty of
states—the French are calling it le droit
d’ingérence (the right of interference).

This raises big questions. At least, let
us categorically assert that there may be
no international intervention without a
binding resolution of the Security Coun-
cil. Otherwise, the danger of abuse, of a
slide back into international anarchy, of
the hegemony of the mighty few over the
rest, may engulf the progress made this
century—and, pace Hobsbawm, that
progress has been evident in the spread
of the international rule of law. Compare
the law of today with that of 1914 and
you will see.
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Claims of violation of human rights
brought by one state against another
habitually raise the political and diplo-
matic temperature—and it is hard to see
how, in the near future, this can be
avoided at that level. This is one of the
reasons why treaties setting human
rights standards should, if they are to be
effective, enable individuals and organi-
sations to initiate implementation and
enforcement processes, as in the case
of article 25 of the original European
Convention on Human Rights. As I have
already mentioned, the Strasbourg ma-
chinery has been effective in maintain-
ing the high reputation of human rights
in our continent, so that when the Wall
came down its standards provided rec-
ognised and workable criteria for the new
democracies.

It is 20 years since I myself last ap-
peared as counsel in a case in Strasbourg.
However often one does it, it is an expe-
rience never to be forgotten—to stand be-
fore an international court on behalf of,
say, some forgotten and beleaguered pris-
oner who’s locked up and the key’s been
thrown away, and open a case alleging
breach of fundamental rights on the part
of a sovereign state. In my experience,
the importance of the role played by non-
governmental organisations in this field
cannot be overstated; I should like to re-
turn to this theme before I finish.

I am not sure that the work of the UN

high commissioner for refugees stands at
quite such an auspicious threshold. As
you know, UNHCR has, in recent years,
found itself with an expanded role.
Founded nearly 50 years ago, the first
time it worked alongside and in tandem
with a peacekeeping operation was in
Namibia in 1989, when it was charged,
under the settlement agreement, with
bringing back the diaspora of Namibian
refugees and resettling them in time for
the elections. But in ex-Yugoslavia, and
since, it has tended to become an all-
purpose humanitarian organisation,
looking after internally-displaced per-
sons as well as cross-border refugees. In
fact, it undertook the task of providing
all kinds of humanitarian relief to vic-
tims of conflict sur place, helping them
in their home areas so that they would
not be driven to become refugees or dis-
placed persons.

UNHCR, as an organisation, has under-
gone big changes, as a result of this ex-
perience. While governmental support for
its work as an all-purpose relief agency
has continued, what is politely called ‘do-
nor fatigue’ has also set in, with conse-
quent funding problems for particular
programmes.

UNHCR has found itself having to carry
out tasks for which it is not equipped: the
problems which befell Goma camp last
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year in Zaire/Congo provide a good ex-
ample. This Rwandan refugee camp was
in effect taken over by armed elements
who had been responsible for Rwandan
massacres and who used its facilities,
personnel and relief supplies as a base
for attacks into Rwanda. The interna-
tional community was unwilling to pro-
vide the kind of security support that
UNHCR needed if it was to carry out its
duties and retake control of the camp. In
the end, it was attacked and its residents
dispersed by Rwandan governmental
forces, with many fatalities among the
purely civilian residents, driven into the
bush.

Meanwhile, the protection functions
of the organisation have suffered—in-
cluding through governmental distaste
for UNHCR’s mandated stand in favour of
refugees as defined by the 1951 Refugees
Convention. In one way or another, this
has also affected funding—one of the
main actors here being Britain, which
has been reducing its support to an or-
ganisation largely dependent on volun-
tary contributions, unlike the UN itself.
Britain’s contribution has fallen by more
than two-thirds in the last year.

As European NGOs know, the welcome
mat in this continent, even for   persons
genuinely suffering from persecution,
was long ago rolled up and put away.
Many ex-Yugoslav refugees are being

repatriated from European countries
against their will and against the basic
principle of refugee law of voluntary re-
patriation, and without anywhere to go
when they are taken back. Other socie-
ties, especially in the third world, have
been more generous.

Instability around its borders is the ra-
tionale that has been advanced for
NATO’s imminent expansion, to incor-

porate the Czech republic, Hungary and
Poland. And 27 other countries in Europe
have decided to participate in its Part-
nership for Peace programme, actively
developed over the last five years—with
growing interoperability, unity of doc-
trine, joint studies and exercises, usually
in the context of simulated peacekeeping
operations. PfP has been immensely suc-
cessful, attracting not only the Asian re-
publics of the former Soviet Union and
the countries of eastern Europe, but also
all Europe’s traditional neutrals: Fin-
land, Sweden, Austria, Switzerland—all,
that is to say, except the Republic of
Ireland.

The Irish army must be eating its
heart out, denied the possibility of work-
ing with the rest of Europe, exchanging
ideas and learning mutual lessons. I have
worked with PfP programmes for several
years and they have been a great success.
Ireland is missed from the company—and
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it has a lot to contribute, given its stellar
reputation in UN peacekeeping. Perhaps
there could be a small—but significant—
contribution  here to the peace process, a
confidence-building measure? Even Swit-
zerland, which regards UN membership
as incompatible with its neutrality, had
little hesitation about joining.

PfP participation is very different from
formal membership of NATO, about whose
expansion there is still much controversy,
though the ratification process is cur-
rently taking place in the US Senate. Stra-
tegic experts continue to be divided over
the wisdom of enlargement. George
Kennan, for instance, the architect in
1947 of the policy for the Soviet Union’s
containment, contends that it will prove
a divisive disaster because it will dam-
age relations with Russia and influence
for the worse perceptions there of the
west’s intentions. This is likely to affect,
especially, disarmament talks in the SALT

framework. But the enthusiasm in east-
ern Europe for membership of NATO, and
desire for the collective guarantee of ar-
ticle V of the North Atlantic Charter, is
irrepressible. NATO’s enlargement seems
inevitable next year, and Romania,
Slovenia and one or more of the Baltic
states will surely follow soon after.

Yet this is happening without there
having been any serious debate as to
what NATO’s purpose is to be, eight years

after the cold war ended. You remember
the devastating comment of the Soviet
general to his NATO counterpart: “We are
going to do something terrible to you. We
are going to remove your enemy.” In Brus-
sels, the US secretary of state, Madeleine
Albright, recently offered the prediction
that NATO would evolve into “a force for
peace from the middle east to central Af-
rica”; but European foreign ministers
quickly dissented from the idea of a radi-
cal expansion of the alliance’s geographi-
cal area of responsibility. A new ‘strategic
concept’ for NATO is due to be unveiled next
year, during its 50th anniversary celebra-
tions. But it is strange, even in these con-
fused times, to see the cart being placed
so firmly, though nonchalantly, in front
of the horse.

Some discussion has begun—mostly
in the States—as to what an enlarged
NATO should be doing, and American com-
mentators, in particular, have described
alternatives which, while being less di-
visive, could provide a similar security
guarantee for Europe. Meanwhile, NATO’s
members are changing the configuration
of forces, with the emphasis being placed
on more mobile, quick-reacting, joint task
forces, geared for peacekeeping duty. And
the Western European Union continues
as a potential vehicle for European Un-
ion foreign and security policy; the WEU

might run operations that Europeans
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decided to undertake but in which north
Americans did not wish directly to par-
ticipate—thus creating the parameters
for a European regional peacekeeping
structure.

With the support of numerous PfP

countries, and of others from outside the
region, NATO has also provided the core of
the post-UN forces in Bosnia—IFOR (the
Implementation Force) and SFOR (the Se-
curity Force)—working to implement the
Dayton agreement of 1995 between all
the parties. The military tasks have been
satisfactorily completed but the problem
areas were always going to be those re-
lating to political and civilian affairs, and
here progress has been much slower.
There have also been particular problems
achieving coordination between the mili-
tary, in a NATO framework, and the civil-
ians, working under a UN umbrella.

The main goals now are to reverse the
consequences of ethnic cleansing, by all
sides; to permit the refugees to return to
their homes; to ensure that the new con-
stitutional arrangements for Bosnia be-
come effective; and to help rebuild the
country’s infrastructure. There has been
a huge investment of political resolve and
resources in IFOR and SFOR and it has been
clear for some time that only by SFOR re-
maining in place for an indefinite period
can Dayton be implemented.

I doubt that there will be any similar

international operation in the foreseeable
future. Apart from anything else, it is
hideously expensive, and the UN would
never be allowed by member govern-
ments to lavish such a fortune on a peace-
keeping mission. This is an interesting
distinction; all UN operations are run on
a shoestring, to the extent that frugal
support often substantially affects mis-
sion performance—fatally, in cases like
that of Angola in 1992-94.

Since the highpoint of UN peacekeep-
ing in 1994, when we had more than
70,000 personnel in the field at a cost of
about $3.5 billion, the emphasis has
shifted from the UN to what chapter VIII

of the UN Charter calls ‘regional arrange-
ments’. These had been somewhat ne-
glected in the first decades of the UN, but
the last few years have seen their resur-
gence. The concept is worthy enough.
Article 52 recognises the existence of “re-
gional arrangements or agencies for deal-
ing with such matters relating to the
maintenance of international peace and
security as are appropriate for regional
action, provided that such arrangements
or agencies and their activities are con-
sistent with the Purposes and Principles
of the United Nations”. It goes on to
encourage member states to use such ar-
rangements for peaceful dispute settle-
ment, and commits the Security Council
to their use for enforcement action; but
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such action can be undertaken only with
the authority of the council. Chapter VIII

has been invoked several times in recent
years—notably in regard to Haiti and
Liberia, where regional organisations
have provided peacekeeping forces. Some
western countries have also been help-
ing to build peacekeeping capacities in
Africa, to help with the kinds of problem
that have blown up there in recent years.

About the new emphasis on ‘regional-
ism’ let me just say a few words. For many
years the UN, in composing a peacekeep-
ing force for some new trouble spot, au-
tomatically ruled out troops from the
following groups of countries: the parties
themselves, the parties’ neighbouring
countries and the five permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council. Why? Be-
cause experience showed that these
groups of countries—there might also be
others—were apt to have too much at
stake to be able to be, or to seem to be,
impartial; and impartiality is the very
essence of peacekeeping. On the other
hand, one must be realistic: often, it is
hard to find anyone willing to contribute
infantry or logistics for a particular
mission, and sometimes only those
with much at stake are willing to accept
the obligation. However, regionalism
cannot be allowed to become a mask be-
hind which the local bully, prevented by
international law from subverting the

sovereignty of his weaker neighbours,
finds legitimacy for frontal attack. Nor
is every military action ‘peacekeeping’
that calls itself so. Peacekeeping is a prac-
tical and well-known concept, forged from
the experience of more than 40 UN opera-
tions in more than 50 years, with clear
principles compatible with those of inter-
national law, which it serves and helps
to support.

H owever confused the post-cold war
situation may be expected to remain
for some years, there is progress in

the development of an international so-
ciety, with community values and an in-
creasingly effective system of law. There
is not the slightest basis for euphoria but,
for example, I believe we saw something
very significant, in the contretemps over
the weapons inspectors in Iraq, leading
to Kofi Annan’s astute visit to Baghdad.
Although we are left with just one super-
power, with a huge economy and a world-
wide reach and grasp, I think we shall
not again see any state or group of states
purporting to act on behalf of the inter-
national community without the full and
explicit endorsement of the Security
Council—other, perhaps, than when fac-
ing some overwhelming and instantane-
ous necessity of self-defence. And this is
an important realisation, for centralising
the use of force is a first step towards
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public order—and civilisation. Similarly,
as Argentina, Armenia and Iraq have all
found in recent years, attempts to seize
territory by force are today categorically
illegal and will not be recognised.

I have tried to survey some areas of
international activity wherein we have
been seeing dynamic development, even
since the start of this decade—in regard
to human rights, including the creation
of an international criminal court; the
development and legal control of trade;
co-operation for international security;
and the myriad other transactions, from
meteorology to disarmament, accelerat-
ing the process of community-building.
In my opinion, however, it is urgently
necessary to rally around the UN and
strengthen it, so as to guard against any
recurrence of the activities that have so
undermined it in recent years, prevent-
ing its healthy development. A reform
programme for the secretariat has been
instituted, though as a former director
of administration and management
there, I am the last person to have illu-
sions about the range of early possibili-
ties. But the UN is essential to the world.

The day when the sovereign state was
the sole actor on the international
stage—apart from a motley crew of pi-
rates, war criminals, blockade-runners
and the East India Company—is long
gone, and I have argued for many years,

especially in the field of human rights,
that NGOs have a vital role to play. Your
organisations are varied in size and
strength and preoccupations and outlook.
Often, you can go where governments
cannot; you can focus precisely and en-
gender attention. You can encourage,
goad, study, warn, assist, and you will be
heard, because access to the means of
publicity as well as the levers of power is
usually part of your lifeblood.

The success of some recent humani-
tarian campaigns, such as that against
anti-personnel mines, is an object-lesson
in working effectively at an international
level. In our modern style of representa-
tive democracy, the popular will needs to
express itself through not just one but
various channels. Much of what I have
sketched has stemmed from the activi-
ties of persistent and resolute NGOs.

I hope that all of the organisations
represented here will continue to refuse
to take ‘no’ for an answer.

Discussion
Discussion of Mr Thornberry’s address
started from the suggestion that there
were two ways to view the late 90s: was
the glass half-empty (as Eric Hobsbawm
appeared to believe) or half-full, as the
speaker implied?

The NATO representative, Harald
Bungarten, took a sceptical view:
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politicians wished soldiers would do more
without giving them the mandate to do
so, he said. Every decade the number
of conflicts increased, despite talk of
the ‘end of history’. The glass was only
‘quarter-full’.

This led to an exploration of why eth-
nic and nationalist conflicts were an in-
creasingly evident feature of the
European and worldwide landscape. It
was suggested that globalisation was a
process lacking legitimacy because not
everyone could participate equally in it;
ethnic élites were able to garner support
from the excluded. Globalisation also
destroyed old certainties; ethnocentrism
allowed these to be reinstated in an im-
aginary way.

The middle-east conflict, it was ar-
gued, had been prefigurative of many of
today’s ethnic tensions—including in the
failure of the international community to
resolve it. One of the virtues of war
crimes tribunals, as that in the Hague
on ex-Yugoslavia, was that they provided
a vehicle through which citizens could
make a connection with the international
community.

As regards the role of NGOs, Mr
Thornberry admitted that governments
weren’t always as sympathetic to work-
ing with them as were intergovernmen-
tal organisations. The UN and NGOs tended
to have similar roles in mind, such as

protection of human rights: “I’m not al-
ways sure that that can be said of some
governments some of the time.” But gov-
ernments were not monolithic and often
contained some who shared the aspira-
tions of NGOs, as against other individu-
als or departments to which they were
opposed.

Footnotes
1 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The
Short Twentieth Century 1914-1991, Michael
Joseph, London, 1994

DD
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Tony Gallagher

O ne of the most memorable books
written on Northern Ireland set the
conflict within a wider comparative

context. The book was written by Frank
Wright, a colleague in the Politics Depart-
ment in Queen’s University who, sadly,
died prematurely.1  A lecture series has
been established in his memory and in
the first lecture of the series, Adrian
Guelke also set the Northern Ireland
situation in a comparative context.2

Adrian’s context was provided by the
peace processes then under way in South
Africa, the middle east and Northern Ire-
land. In each case, Adrian identified a key
turning point when a hitherto stable situ-
ation appeared amenable to change.

In South Africa, the turning point
came with the 1976 uprising of school
students in Soweto and the killing of
Hector Peterson by South African secu-
rity forces. Following these events, many

young people fled South Africa to enter
the camps of Umkhonto we Sizwe (the
military wing of the ANC), while within
South Africa a new internal opposition
movement started to form.

In the middle east, it was an accident
in the Gaza strip when an Israeli truck
crashed into a car of Palestinian labour-
ers, killing four and injuring the others.
This was to light a spark that led to the
intifada.

And Adrian pointed also to a key turn-
ing point in Northern Ireland. This event
occurred in October 1968, when a civil
rights march in Derry was banned by the
Unionist government and attacked by the
police in full view of television cameras.
Given the violence Northern Ireland has
experienced since, the events then seem
extraordinarily restrained in hindsight.
But at the time they had an enormous
impact on perceptions and perhaps
marked the point at which the old way of
doing things became unsustainable.

Identity politics and equality
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In many respects it was perhaps ap-
propriate that the turning point in North-
ern Ireland occurred in Derry. The
political arrangements in the city were
generally cited as the most blatant ex-
ample of Unionist domination. A system
of gerrymandered electoral wards en-
sured that Unionist politicians held a
majority on the council, even though the
unionist electorate comprised a minority
of the city’s population. It is not surpris-
ing that, to nationalists, the city was
known as the ‘capital of discrimination’.

But the city had a key historical sig-
nificance for unionists also: in 1689 the
Protestant inhabitants of the old city held
fast against the army of Catholic King
James, in support of William of Orange.
There is a continuing tradition whereby
a Protestant society, the Apprentice Boys,
march around the walls of the old city in
commemoration of the siege. In 1969
Catholic opposition to the march led to
widespread rioting in the city, the virtual
collapse of the police force and the intro-
duction of British troops to restore order.
Subsequently, the city was to become a
strong centre for the IRA and, indeed,
parts of it virtually ceded for a time from
Northern Ireland.

A visitor to the city would now find a
very different picture. Much of the cen-
tre has been redeveloped and rebuilt. The
city council is now unambiguously under

the control of nationalist politicians and,
indeed, the most significant political con-
test is between the moderate nationalist
party, the SDLP, and the more radical
Sinn Féin. The city appears wealthier,
more settled and politically less fraught,
certainly in comparison with Belfast.
Despite its position as a crucible of vio-
lence in the early years of the conflict,
the city was spared much of the worst of
the sectarian violence, as the various
paramilitary groups appeared to operate
a modus vivendi which eschewed random
assassinations.

But in some respects an important
part of the heart of the city has gone.
The River Foyle divides the city in half
but its significance has become as much

Tony Gallagher (centre) keeps his notetaker (his left) very busy
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religious as geographic. There has been
a steady and continuing fall in the Prot-
estant population of the western part of
the city. Only one small and declining
area within the old city walls remains.
There are a number of ‘Protestant’
schools on the western side, but some
have become de facto Catholic, while oth-
ers have a questionable future of any
kind. In a very real sense, Protestants
appear to have given up on that part of
the city, feeling that they now count for
nothing.

It is as if the carefully crafted domi-
nation of the old Unionist régime has
been replaced by a casual, almost care-
less domination by nationalist politi-
cians. The old system was wrong and had
to be changed, because it represented the
illegitimate domination of a majority by
a minority. But in the changing, have we
created a situation where a majority now
dominates a minority, to the extent that
the minority feels driven out? If so, there
is still no accommodation, no reconcilia-
tion with difference, no celebration of
diversity.

Let me examine another example.
From the origins of the Northern Ireland
state there have been separate school
systems for Protestants and Catholics.
The state system of schools was officially
non-denominational, but in ethos and
practice it expressed the interests and

values of the Protestant majority in
Northern Ireland. The Catholic school
system provided the most significant so-
cial institution of that community, in a
society where systematic discrimination
in employment set barriers to the labour-
market participation of Catholics. Al-
though some attempt was made to
develop a genuinely non-denominational
school system in the 1920s—efforts which
were opposed by Catholic and Protestant
churches alike—it was not until the late
60s that a rapprochement was agreed
between the Catholic authorities and the
Northern Ireland Ministry of Education.

The funding arrangements for Catho-
lic schools followed practice in England.
Thus, Catholic schools received public
funds to cover a proportion of their capi-
tal costs. The difference represented the
cost to the Catholic community of their
right to own and operate their own school
system. This type of arrangement is com-
mon in Europe and the principle was, in
fact, confirmed in a case before the Eu-
ropean Court of Human Rights. The court
ruled that if a particular interest, such
as a denominational authority, wanted to
run its own schools then it should be
entitled to some public funds if it can
meet reasonable viability criteria. The
court also ruled that it was reasonable
to ask that particular interest to con-
tribute towards the cost of the school in
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recognition of its ownership and control.
 In Northern Ireland two extra ele-

ments were added to the equation. First,
there was a persistent pattern in which
leavers from Catholic schools had, on
average, lower qualifications than
leavers from Protestant schools. Sec-
ondly, there were labour-market differ-
ences between Protestants and Catholics,
to the disadvantage of Catholics, and the
government was committed to the prin-
ciple of fair employment. While discrimi-
nation contributed to the pattern of
labour-market difference, an investiga-
tion by the Standing Advisory Commis-
sion on Human Rights in the 1980s
suggested that the differential perform-
ance of the two schools systems was also
a factor.

I was one of a group of academics
asked by SACHR to investigate some of the
reasons for this differential in attainment
levels. Our study suggested, among other
things, that the different funding ar-
rangements for Catholic schools had op-
erated to their disadvantage and had
probably contributed to the attainment
difference. In an abstract sense it was
reasonable to ask the Catholic commu-
nity to make a financial contribution
for their schools. However, in the wider
context of government objectives, particu-
larly the priority attached to fair employ-
ment, we concluded that Catholic schools

should be funded at the same level as
Protestant schools. After some public dis-
cussion the government agreed.

On one level, this could be seen as a
positive example of a mature pluralism.
If we accept the right of minority com-
munities to organise their own school
systems—which seems to be consistent
with international human rights stand-
ards—and to receive public funds for this,
the decision to fund Catholic schools in
Northern Ireland to the same level as
state schools provided a demonstration
of the government’s commitment to
equality.

The decision and the research were
criticised on a number of grounds. One
of the criticisms was that the decision
helped to entrench segregated schools.
Some critics suggested that we should
have recommended developments in re-
ligiously integrated schools. It is a moot
point whether a recommendation by
SACHR for more integrated schools would
have led to any additional increase in
these schools. In any case, and as noted
above, the standards of the international
community recognise and endorse the
right of minorities to their own schools
and, in so doing, differentiate between
separate schools by choice and segregated
schools by requirement.

But my main interest here is some-
what different. Now that all schools in
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Northern Ireland are funded to a similar
level, has this led to an increase in co-
operation between the school systems?
This co-operation could include attempts
to ensure that the separate schools do not
unintentionally promote social division.
It could include proactive attempts to
promote tolerance, reconciliation and
fairness through the schools. In addition,
the authorities of the school systems
could recognise that allowing for separate
schools introduces an additional cost to
the system as a whole, and agree to col-
laborative initiatives designed to make
the schools system more efficient.

One way in which this might occur is
for the transfer of property between the
sectors in appropriate circumstances.
This practical co-operation would avoid
the bizarre situation that sometimes oc-
curs where a school of one type closes as
a school of another type is built anew on
a nearby site.

There is a degree of co-operation be-
tween the school authorities, but argu-
ably the opportunity for creative
initiatives has not been seized. And we
have seen the situation where zero-sum
arguments are used by the authorities of
Protestant and Catholic schools against
the development of religiously integrated
schools. In other words, the school sys-
tem illustrates some of the possibilities
of pluralism. But it also illustrates the

limited way in which such opportunities
are pursued: in practice, sectional inter-
ests are often prioritised.

In both the examples I have outlined
we can see a dilemma. In both cases,
changes were made in pursuit of the

goal of equality. But it could be argued
that in neither case did this change lead
to greater tolerance and reconciliation.
Indeed some might argue that the main
result was to reinforce separation.

This dilemma is not unique to North-
ern Ireland. No one could fail to be moved
still by the words of Martin Luther King
in 1963 at the Lincoln Memorial: “I have
a dream that my four little children will
one day live in a nation where they will
not be judged by the colour of their skin,
but the content of their character.”

This evocation was for all citizens of
the United States, black and white, to
enjoy the rights of citizenship. It repre-
sented a claim for the application of lib-
eral principles: treat each person as an
individual, not as the exemplar of a type.
However, the pursuit of equality in the
US moved more and more away from
treating people as individuals, and more
towards measures which may have had
the effect of reinforcing group identities.

Affirmative action, goals and targets,
workforce monitoring, availability and
utilisation analysis—these all depend on
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ethnic counting in order to identify a
problem, define a solution and judge an
outcome. One does not have to be an ad-
vocate of neo-liberal economics to recog-
nise the way affirmative action measures
in the US became increasingly prescrip-
tive in terms of outcome, at least until
the political balance of the Supreme
Court shifted to the right and the condi-
tion of ‘strict scrutiny’ made it harder to
apply and easier to avoid any affirmative
action measure. Similarly, one does not
have to support the conservative critics
of multiculturalism in US schools never-
theless to recognise the soft target pre-
sented to those critics by some aspects of
the Afrocentric movement.

And this dilemma is faced also in
Northern Ireland. To work towards fair
employment, we need to know how many
Protestants and Catholics are in
workplaces. With this information we can
identify the areas where priority action
is needed and monitor progress towards
fair participation. But this also means we
have to allocate people to mutually ex-
clusive categories. In so doing, we run the
risk of reifying those categories and as-
cribing to them an essentialist character.

The minimalist approach advocated
by neo-liberals does not provide a solu-
tion. When the state limits its role sim-
ply to attempting to remove barriers to
participation, without any meaningful

diagnosis of the reasons for those barri-
ers, little significant change follows. How-
ever, as I have suggested above, the
statist approach which advocates active
direction of outcomes as part of an equal-
ity agenda may serve to reinforce the so-
cial divisions that gave rise to inequality
in the first place. The context of division
may change, but the fact of division may
remain stubbornly intact.

Of course there are factors particular
to Northern Ireland which contribute to
this pessimistic scenario. Despite having
the trappings of a democratic state be-
tween 1921 and 1972, it never really func-
tioned as a democratic polity. The
government always won the elections,
because confessional politics made
results highly predictable—indeed so
predictable that during many elections
a high proportion of the seats were
uncontested.

Confessional politics is rooted in his-
tory in Northern Ireland. Indeed, some
might say that politics here is too strongly
informed by absurdly long memories and
absurdly short imaginations. If politics
in Northern Ireland operates as a zero-
sum game, then it should be no surprise
that political discourse displays the same
character. And perhaps it should also not
be a surprise if the pursuit of equality
takes on this zero-sum character.

But of course Northern Ireland is not
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alone in having politicians with absurdly
long memories. Benedict Anderson re-
minded us that the ‘imagined community’
of the nation rests on history as its foun-
dation. Five years ago an article appeared
in the Observer newspaper highlighting
an example: the article reported how a
Greek sculptor had found himself in the
eye of a storm over his work.

The hapless artist had been commis-
sioned to produce a statue of Alexander
the Great to stand in Florina, a town on
the frontier with the former Yugoslav
republic of Macedonia. The statue was
clearly intended to send a symbolic warn-
ing to the ‘usurpers’ across the border, but
the town councillors were outraged with
the result. Instead of endowing the 2,000-
year-old warrior king with “the muscles
he deserved”, the statue cast him “look-
ing like a puny pacifist”. How, they com-
plained, could the artist of this “obscene
modernist work”, have “forgotten the
great man’s weapons and helmet? Or
have the gall to show him riding his horse
with bare feet?”

Of course the Macedonians find them-
selves caught in a peculiarly Balkan di-
lemma. The Serbs accept the existence
of a distinct Macedonian ethnic identity,
but would prefer there to be no separate
state. The Bulgarians are comfortable
with a separate state, but believe the
Macedonians are really Bulgarians.

While the Greeks seek to deny the exist-
ence of both state and identity.

In this century, the continuing legacy
of Versailles highlights the endurance of
memory. The overt point of the settlement
was to bring closer the ethnic and geo-
graphic division of Europe. Czechoslova-
kia made a case to be an exception to this
rule, on the grounds that it would become
the ‘Switzerland of central Europe’. In the
event, the fear of giving too much au-
tonomy to the Sudeten Germans con-
strained the degree of autonomy given to
the Slovaks, thus providing the seed-bed
for Slovak ethnic politicians 70 years
later.

In those parts of the map where eth-
nicity and statehood did not coincide, the
presumed hope was for assimilation and
the amelioration of separate identities.
In fact, it is in the interstices of the set-
tlement where we can see the enduring
potential for ethnic conflict or, as in
Northern Ireland, its continuation.

Moving to other examples, Lebanon
was to be the ‘Switzerland of the middle
east’. This produced a settlement so
tightly dependent on ethnic headcounts
that, once put in place, everyone was
afraid to check whether the comparative
counts changed over time—though eve-
ryone knew they had. In Switzerland it-
self, the highly decentralised cantonal
system is perhaps less a celebration of
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diversity than an attempt to sustain a
multitude of linguistically, and perhaps
religiously, homogeneous subunits—all of
this leavened with a less than fully posi-
tive approach to a numerically significant
population of non-citizen ‘guest workers’.
In Spain, is regional autonomy a way to
achieve the promise of diversity, or is it,
more prosaically, an attempt to attenu-
ate separatist pressure and hold the state
together? Federalism in Belgium seems
to have led to virtual separation.

Anderson’s notion of the imagined
community highlights the way in which
national identity is constructed and le-
gitimated on the basis of historical
memory, but is then reinforced by the
relationship between the nation and ‘its’
territory. The nation-state is predicated
on the idea that each (homogeneous) na-
tion has the right to its territory, based
on the right to self-determination. Even
though the discourse of the nation-state
implies permanence in the international
order, the reality is that territorial ar-
rangements do change, albeit only under
extraordinary conditions. In Europe, ter-
ritorial change occurred only after the
two world wars and the cold war. And
even in Ireland change came about in
order to pursue still further the link be-
tween territorial and national specificity.

But, as Anderson also reminds us, the
idea of the homogeneous nation and ‘its’

territory is based on a socially con-
structed one, albeit an intensely power-
ful myth. Indeed, it is precisely because
it is based on myth that the dilemma for
those of us who wish to pursue equality
arises. At the heart of the discourse of
the nation-state is the idea of a homoge-
neous community. But the reality is one
of heterogeneity in actually-existing so-
cieties. And it is because of pluralism in
society that we face the problem of some
groups being treated less fairly than oth-
ers. This raises the need for action to pro-
mote equality, but this can lead to ethnic
counting, potentially reinforcing the
claim of essentialist identities. In North-
ern Ireland this goes further to cast all
such measures within the overarching
political discourse of territorialism, and
may contribute to an ever deepening di-
vision in the society.

I s there a way out of the dilemma? One
way out may be to learn from the ex-
perience of civil society. Particularly

among new social movements, the nature
of political engagement may be more mul-
tidimensional, transient and develop-
mental. If so, this may prefigure a
different discourse of politics that avoids
immutable positions across an extensive
range of issues. The priority attached to
the achievement of specific objectives
may also contribute towards a discourse
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of politics that privileges accommodation
in the pursuit of attainable positions.

One of the ironies of Northern Ireland
is the coexistence of a vibrant and dy-
namic civil society alongside a fairly stul-
tified public political domain. Within
traditional liberal discourse civil and po-
litical society are distinct and separate
domains; within traditional Marxist dis-
course civil society is a sham, an empty
vessel for disguising the ‘real’ basis of
political power. But perhaps there are
benefits to be gained from recognising
their separate existence while strength-
ening the influence of one on the other?

Another possible way out, perhaps not
unconnected, is the development of new
Labour’s ‘third way’ between statism and
the market. This third way recognises the
limits of relying on the ‘hidden hand’ of
the market, while avoiding the ‘heavy
hand’ of state-led direction of outcomes.
The approach is one which tries to pro-
mote social inclusion by establishing
‘enabling processes’ which offer people
choices over their future, and systems of
institutional accountability. However, the
approach also asks people to take respon-
sibility for the choices they make.

It is this combination of enabling proc-
esses, accountability and responsibility
that seems to lie at the heart of many of
the new policy directions being charted
by the government, and certainly seems

to underlie its proposals for equality in
Northern Ireland. In the best of all pos-
sible worlds this provides a strong basis
for promoting equality, while avoiding the
essentialist problems arising from the
direction of outcomes. But the test is yet
to come.

Two of the key elements of this dis-
cussion have centred on the claim to
social homogeneity as against the expe-
rience of social heterogeneity. The di-
lemma arises from measures designed to
cope with the clash of these notions. A
synthesis might involve an active at-
tempt to legitimise and value hybridity.
In Northern Ireland this implies moving
from a situation where our political dis-
courses cast us as either British or Irish,
to a new understanding where we see
ourselves as both British and Irish simul-
taneously, and recognise in any case that
the idea of being British or Irish not only
changes over time, but exists in various
forms at any single point in time.

The difficulty, however, is that while
the idea of hybridity may be intellectu-
ally satisfying, this is little evidence yet
of its emotional potency.

Discussion
Jeannie Peterson from the UN opened the
discussion by introducing how parallel,
concrete challenges had been addressed
in ex-Yugoslavia—in particular, in the
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contested part of Croatia known as east-
ern Slavonia for which she had been re-
sponsible.

The onset of the war in ex-Yugoslavia
had been marked by the departure of
Croatia from the federation, she said.
This had left the Serbs in Croatia, for-
merly a majority in ex-Yugoslavia, a mi-
nority in the newly independent state.
War had followed, later spilling over into
Bosnia where most international atten-
tion had subsequently focused.

Efforts by the international commu-
nity to promote dialogue between the
Serbs in Croatia and the Croatian au-
thorities had failed. The Serbs had
attempted to form a separate adminis-
tration, rejecting even quite radical plans
for autonomy within Croatia. Croatian
assaults had led to a Serbian exodus
which left only one enclave behind, in
eastern Slavonia. As a result of the
Dayton agreement on ex-Yugoslavia, the
United Nations Transitional Authority
for Eastern Slavonia (UNTAES) had been
formed, backed by 5,000 troops, to pro-
mote reconciliation between Serbs and
Croats there.

A range of UNTAES committees had
been established to address aspects of
harmonisation between the communities,
from electricity to education. Employ-
ment had been very contentious, in terms
of guaranteeing Serbs a fair share of jobs.

To avail themselves of such rights, the
Serbs had had to accept de facto that they
were citizens of Croatia: they had been
very reluctant to give up on the idea of a
separate state. But in the end most had
taken part in elections for county, city and
municipal authorities, where the repre-
sentatives of both communities had had
to come to terms with the practical chal-
lenges of local government everywhere.

‘Technical’ issues—such as ensuring
a common postal system—had been rela-
tively easy to resolve. Those with a strong
‘emotional’ dimension—such as educa-
tion—had proved much more difficult.

The Croats had celebrated when
UNTAES left, whereas the Serbs had hoped
it would remain for decades. The UN had
since been forced publicly to criticise
Croatia over its implementation of the
agreements. Ms Peterson concluded,
however, that while multiculturalism
would take years to develop in eastern
Slavonia the basis for it had been laid.

Returning to Northern Ireland, Mari
Fitzduff said that in the past those con-
cerned with intercommunal equality had
tended to scorn those promoting inter-
communal contact. Yet interdependence
was indispensable, and she welcomed the
proposal in the government’s white pa-
per on equality3  that all public bodies
should be obliged not only to promote
equality of opportunity but also good
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relations between groups.
Was national identity really necessary

in the modern world? it was asked. Mr
Gallagher replied that while it was easy
to debunk nationalist accounts of the past
these still had tremendous motivating
power. In the post-modern world both
global and local identities were resur-
gent. “The trick is to persuade people that
they are not just one thing: they can be
more than one thing at the same time.”

Tony Kennedy of Co-operation North
connected this to the rights of diverse
individuals within communities to that
diversity: “You’re always forced to be
in one identity or another.” He related
the story of a devoted supporter of Co-
operation North who tragically died on
the annual maracycle; he had combined
two loyalties—one to the maracycle, one
to the Orange Order.

Joyce McMillan told of how she had
been challenged by a supporter of the
Scottish National Party at a funeral as
to her identity. She had replied that she
was Scottish and British, to which he had
responded ‘You’ve got a problem’. ‘No,
you’ve got a problem’, she had told him.
She suggested that in the cultural sphere
hybridity, far from being disdained, was
celebrated and could have a compelling
power.

Harald Bungarten spoke of how a
German could have a hierarchy of three

identities: (say) Bavarian, German and
Europe. The point was also made that
identity is contingent—on holiday, being
‘Irish’ can be a common and non-
threatening ascription, for example.
Similarly, ‘Czech’ and ‘Slovak’ had not
seemed to be so incompatible before par-
tition was set in train. It was important,
therefore, to think through taken-for-
granted identities: as Mr Gallagher put
it, the goal was to inject ‘niggling doubt’.

It was further suggested that conflicts
were easier to resolve if a wider range of
interests could be brought to bear, includ-
ing via NGOs. This might be particularly
helpful as such groups might focus
on other identities—such as labour or
business.

But cultural hybridity was a bridge
too far for members of communities who
felt themselves to be under threat and
so felt the need to assert their sense of
difference, as uncomplicatedly as possi-
ble, as a weapon in their defence. There
was thus a need to be clear as to where
the common ground of interdepen-
dence lay, so that it was not seen as sur-
reptitious dominance by one group over
another.

To put it another way, for those who
perceived themselves to be socially ex-
cluded, other sources of identity—profes-
sional, regional, familial—might fall
away, as a single identity offered itself
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as the only vehicle for expressing resist-
ance to that exclusion. Hence, for
example, the otherwise inexplicable phe-
nomenon of alienated young east Ger-
mans now defining themselves as
‘belonging’ to the ex-DDR.

In resolving conflicts with both the
axes of inequality and difference, a fine
balance was entailed: interdependence
had to offer security to the traditionally
dominant group, without ruling out
change for the historically subordinate
one. Domestic constitutions and interna-
tional human rights conventions could
both be brought to bear to provide clear
rules.

If equality was about content, inter-
dependence was about process. Thus
while at Queen’s University the right
decision had been taken on the removal
of the British national anthem from the
graduation ceremony, given its offensive-
ness to nationalists, the right process had
not accompanied it. An intense debate
had taken place, yet almost entirely con-
fined to people talking to people from the
same community, disposed to give the
same response. Common ground had not
emerged.

Symbolism was key and tolerance was
thus crucial. Germany, because of its his-
tory, could tolerate the flying of various
flags internally by the different Länder.
Other countries, because of their histo-

ries, could not.
What was the role of the international

community? If cultural homogeneity was
being thrown into question, so too had to
be problematised the associated idea of
monolithic states immune to ‘external
interference’. Hence the droit d’ingér-
ence idea, on behalf of subordinated
minorities.

Combining these considerations,
Bernard Dréano suggested, if symbols
were crucial to multiculturalism—and
France of course had had the long expe-
rience of the area of Alsace-Lorraine
contested with Germany—then ‘interna-
tional symbolic mediation’ was required
in Northern Ireland, recognising its Brit-
ish, Irish and European dimensions.

But Ms Peterson’s testimony—of
which perhaps the Northern Ireland
‘peace package’ partnerships are another
example—was also a telling demonstra-
tion of the importance of building upon
practical efforts on the ground.

Footnotes
1 Frank Wright, Northern Ireland: A Compara-
tive Analysis, Gill & Macmillan, Dublin, 1987
2 Adrian Guelke, Promoting Peace in Deeply
Divided Societies, occasional paper no 6, Queen’s
University Dept of Politics, Belfast, 1994
3 Partnership for Equality, Cm 3890, 1998
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George Schöpflin

W e live in a world of multiple iden-
tities and we regard the ideal po-
litical system as the one that

permits them widest expression. Reality

is different, of course. Political systems
do indeed allow some identities expres-
sion, but others are constrained or
repressed.

In understanding the nature of these
processes, we have to look at the criteria
by which communities sustain them-
selves and seek to establish the coher-
ence that makes a community a
community and not just a group of dis-
parate individuals. Individuals without
a community are dispossessed, but the
community to which they belong imposes
duties and assigns them rights, as well
as empowering them with ways of decod-
ing the world.

In this context, it is essential to un-
derstand which identities have political
weight attached to them and which do
not. In broad historical terms, we are
living in an era when cultural identities
are becoming more important and eco-
nomic ones less so, at any rate as far as
Europe is concerned. Until the collapse

Individual and collective rights

A matter of interpretation
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of communism, both the west and the
communist world stressed the
universalism of economic identities.
Marxism-Leninism did so explicitly;
western liberalism began from the as-
sumption that individual choice was the
mainspring of identity and saw this
choice as primarily, though not exclu-
sively, articulated in economics.

The collapse of communism placed a
question-mark over this emphasis on eco-
nomic identities. The contest for influ-
ence, authority and power that we call
the cold war turned, inter alia, on the
similarity between eastern and western
assumptions about the nature of the
deepest interests of the individual and
how these economic identities should be
fed into politics. Once communism ended,
the west’s own assumptions were left
without an antagonist that thought in the
same way. It had to face relatively novel
demands for access to power on the basis
of cultural identities that were deviant
by economic criteria.

All identities function in much the
same way. They seek to establish their
validity, have them accepted by commu-
nities organised around other self-
definitions, make their existence as
communities unchallenged and unchal-
lengeable and secure themselves in the
context of political power. The order that
communities establish operates, crudely

speaking, at both the institutional and
the symbolic level.  Power and authority
are expressed and sustained by institu-
tions, procedures and other forms of ex-
plicit regulation.

At the same time, communities also
rely on their symbols, rituals and ceremo-
nies to ensure their survival. Every com-
munity does this. Memory and forms of
knowledge are vested in the symbolic di-
mension of politics and create a sense of
solidarity, without which it is difficult to
sustain consent to be ruled. This is the
essence of cultural reproduction. All
communities seek to ensure their sur-
vival—that is, they engage in cultural
reproduction.

It follows that a stable political sys-
tem will make provision for both the in-
stitutional and the symbolic aspects of
power. If one is neglected, the other will
suffer and that generally produces nega-
tive reactions on the part of those af-
fected. For ‘negative reactions’ read
friction, conflict, dissension. All politics
involves conflict, but when the contest for
power is taking place at the symbolic
rather than the institutional level, it is
infinitely more difficult to regulate it—
above all because symbols appeal to the
emotions, to the affective dimension of
collective existence.

This helps to explain why institu-
tional provision on its own will not solve
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identity-driven conflicts. The finest, most
elegant legal system in the world will be
useless in such situations and reliance
on a legal discourse is a waste of time
unless the prior non-legal assent to be
ruled is already there.

In most European political systems,
provision for symbolic representation
exists, but it tends to be unequal for dif-
ferent groups and that is the principal
source of much ethnic conflict. The weak-
ness or absence of access to symbolic
power leaves identity groups uneasy
about their cultural reproduction and
they will seek to secure it. This makes
the contest for power opaque and unpre-
dictable, and raises fears about commu-
nal survival which institutional power is
incapable of regulating.

The problem is acute or even hyper-
acute in multi-ethnic states because our
political traditions privilege institutional
regulation over the symbolic. Indeed, we
tend to be dismissive of symbolic politics.
We tend to dismiss it as primitive, or pre-
political or just plain irrational. This is
an error. If one’s aim is to achieve stabil-
ity, then adequate provision for symbolic
representation is just as vital as the ac-
cess to institutions which democratic
theory stresses so strongly.

It follows from the foregoing that such
twofold provision, both institutional and
symbolic, is bound to be more difficult in

multi-ethnic states than in mono-ethnic
ones (under mono-ethnic I include states
where one ethnic group makes up over
90 percent of the population). Where two
or more ethnic groups coexist, access to
institutions and symbols will require
complex and continuous negotiation to
ensure that no community becomes fear-
ful for its survival and, crucially, that the
symbolic demands of one community do
not endanger those of another. This last
proposition can be argued both on pru-
dential grounds and on the basis of demo-
cratic self-limitation.

However, it is important to note that
citizenship on its own will not produce
the kind of democratic, inter-ethnic sta-
bility under discussion. The codes of citi-
zenship establish the framework for the
institutional relationship between the in-
dividual and the state and the clarity that
these codes offer is vital for uninter-
rupted cultural reproduction. Arbitrary
use of power not only makes for bad gov-
ernance but generates fear.

It should be understood, though, that
citizenship and its regulation are invari-
ably coloured by the ethnic assumptions
of the group that contributes most to it.
It is this colouring that has to be made
multi-coloured if all the ethnic groups in
the state are to gain the security under
discussion here. In this sense, citizenship
is a necessary condition of democratic
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stability in a multi-ethnic state, but it is
not sufficient.

What follows from the discussion so
far is that collectivities create sources of
power and the members of groups seek
recognition for their demands for power.
If the political system can absorb this
proposition, then the extent of collective
political rights can be seen as a matter
of negotiation. Legal rights are down-
stream of that and it is misleading to
begin from legal regulation. Legally de-
fined rights will only gain full respect
where the collectivities in which people
live have a sense of their secure future.

The individual’s position, therefore, is
more dependent on the collective than we
are accustomed to think. Since the En-
lightenment, western assumptions have
turned on the proposition that the indi-
vidual is the pivotal, autonomous agent
in society. This is persuasive, but that
autonomy is not absolute. It is bounded
by the implicit and explicit baggage of
assumptions that all individuals bring
with them and these assumptions are
derived, as often as not, from cultural
imperatives.

We are all members of communities
and communities create their own regu-
lation. Indeed, we are deeply suspicious
of individuals who have no community,
who are in that respect not ‘recognisable’.
Hence individual rights are established

and exercised in and against the commu-
nity in which the individual lives.

In certain circumstances, therefore,
individual rights can be thoroughly con-
strained by the demands of the commu-
nity. This delimiting of the individual
takes place when the collectivity feels it-
self under threat and imposes the sever-
est restrictions on freedom. Here, the
field is wide open to manipulation, be-
cause when groups perceive their exist-
ence as being in danger, they will appeal
to the affective dimension and thereby
exclude or restrict rational argument.

S o much for the theoretical analysis
of the relationship between collective
and individual rights. Applying these

insights to the ruins of former Yugosla-
via, we can draw various conclusions.

It is evident that multi-ethnic commu-
nist states were inherently weaker than
mono-ethnic ones. Hence, communism
had little or nothing to offer in advanc-
ing the skills needed for multi-ethnic ac-
commodation, because it relied on force
and the threat of force to maintain itself.
The system was strongly reductionist in
its failed attempt to eliminate or
marginalise ethnic identities. Nor could
it cope readily with the diversity that
communist modernisation created, in
terms of industrialisation and urbanisa-
tion—including massive migration from
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rural areas to towns without sufficient
provision to learn the skills of urban
living.

Communism had no concept of rights
at all. It did give people a status—that of
‘worker’, say—but it established no
proper procedures for validating rights
and duties. It was arbitrary and unpre-
dictable; hence those ruled by commu-
nism learned few of the skills needed to
deal with conflict and contest. Thus when
the security and coherence provided by
the communist state disappeared, the
only identity on which they could rely for
the construction of a stable order was
ethnicity.

The sudden projection of ethnicity into
the public sphere took place without ad-
equate understanding of what dealing
with other ethnic groups would involve.
There were few or no criteria for recog-
nising reasonable or unreasonable de-
mands, no culture of self-limitation or
compromise. As a result, insecurity as to
one’s cultural reproduction was intensi-
fied. In these circumstances, individual
rights were marginalised and those who
controlled the agendas of the collectivity
were able to recreate a one-sided distri-
bution of power. In this context, the con-
trast with mono-ethnic post-communist
states is noteworthy. Where the state was
already in existence before communism,
it was sufficiently well grounded to

allow at least some regulated contest for
power, though in these states, too, inter-
ethnic relations have been a major prob-
lem. For new states the problem is
magnified, because they have to con-
struct themselves from inadequate raw
materials.

The inadequacy of these raw materi-
als has been exacerbated by the war. War
generates insecurity and radicalises
those involved. Where war has the quali-
ties of an inter-ethnic conflict, anxieties
will focus on one’s cultural reproduction
and all factors, demands, interests not
perceived as enhancing cultural repro-
duction will be delegitimated and sup-
pressed. The radicalisation will be
expressed as polarisation and a thorough-
going narrowing down of the cognitive
field, which then becomes fertile ground
for conspiracy theories and other forms
of ideological thinking in which every
event will be assessed through ethnic
spectacles and fitted into a coherent pat-
tern of ethnicisation.

The upshot of these propositions is
that the Yugoslav successor states, with
the exception of Slovenia, are grappling
with multi-tiered problems of extraordi-
nary complexity which make the recog-
nition and validation of individual and
minority rights all but impossible. The
weakness or absence of a culture of citi-
zenship, the shallow roots of the rule of
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law, the feebleness of civil society and the
corresponding ease with which political
leaders can mobilise along ethnic lines
make for a situation in which individual
rights are understood as deriving solely
from ethnic identity. Hence members of
other ethnic groups can be validly denied
their rights, because they are believed to
be determined to destroy one’s own. This
is precisely the response that was re-
ported from among the Serbs of Kosovo
in March to the agreement that Albani-
ans be permitted to study in Albanian,
but that is by no means a unique case.

The validation of individual and mi-
nority rights needs stable political sys-
tems that function predictably and in
which the exercise of power is transpar-
ent and accountable. Without this, con-
flict will be potentially open to rapid
polarisation from which retreat is very
difficult. This implies that external agen-
cies (like the west) have a major role to
play in the foreseeable future in stabilis-
ing the exercise of power; otherwise
ethnicisation will be hard to block.

To bring that stabilisation about, the
external agencies have to do more than
create institutional structures. They
must begin from the underlying proposi-
tion that cultural reproduction requires
security at the symbolic as well as at the
institutional level. This will demand pa-
tient and constructive engagement and

sensitivity in understanding inter-
ethnicity. Money, investment and eco-
nomic activity are at best a helpful con-
dition for stabilisation, but monetary
incentives will not do much to change the
underlying dynamic and it would be fool-
ish to rely on them. Likewise, legal pro-
vision will only work if the underlying
security has been firmly established. In-
ternational legal norms, like war crimes,
are useful in creating a set of external
constraints, but they will not be internal-
ised by those affected while there is a
substantial constituency for ethnic per-
spectives, and that is the accepted atti-
tude of the majority.

At the end of the day, the instability
of the post-Yugoslav space is political and
only political means will change that in-
stability. In the current circumstances,
that signifies a very considerable west-
ern presence in Bosnia, adding up to a
protectorate, coupled with the need for
pressure on all the other successor states
to move towards the procedural and sub-
stantive recognition of rights that are
essential for democracy. Similarly, the
west will have to persist with its policy
of constraining Serbia from its course in
Kosovo, even while it must pay heed to
the (legitimate) symbolic goods that the
Serbs have in the region. Active engage-
ment in Macedonia implies a framework
in which security is offered to both Mac-
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edonians and Albanians. And Croatia will
have to move towards a system that ac-
cepts and gives political expression to the
diversity of Croatian society.

The west must be consistent and de-
termined in this strategy and make it
very clear that it will behave in this fash-
ion; otherwise, ethnicisers have an incen-
tive to sit it out, to wait until the west
tires of its commitment. And the west
must recognise that the special condi-
tions of ex-Yugoslavia need special
remedies—chief among them the under-
standing that threats to cultural repro-
duction and survival as a community
create very long-term insecurities that
are not easily assuaged. Until they are,
the region will remain unstable.

Discussion
Frank Steketee of the Council of Europe
responded by describing the evolution of
the minority rights régime over which the
council presided.

Before 1989 it had been ‘a factory of
legal norms’, especially the European
Convention on Human Rights. Promul-
gated as this had been in the aftermath
of World War II, the convention reflect-
ed the spirit of the times—like the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights—
in focusing entirely on the rights of
individuals.

But the idea that minorities deserved

attention had remained an undercurrent
throughout the work of the council, re-
surfacing in the 60s. In the 80s, the coun-
cil had begun work on its languages
charter,1  though skirting the issue of mi-
nority rights as such.

Nineteen-eighty-nine had accelerated
the process, boosting membership of the
council to 40 with the subsequent acces-
sion of central and eastern European
countries. Minority concerns were simi-
larly reflected in declarations by the Or-
ganisation for Security and Co-operation
in Europe and by the UN: in 1992, the
same year the Council of Europe pub-
lished its languages charter, the UN pub-
lished its declaration on minority rights.2

It fell to the council to develop a legal
instrument.

But even though there remained a
commitment that these rights should be
defined in individual terms—as attach-
ing to ‘persons belonging to’ minorities—
France (along with others) had baulked
at inclusion of the new propositions in
the European Convention on Human
Rights, given the universalist character
of the latter (as well as of France’s politi-
cal culture).

This had resulted in the framework
convention of 1994,3  which though lack-
ing the justiciable status of the ECHR, via
the Commission and Court of Human
Rights, nevertheless set a legal standard.
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The convention had come into effect at
the beginning of this year, and states’
compliance would be monitored by inde-
pendent experts working to the Commit-
tee of Ministers of the council. The council
also advised governments more generally
on the compatibility of legislation with
instruments to which they had signed up.

Mr Steketee was pressed on the ad-
equacy of the compliance mechanisms
under the framework convention and
whether there was still not governmen-
tal resistance to minority régimes which
were perceived as undermining territo-
rial sovereignty. He said that the council
would advise governments to consult
those whom the reports were meant to
be about and such reports would be made
public for comment when furnished.
Some 200 NGOs enjoyed consultative sta-
tus with the council.

But he admitted: “The arsenal is not
very impressive.” The option of expulsion
of a recalcitrant state from the council
had only been deployed once in its his-
tory—in fact, the Greek colonels had left
just before they were pushed.

Thus it was suggested that there re-
mained a need for pressure for the frame-
work convention to have full convention
status. Nevertheless, in the meantime,
it provided a benchmark against which
NGOs could demand governmental com-
pliance in their treatment of minorities.

The importance of international pres-
sure in ameliorating intercommunal con-
flict was clearly recognised. Very little
that was positive that any of the key play-
ers in ex-Yugoslavia had done, it was
pointed out, had been done because they
had felt it was right to do it (a factor
clearly evident with various players at
various times in Northern Ireland).

It was suggested there needed to be
better monitoring of states’ behaviour—
for example, the performance of
Croatia—and a more credible military
threat so that states would not believe
they could get away with acting as ‘in-
ternational delinquents’. The lack of any
coherent policy by ‘the west’ towards ex-
Yugoslavia was inevitably highlighted in
this regard—including the effect of pre-
mature recognition of Croatia and
Bosnia-Hercegovina in triggering the
war.

In terms of handling division between
groups internally, a rider was initially
expressed that the multiple components
of any society should not be reduced to
multi-ethnicity. The risk was of an elision
from ethnic élites to ethnic groups with,
in the process, the exclusion of other
senses of group membership. Hence the
importance of NGOs in making it possible
for societies to be ‘self-managing’ (rather
than, say, being reduced to internat-
ional protectorates)—for there to be ‘civil
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democracy’ with a proper division of
power between politicians and civic
groups. This led to a discussion of the
need for ‘transcendent symbolism’ if such
a scenario was to be possible.

The German post-war experience in
the wider Europe had at least shown
negatively how there could be a
downplaying of national identity which
might otherwise be deemed aggressive.
And efforts had been made to find sym-
bols for people living together—witness
the visit by the chancellor Willy Brandt
to the Warsaw ghetto, which had drawn
a line under the past and established a
basis for a new commonality.

The difficulty of constructing shared
symbols was however recognised—espe-
cially in the light of the non-correspond-
ence between state and ‘nation’ in
Northern Ireland. It was also suggested
that it was more difficult to handle di-
versity between religious groups than
those that were linguistically divided (as
in Belgium, for example).

But the European Union was now
perceived as more relevant in Northern
Ireland—with its financial assistance—
and hence there was perhaps more rec-
ognition of the potential of its
transcendent symbolism. In Romania,
to take another example, there had
been some progress towards accept-
able symbolic arrangements between

the Hungarian minority and other
Romanians.

Yet in any such situation groups
would only come together on some is-
sues—not all. The state and civil society
had therefore particular responsibilities
in this regard, as otherwise only ethnic
identities would prevail. The problem
was not ethnic cleavages, as these would
always be with us—the problem was
whether we could deal with them.

Footnotes
1 Council of Europe, European Charter on Re-
gional and Minority Languages, Strasbourg,
1992
2 United Nations, Declaration on the Rights of
Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Reli-
gious and Linguistic Minorities, New York, 1992
3 Council of Europe, Framework Convention for
the Protection of National Minorities, Stras-
bourg, 1994
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John Fitzmaurice

In Belgium, it is taken for granted that
however serious the inter-community
conflicts that beset the country be-

come, they will be resolved or at least
managed by peaceful and democratic
means. This was, until Bosnia and per-
haps until the ‘troubles’ in Belfast, never
regarded as a significant achievement,
though perhaps it should have been. Bel-
gians are now, and perhaps have always
been, critical of their political system and
their political class. This fails to give
credit where credit is due in at the very
least one respect—ensuring peaceful con-
flict management.

It is often lost sight of that the very
structures so roundly criticised are pre-
cisely those that were necessary to en-
sure such management. Equally, it is
often forgotten that conflict management
doesn’t happen automatically. Nor is not
a one-off, once-for-all quick fix, but a

Diversity and civil society

painstaking process that needs constant
attention—and investment of ingenuity
and resources. Perhaps, part of the Bel-
gian method consists precisely in a rather
low-key pragmatism that is neither dra-
matic nor easy to sell in public-relations
terms.

Its system is its lack of system—mud-
dling through and self-deprecation. Per-
haps like Molière’s Monsieur Jourdan,
who spoke in prose without knowing it,
Belgian political leaders practise crisis-
management without knowing it, or at
least without shouting about it. That is
without doubt the right approach in the
Belgian political culture, and probably
any other way would not work at all. But
the downside is to make the very real,
but unsung, achievements of the system
vulnerable  to at times ill-considered and
demagogic attacks.

Before looking at the way Belgians
have managed their inter-community
conflicts, let us examine the seriousness
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of the conflict that had to be managed.
Belgium is not a natural state—pace
Henri Pirenne, the historian of Belgitude
par excellence. It only came into being in
1830, though its contours had emerged
as early as 1579. It was then that the
Catholic southern provinces of the Span-
ish Netherlands opted to abandon their
revolt and to stay with Spain, whereas
the northern, Protestant provinces went
on to become the Netherlands and were
recognised as such internationally after
the Peace of Westphalia in 1648.

After the short and unsuccessful in-
terlude of the United Netherlands—
forced on the former Spanish and later
Austrian Netherlands for geopolitical
reasons between  the Congress of Vienna
(1815) and the Belgian Revolution
(1830)—a new independent and neutral
state, guaranteed by all the great pow-
ers, emerged. Yet, in truth, this new Bel-
gian state was just as much an artificial
creation as the United Netherlands,
though for different reasons.

The French-speaking, Catholic and
rapidly industrialising Belgians had
found themselves marginalised, disad-
vantaged economically and discriminated
against within the United Netherlands.
They reacted by creating their new state
in their own image and interests. Now,
the Flemish population felt excluded.

The only language of public life in the

new state was French. It looked to France
for its legal system and culture. Its eco-
nomic and political life was dominated
by French-speakers. Most Flemish peo-
ple could not vote under the limited suf-
frage that prevailed until the first world
war. The élite, even in Flanders, was
French-speaking. Justice was dispensed
only in French and, notoriously, in the
19th century two Flemish men were tried
and condemned to death in French, which
they did not understand. Most soldiers
were Flemish, but officers were French-
speaking and gave their orders in French.

The history of modern Belgium is very
much the history of how the Flemish
movement emerged to challenge this

discriminatory and untenable situation
and, in the process, ultimately trans-
formed the old centralised, unitary Bel-
gian state into the new federal structure.
This process was long and complex and
by no means always positive or effective.
Indeed, sometimes it was a two-steps-for-
ward, one-step-back process. It was,
though, the dominant issue in Belgian
public life, at least from 1900.

Inter-community conflict can be exac-
erbated and rendered more intractable
by other factors that follow the same
cleavage lines. Let us look at how such
factors apply to the inter-community con-
flict between Flemish and Walloons in
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Belgium:—
• Racial differences: Clearly, this factor
is absent, as both Flemish and Walloons
are northern Europeans.
• Religion: It was the religious difference
between the Catholic south and the Prot-
estant north which led to the split be-
tween north and south that ultimately
made the United Netherlands fail, issu-
ing in the two separate states after 1830.
But both Walloons and Flemish are
Catholics. So, unlike Bosnia or Northern
Ireland, religious differences have not
been important.
• Ideology: In the Baltic states, for ex-
ample, Russians were communists,
whereas the Balts were not merely na-
tionalists but also anti-communist. In
Belgium, while it can be argued that
Wallonia leans more to the left and Flan-
ders more to the right—which may add
to the complexity of the political system
and may also add an extra argument in
favour of federalism—ideological differ-
ence are neither so sharp nor ideological
dominance in each community so mono-
lithic as to create a serious difficulty per
se.
• Minority enclaves: A key question is
whether different communities are con-
centrated or spread. In Northern Ire-
land, there is of course some
concentration, but there is also some
spread of minority enclaves in the areas

of the other community. In Bosnia, this
is clearly the key problem, whereas the
absence of significant Serb enclaves in
Slovenia made it possible for Slovenia to
accede to independence without major
conflict. In Belgium, there are only some
small minority enclaves, or exclaves, in
each of the other communities, mostly
very close to the language border. The
exceptions are the 10-15 per cent Flem-
ish minority within Brussels and the
French-speaking minorities and even
majorities in  Flemish municipalities just
outside Brussels, a situation which cor-
responds to the English-speaking minori-
ties in and around Montréal in Québec.

The strong attachment of both com-
munities to Brussels is important. Popu-
lation is spread within the city. There are
no very strong Flemish areas. It can
therefore not be split. Neither commu-
nity wants to abandon Brussels. It has
therefore been the cement that holds the
country together. It has been a factor for
cohesion, whereas larger enclaves else-
where, inside the linguistic borders,
would have made for conflict.
• External irredentism: In Bosnia, Serb
and Croat minorities were exclaves bor-
dering on Mother Serbia or Croatia, both
states that were stronger than their Serb,
Moslem or Croat enemies within Bosnia.
The same is true of the Hungarian mi-
nority in the Danube valley in Slovakia.
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It was true of the Sudeten Germans in
Czechoslovakia after Hitler came to
power in 1933, but not before. In Bel-
gium, Flanders and Wallonia—and, for
that matter, the small German-speaking
community—have powerful neighbours
with whom they have cultural and
historical affinities and who could act as
protectors.

However, Walloons do not want to join
France and there is no French pressure
for them to do so. The so-called ratachiste
movement is minuscule. Equally, the
Netherlands has shown no interests in
annexing Flanders and, since 1945, there
has been no Greater Netherlands move-
ment in Flanders. Indeed, ironically, the
most nationalist Flemish party, the
Vlaams Blok, intensely dislikes Dutch
liberalism and permissiveness. It is not
attracted to the modern Netherlands and
here religion could play a role, especially
on the Dutch side: if Flanders acceded to
the Netherlands, it would upset the reli-
gious balance in the new state.
• Economic divergences: In the 19th cen-
tury, Wallonia was the economic heart-
land of Belgium, as Flanders had been
in the middle ages. Indeed, after Britain,
industrial Wallonia and especially the
Sambre-Meuse coalfield was the cradle
of the European industrial revolution—
mightily aided after 1830 by the mercan-
tilist policies of the new Belgian state.

Economic power was in the hands of the
emerging French-speaking bourgeoisie.
Of course, the positions of the Walloon
industrial proletariat and the Flemish
peasant were equally unenviable. How-
ever, the degree of economic and social
exclusion was even greater in Flanders,
exacerbated by political and linguistic
exclusion.

Now there has been a reversal. Flan-
ders is the dynamo of the modern Bel-
gian economy. By any indicators of
economic and social wellbeing, Wallonia
now fares worse and has been deterio-
rating for at least two decades. Industrial
decline has devastated many areas. Un-
til 1970, unemployment in Wallonia was
lower than in Flanders. Per capita gross
domestic product was higher in Wallonia
until 1966. In 1959, Flanders only pro-
duced 47 per cent of Belgium’s GDP, in
1965 it produced 49 per cent, but by 1975
it produced 56 per cent and now (1996)
59 per cent. Per capita income is 115 per-
cent of the EU average in Flanders but
only 91 percent in Wallonia.

Wage rates are significantly higher in
Flanders. Unemployment is 10.5 per cent
in Wallonia but only 6 per cent in Flan-
ders. Long-term unemployment is more
serious in Wallonia too: Flanders has cre-
ated far more jobs and lost far fewer.
Health costs, often an indirect indicator
of social problems, are higher and rising
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faster in Wallonia and Walloon life ex-
pectancy is lower. Taken together, there
has been a complete reversal. Wallonia
has lost its sense of direction and dyna-
mism. Wallonia has an image of being a
‘loser’, with a self-image of low esteem,
paralysis, outmoded and inflexible atti-
tudes and institutions, poor adaptability
and dependency on the state and a
particracie seen as more endemic there
than in Flanders.
• Language and culture: Clearly, a com-
mon language and culture can bridge
other cleavages and represent a solid
platform, within which different commu-
nities can coexist. It may not be enough,
but it can help. In former Yugoslavia,
where the various languages spoken are
very close, language was not in itself a
factor of division, but equally it was not
an adequate bridge over other cleavages.
In the Baltic states,  sharp differences of
language and culture served to accentu-
ate other divergences. Equally, in Ireland
language has not been a divisive factor.
On the other hand, in Belgium, divis-
ions between a Latin and a Germanic
language have been a, if not the, central
issue.

Objectively, it would be difficult to
maintain that the differences between
Walloon and Flemish culture are such as
to be decisive, though such differences
exist. It could though well be that such

differences will tend to increase over
time, as the two regions develop sepa-
rately and as all minorities within the
other major community disappear. Al-
ready, it is fair to say that there is hardly
any distinct Belgian culture, no single
Belgian civil society, press, media or
party system.

Former national structures are dis-
aggregating. Even the Catholic Church
is adjusting its diocesan system to the
new federal structure. There no one sin-
gle demos and no national political de-
bate. Very few politicians seek to operate
in more than one community. It should
be underlined that this development is
neither fortuitous nor accidental. It may
not matter, provided that—to use an oth-
erwise notorious formula—the two soci-
eties and cultures are indeed ‘separate,
but equal’, and provided conflict manage-
ment structures continue to function
effectively.

I t was over a century after Belgian in
dependence before Flemish conscious
ness and, in reaction, a defensive,

countervailing Walloon and Francophone
consciousness put the communitarian
issue at the top of the political agenda,
though it had been moving up for a long
time before. With the rise of distinctly
communitarian parties and movements
on both sides of the linguistic frontier—
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the Volksunie and the wider Vlaams
Beweging (Flemish Movement) in Flan-
ders, and the Rassemblement Wallon and
the increasingly ‘federalist’ Féderation
Général des Travailleurs de Belgique and
the Front Démocratique des Franco-
phones in Wallonia and Brussels—the is-
sue reached out and grabbed a reluctant
political class by the throat. It could no
longer be ignored, as it was creating un-
tenable strains within the as yet still
unitary traditional political families,
under pressure from radicals within their
own communities.

At its highest, in 1971, regionalist
parties won 22.3 per cent of the vote and
45 seats in the 212-member Chamber. In
1974, the regionalist share slipped
slightly to 21.2 per cent, bur they in-
creased their number of seats to a record
47. Clearly, the regionalist parties were
there to stay and had become a force to
be reckoned with. This was a clear demo-
cratic alarm-bell which politicians could
only ignore at their peril. In any case, the
old unitary ‘Belgique à Papa’ was fast
becoming ungovernable. Business as
usual was not an option. New and crea-
tive solutions were called for.

Before looking at the specific remedies
introduced stage-by-stage after 1970,
which ultimately transformed Belgium
into a federal state by 1993, it is impor-
tant to understand what has aptly been

called ‘the Belgian method’, which has
been central to crisis management.
Without it, the specifics could not
have worked. Let us deconstruct the Bel-
gian method and look at its principal
characteristics:—
• Create a process ...: The first step was
to create a process, through various forms
of inter-community dialogue, in which
creative ideas could be floated and ma-
ture, contained until the time was ripe.
Beyond each step or phase, beyond each
government, beyond each election there
was the transcendent process itself. All
issues became negotiable, but only within
its cocoon. This was a powerful incentive
to enter the process and stay in it. It thus
achieved a certain independence from
each immediate issue and from the con-
temporary set of participants. A favour-
ite formula beloved of the prime minister
Jean Luc Dehaene sums up this aspect
very well: “Tout est dans tout” (every-
thing is interconnected) and “Rien n’est
décidé aussi longtemps que tout n’est pas
décidé” (nothing is agreed until every-
thing is agreed).
• Include not exclude:  This applies both
to actors and issues. Part of the delicate
art is to bring together just the right ac-
tors and just the right package of issues
for each phase, so that these as it were
quasi-automatically coincide. In fact,
composing the group of actors to be
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brought on board is probably the most
important step. Actors tend to bring their
baggage of issues. If you bring too many
and incompatible issues, there will be no
agreement; if too few, there will be no
solutions. If this initial choice is well
made, the chemistry will begin to work
and people will be bound into the proc-
ess and invest political capital in it.

This last is vital to success. Overload
will likely lead to failure. With underload
there will be too few issues to package-
deal within. There must be enough for
everyone here and now—not just jam to-
morrow for those required to make im-
mediate and visible concessions—to get
the ball rolling. It is a basic rule of thumb
that the dynamism of each phase rarely
exceeds a year. Promises and concessions
beyond that are, in Belgium at any rate,
seen as having little credibility. The 1980
and 1988 phases ran out of steam pre-
cisely because one partner felt that he
was getting nothing he really wanted out
of the process.
• Flexibility:  Belgian negotiators are less
interested than others in models and
structures with an inner logic or intel-
lectual tidiness than with what works.
When, early in the process, no one
wanted to admit that they were actually
creating a federal state, they just did it
and claimed the opposite. There has in-
deed been only one attempt at a global,

coherent settlement—the Egmont Pact of
1977, intended to be implemented over
two legislatures. Significantly it failed,
but many bits and pieces were recuper-
ated, bent into new shapes and reused,
often many years later. It had been too
coherent, too explicit. It showed too
clearly the final destination, which had
to be revealed only gradually.

Complex, contradictory, inelegant,
pragmatic, asymmetrical temporary per-
manent arrangements, creating a dense
institutional thicket, work better. We owe
the asymmetrical arrangements between
Flanders and Wallonia and Brussels, and
elements of non-geographical federalism,

John Fitzmaurice (left) makes a point to George Schöpflin
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to this creative, lateral thinking. This
approach mixes affirmation of principles
with practical solutions which deviate
from or even contradict them.
• Institutional solutions:  A key part of
the Belgian method is its preference for
institutional solutions. An institutional
labyrinth creates shock-absorbers and
buys time. Problems can be smothered,
lost, ‘dialogued to death’. Those demand-
ing radical reform are obliged to define
an institutional solution, which then be-
comes the outer limit of the debate. This
approach worked well in relation to Brus-
sels. A balanced institutional approach,
consisting of guarantees for the Flemish
minority in Brussels going well beyond
what their numerical strength would jus-
tify, compensated the Flemish concession
of 50/50 representation in the federal gov-
ernment and various minority-activated
mechanisms in the federal  parliament.
• Leadership style: The process may at
times be complex and diffuse—part of its
strength—but it always has leadership
built into it. It may be a different leader-
ship at different phases: the prime min-
ister, party presidents, special co-chairs
(Flemish/Francophone), experts ... Lead-
ership must be directive, but discrete. It
must set agendas, ask the right ques-
tions, force players out of the bushes
by requiring them to respond to options.
It must manage time and deadlines

intelligently. There must be neither too
much nor too little leadership.
• Civil society: It is often argued in rela-
tion to the transitions in central Europe
that one of the most serious dysfunctions
in the systems that have evolved since
1989 is that formal political institutions
have been created without the support
of a functioning civil society, acting as a
vital, two-way transmission belt between
the institutions and the atomised
citizenry. Clearly, Belgium does not lack
a dense and active civil society—on the
contrary. Like all ‘pillarised’ consoc-
iational democracies, there is in Belgium
a very well developed pillarised civil-
society network, which has been a key
underpinning of the Belgian method. The
pillarised structure enables the élite
leadership of each to deliver ‘its’ pillar in
negotiations.

When Belgium was a unitary, central-
ised state, civil-society networks were
essentially national, with at most de-
pendent regional ‘wings’. The logic of the
Belgian approach, based on an institu-
tional decentralisation, was a parallel
regional decentralisation of civil society.
Indeed, many of the issues addressed
by the most active civil-society net-
works have been regionalised or
commun-itarised completely under the
reform measures—health care, culture,
use of languages, education, training,
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environmental protection, planning and
building regulations, housing, public
transport and micro-economic interven-
tion, just to name but the most im-
portant policy areas. Regional and
community civil-society networks have
emerged to ‘shadow’ and influence the
new regional and community authorities.

A national civic society exists less and
less. Though some may regret it and
there are limits and a downside to this
approach, the rapid decentralisation of
civil society, in parallel with institut-
ional devolution, has been a positive
development.

I t would take too long to give a detailed
account of the meanders which over
almost a quarter of a century have led

from a unitary to a federal state. But the
main characteristics of the Belgian fed-
eral model can be summarised in ten
points:
1) The basic ground rules are laid down
in federal legislation, only amendable by
the federal institutions, though the re-
gions and communities do enjoy some
limited, but psychologically important,
constitutional autonomy, allowing them
some independence and flexibility in
their own organisation and some addi-
tional asymmetry.
2) The basic texts (the Constitution
and Special Laws) provide for some

asymmetry, unusual in classic federal
systems. Brussels has a special status
and special institutions: it is both more
and less than simply a region like the
other two. The Flemish Region and Com-
munity have been fused, whereas the
Walloon Region and the French-speak-
ing Community have not, but the French-
speaking Region may delegate some
functions to the Brussels Region.
3) There is a complex, limited but signifi-
cant, financial solidarity between the re-
gions and communities, within but also
across linguistic boundaries.
4) Procedural stabilisers have been built
in to prevent political instability—for ex-
ample, the regional parliaments can not
be dissolved. The right of dissolution of
the Federal Chamber is now very re-
stricted. In principle, all governments are
supposed to serve the full four-year term.
At the federal, regional and community
levels, a no-confidence motion must be a
so-called constructive censure motion—
on the German model—proposing a new
premier at the same time as removing
the old one.
5) Wide ranging socio-economic powers,
as well as cultural and personalised serv-
ices, have been devolved. Residual pow-
ers lie with the sub-regional authorities.
This again is relatively unusual.
6) Some elements of non-geographical
federalism are included, through bodies



58 DEMOCRATIC DIALOGUE  NO 9

responsible for providing personal serv-
ices to people in Brussels on the basis of
their membership of a given language
community, rather than on a geographi-
cal basis.
7) Significant rights to conduct interna-
tional relations and conclude treaties
have been devolved to the regions and
communities, without requiring the ap-
proval or intervention of the federal gov-
ernment, in those areas where the
regions or communities enjoy devolved
domestic competence.
8) There is an Arbitration Court—in all
but name a constitutional court—which
arbitrates in legal disputes between the
various levels of government, and an ex-
tensive network of contact committees to
prevent and resolve disputes by consul-
tation, co-operation and co-ordination.
This is an example of affirming a princi-
ple—devolution of power—whilst estab-
lishing practical measures to resolve
problems of overlap and the need for
practical co-ordination.
9) The system is based on representative
democracy only. Direct democracy would
threaten many of the delicate checks and
balances built into the system and would
possibly cause open conflict between com-
munities, if the result of a referendum
was different in each—as indeed hap-
pened in the only national referendum
ever held, on the future of Leopold III

after the second world war.
10) The system is underpinned by com-
plex reciprocal minority guarantees at
every level, based on community mem-
bership. The federal government must be
made up 50/50. The same applies to the
cabinet of the Brussels Region. Certain
types of bill require a special majority for
their adoption—that is, a majority of the
members of each linguistic group in the
relevant parliamentary body. People liv-
ing near the language border or near
Brussels are accorded some limited
facilities for the use of their own lan-
guages, in their relations with the au-
thorities, and in some cases they may
vote across the language border. Other-
wise strict principles of territoriality and
unilingualism apply, except in bilingual
Brussels.

What factors will tend to hold the
system in a stable balance and
what factors will tend to under-

mine the system and perhaps push it to-
wards separatism? First, stabilising
factors:—
• Political investment: The political par-
ties have invested considerable political
capital in the process for a long time.
They will not wish to forfeit that lightly.
With the exception of the far right, all
parties have at least some investment in
the process, whether or not they are in
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government. Indeed the Green parties
have never been in government, but they
supported the St Michael’s Day Agree-
ment of 1993 which was the latest stone
in the edifice.
• Flemish self-confidence: Increasing
Flemish self-confidence can lead to
longer-term stabilisation, as it could
mean that the Flemish numerical major-
ity would lose its dangerous psychologi-
cal sense of minority status: in Belgium
you have a majority with a minority com-
plex and a minority with a majority com-
plex. Were that to become established
over time, an accommodation between
the communities—based on some conces-
sions to the Walloons going beyond their
numerical rights—might become possi-
ble, creating a climate of greater mutual
confidence.
• Regionalisation: This will permit asym-
metrical coalitions and greater flexibil-
ity in policies to take account of regional
differences, reducing tensions within the
system—as each community can go its
own way—and potentially simplifying
coalition-building.
• Brussels: Both communities are at-
tached to Brussels—an 80 per cent
French-speaking enclave in Flemish ter-
ritory, though a Flemish city until the
19th century when it became a govern-
ment city. It can not be geographically
divided like Berlin or Beirut, as there is

no distinct Flemish part. In the event of
separation, it would be an almost insolu-
ble problem to decide what should hap-
pen to Brussels. Hence, it has become a
separate bilingual region, with strong
guarantees for the Flemish minority. The
problem of  Brussels requires, as it were,
the parents to stay together for the child.
Otherwise a ‘velvet divorce’ would be
quite likely.

The paradoxical effort of the rightist
Flemish nationalist party, the Vlaams
Blok, to extend its appeal to French-
speaking people in Brussels illustrates
the fact that, for many, Brussels is the
last nail holding the country together.
The Vlaams Blok is trying to win sup-
port in Brussels on the basis that on
many key issues—such as security, im-
migration, education and health—Brus-
sels people would be better off as part of
an independent Flanders. To make them
welcome, the VB would even permanently
guarantee the existing bilingual régime
in Brussels.

There are, however, also destabilising
factors:—
• External factors: Before the end of the
cold war, the structure of European states
seemed set in stone. It seemed unlikely
any new European states would be cre-
ated. Membership of the EU was also an
important argument against secess-
ionist pressures within Belgium and
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elsewhere. Since 1989, numerous new
states have been created in central and
eastern Europe. The velvet divorce in
Czechoslovakia saw both successor states
easily assume the membership of inter-
national organisations that had been
held by Czechoslovakia, including asso-
ciation with the EU. There is now no
longer any international taboo on split-
ting states, provided it happens—as it
would in Belgium—in a peaceful, demo-
cratic and consensual manner. The
international dimension is no longer a
significant stabilising pressure, and in-
deed the example of Czechoslovakia could
offer a model.
• Lack of national political parties: Tra-
ditionally, there were only three signifi-
cant parties in Belgium, representing the
three traditional ‘political families’:
Christian Democrat, Socialist and Lib-
eral. These unitary, national political
parties were an important cement, hold-
ing the country together. By the mid-70s
all three had split into pairs of Flemish-
and French-speaking parties, making six
in all. There were of course also the com-
munity parties and, later, the Greens and
the far-right Vlaams Blok. The pairs
drifted wider apart and tended to be more
concerned about forming alliances or
‘fronts’ within their own communities,
rather than ideological alliances across
the community divide. Each pair of

‘sister’ parties first diverged on commu-
nity issues, but then increasingly on
other issues too.

Increasingly, there are not only no
national parties, but no political families
either. There are also increasingly not
one, but two—or, with Brussels, three—
separate political systems, with different
centres of gravity. Wallonia is dominated
by the Parti Socialiste (PS) and, accord-
ingly, leans to the left. Flanders is domi-
nated by the Christelijke Volkspartij (CVP)
and leans more to the right. In Brussels,
the Liberals, with their FDF allies, domi-
nate. The growing distance between the
respective members of the three politi-
cal families, with additionally parties
operating in one community only (the VB),
will make for distinct coalitions at re-
gional level and eventually for asym-
metrical coalitions at federal level. These
structural developments are reinforced
and in part caused by the absence of na-
tional media.
• Lack of a national civil society: In the
reform phase, the disaggregation and
decentralisation of the then national
civil-society networks was necessary and
desirable. It was then supportive of the
reform process. In a consociational tra-
dition, such networks naturally gravi-
tate towards the most relevant and
effective power centres, in terms of their
areas of concern, as well as adopting an
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instinctive subsidiarity or proximity ap-
proach. As power centres devolved, they
devolved. Now, this process may have
gone too far. It contributes to the grow-
ing separation of the two polities. Like
political parties, civil-society networks
and NGOs could be part of a residual na-
tional cement, counter-balancing cen-
trifugal tendencies, if they were able and
willing to do so.
• Finance issues: There have always been
implicit inter-regional transfers, as
within any state. These have become
more visible, and therefore the target of
criticism, as federalisation has pro-
ceeded. They have seemed to be a one-
way street, with Flanders as the net
contributor to Wallonia. This has become
particularly clear in relation to the most
important remaining and increasingly
expensive mechanism of financial soli-
darity, the social security system. Feder-
alisation of social security, and with it
financial responsibility, has become a key
demand of the most radical Flemish na-
tionalists. For Wallonia, this is regarded
as non-negotiable. Failure to reach an
acceptable compromise on this issue
would be regarded by some in Flanders
as a signal that no more could be achieved
through inter-community dialogue. At
that point some would seek to put sepa-
ratism on the agenda.
• Political alienation: Increasingly, these

political structures, mentalities, proc-
esses and arrangements, put in place
between 1970 and 1993, have come un-
der critical attack—as undemocratic,
élite-driven, closed, inflexible, outmoded
and unresponsive to new challenges. In
the past, public support and indeed trust
was perhaps more passive than active,
but it was available, provided the politi-
cal system delivered. Now, the system is
subject to two different, though related,
criticisms: one is essentially substantive
while the second is more a matter of style
and approach. Worse, the extreme con-
centration of political energy in one di-
rection has blunted political antennae to
new issues, whose emergence has been
ignored—with the result that they have
been addressed far too late, if at all. This
has only served to increase alienation,
with a sense that the traditional struc-
tures are out of date, out of touch and
irrelevant.

The complex institutional structures,
specifically designed to address the issue
of inter-community conflict, are not
equally appropriate or effective in deal-
ing with the quite different political is-
sues rising to the top of the agenda. These
‘new’ issues—such as deregulation and
labour-market flexibility and downsizing;
the environment and urban decay; fi-
nancing of social and cultural policy; im-
migration and insecurity; education,
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family breakdown and drugs; and, above
all, reform of the legal and judicial sys-
tem—cut across community boundaries.
They threaten the vested interests that
dominate the ‘pillars’, and the parties
that underpin the political system, and
are far less amenable to massaging by
institutional means. The structures that
have been developed will not adapt eas-
ily to these new and quite different chal-
lenges—and the more unpredictable,
more emotional, atomised, single-issue,
supermarket, mediatised approach to po-
litical issues favoured by a more volatile
public.

This situation is made worse by the
second, closely related, leg of the critique.
Here, the whole style of politics and com-
promise—the heart of the Belgian
method—is rejected. People are demand-
ing a radically different kind of politics.
They reject structures and organisations.
They distrust traditional politics and
politicians, whose motives are routinely
questioned. In short, Belgium is in the
grip of severe alienation, or what Ger-
mans call  Politikverdrossenheit. Hence,
the search for a ‘new political culture’—
numerous reform projects and initi-
atives to deconstruct the party-political
landscape.

However, with a certain courage and
unapologetic candour, Mr Dehaene has
asserted, correctly, that this would also

require new and different politicians. No
one knows where such can be found. Cer-
tainly, they could not at the same time
preside over a political renewal, in line
with populist aspirations, and maintain
the painstakingly erected conflict-
management mechanism which is the
best legacy of the ‘old politics’. Something
would have to give and, to coin a phrase,
hard choices would have to be made.

At the risk of political incorrectness—
because it has become a new conventional
wisdom to consider these trends as un-
reservedly positive—I should like to en-
ter a caveat. These trends can be positive
and provide a much-needed stimulus for
new thinking and change. We may,
though, be in danger of political schizo-
phrenia. Public opinion may want con-
tradictory things. We may be entering a
number of very vicious circles. There are
dangers in instant, media-driven, popu-
list decision-making, which may turn out
to be far from liberating or democratic.

Wanting more public services, but re-
fusing to pay more tax; demanding more
democratic decision-making, but refusing
to take even the smallest part in public
life, to join a party or attend a meeting;
criticising politicians for short-termism
whilst refusing to listen to all but the very
shortest sound-bite; demanding ever
more debate, whilst criticising the politi-
cal system for its incapacity to take rapid
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decisions ... The result is a fatal loss of
confidence in all senses. Politicians are
paralysed and afraid to act, while the
people refuse to give them the necessary
confidence to do so.

Certainly, these trends are by no
means unique to Belgium. They have
emerged all across the democratic devel-
oped world, sooner or later and to a
greater or lesser extent. They have been
more or less effectively managed. Like a
late arriving unknown strain of ‘flu they
have come late to an unprepared Belgian
body politic busy fighting a different vi-
rus—inter-community conflict. It was
quite unprepared for these new demands
and new issues. To stay in the metaphor,
without effective antibodies the impact
was all the more devastating. The
Dutroux case, of course a personal trag-
edy for  his victims and their immediate
families, could only achieve the impact
it did because it was a symbol, a detona-
tor, canalising people’s anger.

C an the Belgian method prove suffi-
ciently adaptable and robust to ab-
sorb this new challenge, or will all

the carefully constructed institutional re-
sponses built up over the past 25 years
be swept away by the dammed-up flood-
water of public opinion? Can a construc-
tive dialogue and indeed dialectic be
established between these new trends,

which will not go way, and old structures
and methods? That is the key question
for the future of the Belgian model.

Some would seek to divorce the debate
about the search for a new political cul-
ture from the communitarian debate.
This is dangerous and short-sighted.
Should the heavy electric charge now
coursing around blow the fuses so care-
fully built into the system, and short-
circuit it, separatist tendencies might
become uncontrollable and with them
inter-community conflict. Optimists (and
those for whom the issues of the new po-
litical culture are paramount) would re-
spond, perhaps complacently, that
violence, or even severe conflict, is un-
likely. So they said about Yugoslavia.

They may, hopefully, be right, but only
if the structures of federal Belgium are
nurtured and allowed to do their work
for some time. It is far too soon to con-
clude that they have done that work and
need no longer be maintained. It would
be dangerous to blow the Belgian method
out of the water yet. The structures are
still needed. Time will tell whether they
can adapt to a new and undoubtedly more
difficult political environment.

Discussion
Richard Lewis of the European Commis-
sion (and so, like the speaker, a Brussels
inhabitant) responded by saying how
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Belgium shared the experience of Bosnia
or Northern Ireland in being dominated
by its history. Thus solutions had only
been found when politicians looked for-
ward rather than back.

The Flemish movement had originally
been quite moderate, but as the Walloons
had built the state in their own image it
had become more extreme. An opportu-
nity had been missed to become a bilin-
gual state in the 30s, as the Walloons
refused to speak Dutch even though the
Flemings were mostly prepared to speak
French. Nowadays, however one could be
forced to use Dutch in official dealings in
Flemish communes—a requirement ar-
guably in contravention of EU law on the
free movement of people. A key factor in
Belgium, however, preventing violent
conflict, had been the absence of inter-
vention by the ‘kin’ states of the Nether-
lands and France.

The problem of the ‘Belgian model’
was its ‘over-politicisation’ of everything.
Thus the series of scandals surrounding
the case of the alleged child murderer
Marc Dutroux reflected the lack of
independence of the policing and justice
systems.

Moreover, the fact that the Belgian
government was based on communal ar-
rangements—as in Bosnia and Northern
Ireland—rather than the rights of citi-
zens within a state meant there was a

danger of a ‘slippery slope’ towards sepa-
ration, especially as the Flemish-Walloon
fiscal transfers weakened intercommunal
solidarity. A ‘divorce’ remained, however,
unlikely—and even in that event would
certainly be ‘velvet’, rather than violent.

Where did the European Union fit in?
Current EU trends towards integration
were unlikely to turn Brussels into a
‘Washington DC of Europe’. Conversely,
the growth of ‘Euro-regionalism’ had been
pursued by Flanders in making contacts
with other regions—as evidenced at the
round-table by the Flemish participant
representing the Assembly of European
Regions, Hans de Belder.

Mr de Belder recalled earlier discus-
sion of how identity was contextualised.
It was therefore possible, he said, to have
a primary identity as Flemish/Walloon
and a subsidiary Belgian identity, as well
as a European one. In that sense ‘divorce’
was not an issue.

He stressed that the protections
for the two communities built into the
Belgian model fostered better cross-
communal relations, and it was similarly
suggested that the language barrier was
a source of security rather than insecu-
rity. But this view was contradicted by
the opposite claim that relationships in
civil society between Flemings and
Walloons were experienced as being very
uncivil. There was a trend towards
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‘situational indifference’ between
Flemings and Walloons, as evidenced by
how young Flemings these days learned
English or German rather than French.
And where did other groups—migrants,
for example—fit in?

Discussion inevitably turned as to
why the Belgian case (for all its problems)
‘worked’, whereas separation between
Czechs and Slovaks had proved irrevers-
ible. In Czechoslovakia, the right parties
had not been brought together with the
right issues. Issues had not been ad-
dressed professionally but, as elsewhere
in post-communist countries, in an emo-
tional and unclear way. Democracy was
hard work, whereas nationalists and
populists had simple messages, such as
in Slovakia that ‘we (excluding Hungar-
ians, of course) are the masters now’—
even though it was the Czechs who were
the principal beneficiaries of the parti-
tion, as they sloughed off their poorer
partners.

But it was also argued that, in Bel-
gium, the demand for ‘good governance’
in the wake of the Dutroux affair re-
flected a profound political crisis. As
Lebanon had indicated—when its elabo-
rate power-sharing system collapsed un-
der the pressure of the Palestinian
question and demographic changes in the
1970s—even good working models could
collapse in a changed context because of

their rigidity.
What was clear was that the

intercommunal conflict would never be
‘resolved’ in Belgium. There would al-
ways be ‘two communities’ whose rela-
tionships would have to be managed.

It was also clear, however, that here
the analogy with Northern Ireland
ended. The option of separation in Bel-
gium, as indicated, did depend on the
absence of significant enclaves within
each community. With its sectarian dis-
persal, Northern Ireland simply did not
have that luxury, it was pointed out. The
partition of 1922 had thus been a violent
divorce and could not be repeated. For
better or worse, unless converted into a
joint-authority or international protector-
ate, Northern Ireland only had one op-
tion—coexistence.
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Adrian Guelke

The concepts of self-determination and
popular sovereignty share a common
problem. How does one determine

who the ‘self ’ entitled to self-determina-
tion should be? Similarly, popular sover-
eignty—the idea that the people shall
govern—begs the question ‘who are the
people?’ or, if you like, ‘who has the right
to say who the people are?’

Both ideas came out of the democratic
transformation of the late 18th century,
associated with the French revolution
and American independence. In practice,
how these issues were addressed owed a
great deal to the framework provided by
the Treaty of Westphalia of 1648.

Westphalia established a number of
important principles:
• sovereignty—the idea that only sover-
eign states could negotiate treaties;
• territoriality—the idea that territory
was the basis of statehood; and

• impermeability—the idea that exter-
nal actors should not be able to dictate
to groups within some other state.

Westphalia provided the basis for the
rise of the modern state, the growth of
bureaucracy and the frequency of wars
in the 17th century, consolidating the
growth of what became known as the
nation-state.

Once the idea had taken root that the
people, as citizens, were entitled to de-
termine how they were ruled, the ques-
tion quite naturally arose as to whether
they wished to be part of a particular
state, even if the latter idea had poten-
tially massively disruptive implications.

An example of the acceptance, never-
theless, of that idea at an early date
was the holding of a plebiscite in Savoy
in 1792, on whether it should form
part of France. But the principle of self-
determination really came into its own
much later—during the course of the first
world war.

Self-determination and sovereignty
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Thus, an Austrian note of January
1917 sourly recorded: “if the adversaries
demand above all the restoration of in-
vaded rights and liberties, the recogni-
tion of the principles of nationalities and
of the free existence of small states, it will
suffice to call to mind the tragic fate of
the Irish and Finnish peoples, the oblit-
eration of the freedom and independence
of the Boer Republics, the subjection of
North Africa by Great Britain, France
and Italy, etc.”

The person most closely associ-
ated with the principle of national self-
determination, as it was then formulated,
was the president of the United States,
Woodrow Wilson. Wilson made imple-
mentation of the principle of national
self-determination a fundamental part of
the allies’ war aims in his 14 points and
four principles of January 1918.

The use of the term ‘national’ defined
the people entitled to self-determination
as the members of a nation. That, of
course, begged the further question of
what constituted a ‘nation’. The tendency
was to apply cultural and, particularly,
linguistic criteria.

In practice, this proved lethal to the
multi-national empires of eastern Eu-
rope: the Tsarist empire, the Austro-Hun-
garian empire of the Hapsburgs, the
already sick Ottoman empire and, to a
degree, the German empire. Given the

complex ethnic mosaic in eastern Europe,
the potential for sub-division was consid-
erable. In practice, old-fashioned power
considerations and strategic interests
placed a brake on how far the process of
disintegration went.

So the logic of cultural/linguistic cri-
teria was not followed blindly in the forg-
ing of new states. Thus in the case of the
German-speaking South Tyrol, Italian in-
terest in control of the Brenner pass over-
rode other considerations and the area
was included in Italy. Instead of two
states, the Czechs and Slovaks forged one
state—recognition of security interests
and considerations of economic viability
played a part in this.

Fear of Italy was a factor in the crea-
tion of the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats
and Slovenes, which became Yugoslavia.
The language of Serbo-Croat was created
to bind the country together—just as it
has been deliberately disavowed to un-
derline the divorce between Serbs and
Croats today.

Inconveniently, however the cultural
linguistic criteria were bent, people did
not live in neat homogeneous territories.
The question of minorities within
states—leading, in a few cases, to the
redrawing of boundaries after plebiscites,
to provide the best ‘fit’ with people’s
wishes—became a preoccupation of the
League of Nations.
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But the principal way the issue of
minorities was dealt with at the time of
the peace treaties was the insertion in
the treaties of clauses on minority rights,
so that, to quote Alfred Cobban, “in one
way or another, every one of the lesser
states of Central and Eastern Europe
compulsorily or voluntarily undertook to
guarantee certain rights to its minori-
ties”—which, I should add, did not in-
clude any right of self-determination.

However, the imposition remained
bitterly resented and even its limited
commitments were poorly honoured.
Weak states saw minorities as a security
threat.

Kemalist Turkey, emerging out of the
disintegration of the Ottoman empire,
took hostility towards minorities towards
its logical conclusion, with the genocide
of Armenians, the non-recognition of
Kurds (by labelling them simply moun-
tain Turks) and—following a disastrous
war with Greece—the transfer of popu-
lation. I suppose it might be said in fa-
vour of the policy of transfer that it was
a two-way process. What tends to stick
out today is what the transfer left out
because it was under British rule—
namely, the island of Cyprus.

The implication of the principle of
national self-determination—that mem-
bers of a common cultural/linguistic
grouping belonged in one polity—proved

a potent weapon in Hitler’s hands. There
were German minorities scattered across
eastern Europe, into the depths of the
Soviet Union, for Hitler to champion.

The case that stands out is that of the
Sudeten Germans in western Czechoslo-
vakia. Poor democratic Czechoslovakia,
constructed on the principle of national
self-determination—on the eminently
contestable basis that Czechs and
Slovaks could be counted as one people—
included within its boundaries substan-
tial others making up more than a third
of its population. Hitler was able to use
the lever of the existing interpretation of
the norm of national self-determination
to destroy the country.

A fter the second world war, there was
a determination that no great power
should be allowed to use minority

rights as an instrument for its own am-
bitions. The result was a de-emphasis on
minority or group rights of any kind. In-
stead, the UN stressed individual human
rights. The term minority does not ap-
pear in the UN Charter.

At the same time, the term ‘national’
in front of ‘self-determination’ was
dropped and reference simply made to
the principle of self-determination. A new
answer was provided to the question as
to who was the ‘self ’ entitled to self-
determination, and that was ‘the people’.
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And who were ‘the people’? They were the
inhabitants of a particular territory: the
criterion was no longer an ethnic, cul-
tural or linguistic one, but territorial.

It was an appropriate criterion for the
process of decolonisation, though the
terms of the new norm were not univer-
sally accepted as that process evolved.
The colonial powers weren’t reconciled to
giving up all their colonies, especially in
cases where they had special interests of
a strategic nature or where there were
settlers.

So there was a contest for legitimacy
between the colonial powers and the anti-
colonial movement in a number of cases.
The colonial powers invariably lost, even-
tually, but to prove their legitimacy anti-
colonial movements had to demonstrate
their capacity for mass mobilisation.
Since colonial powers wishing to hang on
to territory did not allow a free vote, ru-
ral guerrilla warfare was an attractive
option for nationalist movements intent
on establishing mass support.

More or less at the end of the process
of decolonisation, the international com-
munity, through the UN General Assem-
bly, set down the new interpretation of
the principle of self-determination, in the
1970 Declaration of Principles of Inter-
national Law Concerning Friendly Rela-
tions and Co-operation among States in
Accordance with the Charter of the

United Nations.
Let me emphasise. This was no ordi-

nary resolution of the General Assembly.
It was the outcome of prolonged negotia-
tions and passed by the General Assem-
bly, without a vote, under a special
consensus procedure indicating unanim-
ity or near-unanimity among the mem-
bers. It is worth quoting from the section
on self-determination at some length:

The establishment of a sovereign and in-
dependent State, the free association or
integration with an independent State or
the emergence into any other political sta-
tus freely determined by a people consti-
tute modes of implementing the right of
self-determination by that people.

Every State has the duty to refrain
from any forcible action which deprives
peoples referred to above in the elabora-
tion of the present principle of their right
to self-determination and freedom and in-
dependence. In their actions against, and
resistance to, such forcible action in pur-
suit of the exercise of their right to self-
determination, such people are entitled to
seek and to receive support in accordance
with the purposes and principles of the
Charter.

The territory of a colony or other Non-
Self-Governing Territory has, under the
Charter, a status separate and distinct
from the territory of the State adminis-
tering it; and such separate and distinct
status under the Charter shall exist until
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the people of the colony or Non-Self-Gov-
erning Territory have exercised their right
of self-determination in accordance with
the Charter, and particularly its purposes
and principles.

Nothing in the foregoing paragraphs
shall be construed as authorising or en-
couraging any action which would dis-
member or impair, totally or in part, the
territorial integrity or political unity of
sovereign and independent States con-
ducting themselves in compliance with
the principle of equal rights and self-
determination and thus possessed of a gov-
ernment representing the whole people
belonging to the territory without distinc-
tions as to race, creed, or colour.

Every State shall refrain from any ac-
tion aimed at the partial or total disrup-
tion of the national unity and territorial

integrity of any other State or country.

Three aspects of this declaration may be
taken to provide the definitive interpre-
tation of the principles of self-determi-
nation for the post-colonial world. These
are:
• the anathema against secession,
• the kind of world the norm implied, and
• the link between the norm and politi-
cal violence.

There were two important tests of the
international community’s hostility to-
wards secession during the 60s: the cases
of Katanga in the Congo and Biafra in
Nigeria.

The Belgian Congo became the inde-
pendent state of the Congo at the end of
June 1960.  Eleven days later, the coun-
try’s south-eastern province of Katanga
proclaimed its independence, a secession
that was to last 31 months (until Janu-
ary 1963). Secession was supported by a
multi-ethnic alliance that included white
settlers drawn to the region by the cop-
per belt, which made Katanga by far the
richest province of the country.

A mutiny in the Congolese army im-
mediately after independence threatened
to plunge the country into chaos, prompt-
ing Belgian military intervention and
creating the opportunity for Katanga’s
secession. The UN responded to the break-
down of law and order in the Congo by
embarking on its most ambitious exer-
cise in peace-keeping, ONUC (Organisation
des Nations Unies au Congo).

The question of what ONUC was enti-
tled to do under its mandate became a
source of major controversy. A leading fig-
ure in the uN operation who took a very
extensive view of ONUC’s mandate, includ-
ing upholding the Congo’s territorial in-
tegrity, was Conor Cruise O’Brien. He
wrote a book about his experiences, To
Katanga and Back.

O’Brien’s role in using UN troops to end
Katangese secession made him into a fig-
ure of hate among right-wing whites in
southern Africa, who supported the cause
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of Katanga as helpful to their own. The
Katangan leader, Moise Tshombe, tried
to mobilise international support for
Katanga on the basis of its anti-commu-
nism and as a model for relations be-
tween whites and blacks. However, to
much of the world, Katangese secession
looked like an attempt to walk off with
the country’s riches.

Nigeria became an independent state
shortly after the Congo in October 1960;
it was a federal system. Its democratic
institutions survived until January 1966,
when there was a military coup. The coup
leaders were associated with the eastern
region, the homeland of the Ibos. When
they made an attempt to impose a uni-
tary system on the country, there was a
second military coup, in July 1966, this
time led by northern officers.

A number of Ibo officers were mur-
dered during the coup. It was followed
by more widespread mob violence against
Ibos in the northern region. These cir-
cumstances understandably stimulated
support for secession from Nigeria among
Ibos in the eastern region; another fac-
tor was the eastern region’s oil wealth.

Biafra declared its secession in May
1967; civil war followed. It ended with
Biafra’s capitulation in January 1970.
Biafra was led by a charismatic figure,
Col Ojukwu. It won most international
sympathy during 1969, as starvation

became an issue and NGOs presented the
situation in the eastern region as a hu-
manitarian emergency. An interesting
aspect of the Nigerian conflict, however,
was the support given to the federal au-
thorities across the normal cold-war di-
vide, with Britain and the Soviet Union
supporting the federal government.

These two cases rammed home the
international community’s rejection of
secession.

Yet, ironically, shortly after the world
endorsed the 1970 declaration, an issue
arose which undercut the anathema
against secession. Elections in Pakistan
that December represented a massive
victory for the Awami League, which
called for Pakistan to become a loose
confederation.

The Awami League had overwhelm-
ing support in the east wing of the coun-
try and, in the face of this demand, the
West Pakistan political élite decided to
use the army to suppress it. At this point
(April 1971), the league opted for seces-
sion. West Pakistan’s resistance lasted
until December, when it surrendered af-
ter Indian intervention in support of the
creation of Bangladesh.

Three factors rationalised Bangla-
desh’s secession as a special case:
• Pakistan was the product of partition
itself,
• its east and west wings were separated
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by hundreds of miles, and
• the people in the east wing actually
comprised a majority.

Let me briefly deal with the two other
aspects of the post-colonial norm men-
tioned earlier. First, the kind of world it
implied—a world comprised entirely of
sovereign, independent states with per-
manent boundaries.

The emphasis on sovereignty was
similar to Westphalia, but what was dif-
ferent was that states were not required
to demonstrate their control of territory
to secure recognition. The new norm pro-
vided international underpinning and
legitimacy for weak states.

Moreover, those fighting for self-
determination (not secession) were enti-
tled to use violence and to get interna-
tional support for their actions. In the
context of 1970, this implied support for
guerrilla movements in Angola, Mozam-
bique, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), South
West Africa (now Namibia) and, ulti-
mately, South Africa itself.

Outside of Africa, the international
community was reluctant to acknowledge
‘unfinished business’ from the colonial
era. But movements all round the world
latched on to the legitimacy of using vio-
lence in pursuit of self-determination by
defining their aims in terms of ‘national
liberation’. Indeed, many movements in-
cluded the term in their names.

Most of the small groups engaging in
covert violence which appeared on the
world stage in the late 60s represented
their actions as part of the struggle
against imperialism. Their labelling as
‘terrorists’ was a way of denying them any
legitimacy. The absolutism of the con-
demnation reflected the threat they were
seen to pose to the new world order. It
was a way of emphatically drawing the
line and saying that there was a limit to
decolonisation.

The post-colonial interpretation of
self-determination survived the chal-
lenge of the Bangladesh exception. But
it did not survive the much greater chal-
lenge of the demise of communism in
eastern Europe and the collapse of the
Soviet Union.

The latter might conceivably have
been treated as a special case itself—as
the delayed deconstruction of the Tsar-
ist empire. And the international commu-
nity had a pre-existing commitment to
recognise the independence of the Baltic
states (Latvia, Lithuania and Lithuania)
as they had been members of the League
of Nations—in their case it was a matter
of the restoration of their rightful inde-
pendence.

But what of the rest of the USSR? An
attempt was made to treat the remain-
ing republics under the umbrella of the
Commonwealth of Independent States—
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indeed, Georgia got short shrift from the
west for trying to stay out. However, in
the end, the framework of the CIS failed
to be credible and what emerged were
independent states.

A curious aspect of this transforma-
tion was that, before the break up of the
Soviet Union, Byelorussia and Ukraine
were already members of the UN General
Assembly, thanks to the bargaining proc-
ess at the end of the second world war.
Stalin had wanted each of the union re-
publics to have a vote to balance western
numbers.

On top of the break-up of the USSR,
which might somehow have been ration-
alised, two of the successor states from
the first world war also disintegrated:
Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia. It could
be said that the break-up of Czechoslo-
vakia was by mutual agreement, and that
there was precedent for that in Singa-
pore’s divorce from Malaysia. But Yugo-
slavia could not be presented as other
than a shattering of the anathema
against secession.

Y et if the post-colonial interpretation
lies in ruins, it is far from clear what
has taken its place. Certainly, there

has been no declaration charting the
change, which has to be inferred. But we
can just about discern the principles of a
new norm through the mists.

Its key elements can be described as
follows:
1) The anathema against secession has
gone, but secession is to be limited to the
pre-existing units of states. Secessionist
movements are not free to redraw the
internal boundaries on which they rely.
This, at any rate, is what the interna-
tional community is attempting to uphold
in Bosnia.
2) The rights of minorities have made a
comeback. The old emphasis on majority
rule has weakened, as has the norm of
non-intervention (as seen in the case of
the Iraqi Kurds).
3) The inadmissibility of the changing of
borders by force is being given wider ap-
plication as a restraint upon ethno-
nationalist ambitions, such as the
‘greater Serbia’ ambition in the former
Yugoslavia.

Elections are definitely the preferred
route for legitimate secessionism. The
problem remains: what if the government
does not allow elections to be held? We
can look at Kashmir in this context.

Even this tentative account raises
more questions that it answers about the
approach of the international community.
The truth is the latter has yet to resolve
these issues on other than an ad hoc
basis.

In conclusion, let me emphasise
one aspect of the new situation. The
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weakening of the international commu-
nity’s anathema against secession has
had important implications for minori-
ties within entities created by secession.
They can often feel disadvantaged by se-
cession, especially as the emphasis given
to ethnic mobilisation in the seceding en-
tity tends to underscore that they are not
members of the new national majority.

Examples of such problems or poten-
tial problems are:
• the place of Shetland Islanders within
an independent Scotland,
• the place of ‘first’ (native) peoples in an
independent Quebec, and
• the position of the Hungarian minor-
ity in Slovakia.

Of course, while being sensitive to the
grievances and fears of such minorities,
it is also obviously the case that it suits
the proponents of threatened unions to
raise the issue of such minorities as a
brake on secession. It is notable how in
Canada there has been a 180-degree turn
in the attitudes of English and French
Canadians towards the rights of first
peoples, on the basis of calculations of
how recognition of such rights might af-
fect the two settler communities.

That raises a further, final, question.
How can the rights of minorities be pro-
tected in new entities, without the ques-
tion of their rights becoming a gambit in
the power politics of other states?

Discussion

Finn Chemnitz of the Organisation for
Security and Co-operation in Europe be-
gan his reply by saying that territorial
integrity was “almost a holy principle” for
his organisation, given its ‘security’ fo-
cus. But he also stressed the other ‘bas-
kets’ of OSCE work: economic co-operation
and the ‘human dimension’.

The latter entailed support for demo-
cratic institutions and the rule of law. In
support of this, the OSCE had 17 missions
around ex-Yugoslavia and the border re-
gions of the former USSR. The focus was
largely on preventive diplomacy—politi-
cal rather than legal.

Its work was determined by its 55
member ambassadors meeting regularly
in Vienna as a permanent council. But
the OSCE high commissioner on national
minorities could himself decide, as an
early-warning mechanism, to send a com-
mission to investigate a particular situ-
ation before it became violent.

Having been the only European secu-
rity organisation, the OSCE was now just
one part of the evolving security archi-
tecture and was uncertain of its role, even
its survival. And in particular it had not
found an answer to Prof Guelke’s final
question, of how to address the manipu-
lation of minorities by big states.

The wider discussion explored the
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emergent norms Mr Guelke had identi-
fied. It was suggested that while the
anathema against secession had gone,
the presumption against it had not—wit-
ness the international community’s fa-
vouring of autonomy, but no more, for
Kosovo.

There was, after all, no ‘right’ to se-
cession since this would be a collective
right and there were no collective rights
as such. States were guarantors of rights
and to be legitimate had to grant those
individual, if particular, rights—such as
to education in the mother tongue, for ex-
ample—attaching to members of minori-
ties. ‘Homeland’ states for such minorities
could and should legitimately press for
such rights. Developing an intergovern-
mental régime was thus an avenue to
explore.

A negative example in this regard was
the situation of Hungarians in Slovakia.
The minority there felt unwelcome in
Slovakia yet also did not identify with the
Hungarian state. The latter had taken
an irredentist position in the early 90s,
under the leadership of József Antall—
who suggested that all Hungarians out-
side the borders of the state came under
its purview—but that period was now
over. The upshot of all this was that the
Slovak Hungarians felt abandoned.

With respect to territorial integrity, it
was pointed out that in ex-Yugoslavia the

Badinter Commission of 1991 had in a
way resolved the dilemma by saying that
former Yugoslavia had ceased to exist and
therefore territorial integrity no longer
applied. This had legitimised the refer-
endum in Bosnia-Hercegovina, but that
in turn had led to the Serbian boycott and
the Bosnian war. A difficulty of moving
to rely on the integrity of internal bor-
ders was also that it offered a disincen-
tive for centralised states to assuage
minorities’ concerns, before these became
critical, through granting internal au-
tonomy.

It was suggested that western Europe
provided more encouraging examples of
how sovereignty and self-determination
had been reconciled. Signatories to the
Scottish Claim of Right—an affirmation
of self-determination—were after all now
representing British sovereignty in the
new Labour government. Similarly,
Basque and Catalan rights had been
reconciled with Spanish sovereignty.
So these concepts were organic and
evolving.

The unalterable fact remained, how-
ever, that two conflicting claims for
self-determination could not be simulta-
neously recognised. In such situations—
including Northern Ireland—what was
required was institutional mechanisms
to give space to different national identi-
ties. This would be assisted by a rethink-
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ing of identity—of what, in this context,
‘Irishness’ and ‘Britishness’ were—in less
conflictual ways. Thus, for example, un-
ionists could accept being culturally
‘Irish’ as long as that was not perceived
to be a ‘political cudgel’.

What was needed in such situations
was a practical process. Both groups had
to agree to seek accommodation. Civil
society and the political class needed to
have the collective capacity and courage
to achieve it. And an absence of violence
was necessary to reduce communal fears.

Both communities needed to be able
to ‘feel’ their national identity, rather
than a sense of abandonment, and the
process had to ensure paranoid versions
of what was entailed were undermined.
The goal was for the two groups to share
the same territory on a basis of mutual
respect, with a sense of moving forward
together.

More generally, a way forward was
signalled by an attenuation of the idea
of self-determination on the one hand,
offset by a weakening of the imperme-
ability of borders on the other. There had
been an implicit redefinition of self-de-
termination as about autonomy or cul-
tural rights, rather than secession. But
there had equally been an undermining
of boundary impermeability through
European integration, German unifica-
tion and erosion of the concept of ‘non-

interference’.
This created the possibility that

the slipperiness of the notion of self-
determination could be turned to positive
advantage. Internal arrangements for
autonomy or cultural rights, if allied to
transfrontier relations with a perceived
‘national home’, could substitute for the
classic sovereigntist—and separatist—
concept of what self-determination en-
tailed. Of course, states which were
determined to play power games with
scant regard to international law, exploit-
ing minorities in the process, could still
make mischief. Hence the need for a new
civility of international relations—of law
and institutions—which would militate
against such rogue behaviour.
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Mari Fitzduff

We are living during a transition period
in which the old world is in terminal de-
cline but the contours of the new one are

not clearly discernible.1

On March 14th 1993, the people of An-
dorra—numbering all of 7,000—
overwhelmingly passed a referen-

dum granting themselves sovereignty
over the principality, hitherto shared be-
tween France and Spain. They acquired
the right to have their own currency,
stamps and a seat at the United Nations,
becoming the 184th member of that au-
gust body. And they exemplified the seis-
mic changes that are happening in our
world.

When the UN was formed in 1945
there were 51 constituents; by 1960 there
were 100. Today there are 189, at the
last count, and it has even been sug-
gested that the number of states could
increase to 2,000 by the year 2050—a not

impossible scenario if we look, for exam-
ple, at the current break-up of the United
Kingdom.

At the same time, the emergence of a
global economy is deconstructing cur-
rency and customs boundaries and ne-
gating the control by nation-states over
their own wealth. Financial markets are
now both transnational and mobile. La-
bour is being transnationalised too, it has
been suggested, with large migrations
across established boundaries. A world-
wide system of communications is dimin-
ishing cultural borders.

International lobby groups are the
fastest growing power in politics. Mean-
while, fewer citizens are voting in na-
tional elections—less than half the
citizens of Japan and the US—and fewer
are bothering to join political parties. The
formation of issue-based alliances is as-
sisting the destruction of national
politics.

These twin trends of fragmentation

NGOs and governments



78 DEMOCRATIC DIALOGUE  NO 9

Rapid response—the man from NATO (Harald Bungarten, left) prepares his reaction

and globalisation are creating a new
domain of ‘sub-politics’,2  dominated by
economics, experts and the private
sphere—and, of course, non-governmen-
tal organisations: “In the old world you
had to choose between left and right. In
the new world you choose between glo-
bal and tribal ...”3

Over 40 million people have been
killed in wars since the second world war,
most of them in intra-state conflicts.
Since 1990, there have been some 150
wars, in which at least 5 million have
died. At the moment, there are about 30
taking place, almost all ethnic, political
or religious—not international.

But fragmentation per se should not

be perceived as a problem. There is a lot
to be said for devolution, as those in Scot-
land who have argued for more local
power, control and responsibility—for
which they are willing to pay increased
taxes—have articulated quite clearly.
The same sentiments are echoed in many
large companies, who for several years
have sought to decentralise, with result-
ant gains in effectiveness and loyalty.

Nor, in itself, is globalisation. Al-
though based on the edge of a tiny island
at the edge of Europe, every day I have
at least half-a-dozen trans-world conver-
sations—at little expense because of the
wonders of e-mail. I am part of a variety
of new communities and alliances, which
would have been utterly impossible even
five years ago.

Worries about a new axis of inequal-
ity between those who have modern tech-
nology with which to communicate, and
those who do not, are understandable. Yet
developing countries are likely to ben-
efit most, and with little cost, from such
technology.

At a global level, we have been de-
structively limited by our conservative
perspectives on how territories should be
governed. Northern Ireland has also suf-
fered from the either/or perspective of
existing states. It is now fairly clear that
no such either/or solution is going to be
successful in addressing the needs of a
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territory almost equally split in political
and cultural aspirations.

The British and Irish governments
have desperately tried to address this
need through a variety of constitutional
alternatives, some unique in their will-
ingness to consider extra-state possibili-
ties for those who feel the need for them.
We need much more such creativity, not
just in Northern Ireland but in the rest
of the world. Such creativity might have
helped avert the utterly destructive way
in which former Yugoslavia fell apart.

When the soul of a man is born in this
country, there are nets flung at it to hold
it back from flight. You talk to me of na-
tionality, language, religion. I shall try to

fly by those nets.4

O f course, Joyce did escape, flying to
Paris and Zurich—anywhere to get
away from the webs of belonging

which he felt so restrictive but about
which he wrote so vividly. Most feel at
times an equivalent ambivalence about
where and how we belong. The win/lose
approach to issues of territory and re-
sources has been disastrous, leading all
too often to the awfulness of ethnic es-
sentialism and the associated ‘ethnic
cleansing’.

Dreams of a place for ‘our’ people—
with our army, our language and our
economy—are no longer viable. Only

about a tenth of the countries of the world
are ethnically homogeneous. And such
desires are based on a psychological fal-
lacy: “The problem with nationalism is
not the desire for self-determination it-
self, but the particular epistemological
illusion that you can be at home, you can
be understood, only among people like
yourself.”5

Such dreams, however, persist—espe-
cially when we come face-to-face with a
crisis of identity or inequity. New forms
of co-operation are needed, emphasising
the civic—as opposed to the ethnic—
locality.

Thus, for example, the break-up of the
USSR beached dozens of ‘ethnic’ groups
(still an unclear term), ranging from hun-
dreds to millions of people, which
Stalinist mobilisation had deposited in
mixed territories—in the northern Cau-
casus there appear to be at least 17
groups seeking new forms of being in the
world. A Northern Caucasus Economic
Council, which could address economic
needs without a concomitant dilution of
political identity, was mooted some years
ago. Similarly, a Council of the Isles has
been suggested as a possible strand to
co-operative alternatives to the Northern
Ireland conflict. Although untested, it is
at least useful in assisting a new para-
digm to emerge [and is now included as
a British-Irish Council in the Belfast
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agreement—ed].
Increasingly important forms of inter-

national co-operation will, of course, be
the Internet and e-mail. A few months
ago, the centre which I head, INCORE, did
some work on conflict-management theo-
ries and practice with a group of diplo-
mats and senior executives from 20
embassies. A listserv was set up to sus-
tain e-mail contact within the group.
When our South African participant re-
ceived news that he was to be posted to
Moscow, immediately lists of contacts and
hints flowed through the listserv, easing
his way into his new world—and increas-
ing the strength of those networks so vi-
tal at times in the work of conflict
prevention. Considering that the group
included people from Israel and Pales-
tine, Pakistan and India, and Nigeria and
South Africa—so generating unusual and
powerful contacts between often collid-
ing worlds—the potential of sustained
list services to provide alternative net-
works to those based on traditional loy-
alties becomes readily apparent.

Through our ever-ready lap-tops, day
and night, we bypass institutional
boundaries, governments, censorship
systems and borders—as seminal docu-
ments, minutes of meetings and contact
numbers become increasingly available.
Hierarchies and formalities are diminish-
ing—a peculiar consequence of e-mail—

and transparency growing. These possi-
bilities are particularly important in a
world where we often need to bypass re-
pressive régimes.

Am I my brother’s keeper? The recent
upsurge in human-rights organisa-
tions, many functioning at a global

level, is testimony to a new sense of in-
ternational responsibility perhaps
unique to our times. The capacity to ig-
nore the wrongs of another’s régime has
been reduced in the last few decades,
partly through the globalising media.
Such knowledge, such concern, has
eroded many principles which have in-
formed the foreign policy of govern-
ments—in particular, the concept of
‘non-interference’ in the affairs of another
country.

It is easy to forget that this idea was
almost sacrosanct until the last decade.
Many will remember the wrath within
sections of the British government at the
idea that the Republic of Ireland and,
latterly, the US could contribute to a reso-
lution of the Northern Ireland conflict.
It took many years of argument to en-
sure such co-operation and, indeed, for it
not to be deemed officially as interfer-
ence. Most can recall similar arguments
over so-called interference in Yugosla-
via—particularly where there were
no apparent economic interests to be
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protected—and one still hears them, from
Algeria to Kosovo.

The number of indigenous NGOs in-
volved in human rights has also in-
creased over the last decade, particularly
in places like Sri Lanka. Partly this is in
response to the concerns of aid donors’
domestic constituents about recipient
governments’ utilisation of foreign funds,
for good or ill. More generally, it has been
noted that the new emphasis on the
nongovernmental sector reflects the in-
tellectual framework of wider changes in
macroeconomic policy, privatisation, and
the reduced role of states in all aspects
of the economy and service provision.
NGOs are seen as a dynamic alternative
to bloated state bureaucracies.

This change has been revolutionary
and, by and large, positive. I am glad that
the EU is bargaining with Turkey over its
human-rights record, in response to its
membership application. I was glad when
western aid donors forced the Sri Lankan
government to allow international hu-
man-rights groups to visit the island to
check out allegations of governmental
violence. As a yardstick for funding by
the World Bank, the concept of ‘good
governance’ is also helpful—even if
there are still questions about how to in-
terpret it. It was right that the issue of
the rights of women was at least raised,
if not won, in regard to NGO and other

humanitarian involvement in Afghani-
stan after the Taliban takeover. And the
question of whether uN aid should be
linked to human-rights development will
be one of our most productive debates of
the next decade. Such challenges to in-
ternal sovereignty, including interna-
tional war tribunals and international
monitoring of elections—even if these are
often badly resourced—reflect a growing
sense in the world that what affects citi-
zens elsewhere is indeed of my concern.

Much ambiguity remains. The recent
British defence review talks about use of
the army as a ‘force for good’—but the
precise nature of that goodness is not yet
agreed. Western defence forces generally
are suffering a crisis of identity, as the
former defence-of-the-realm role becomes
ever less clear. Explaining body bags com-
ing home from Bosnia is an increasingly
uphill task, particularly in the US. This
ambiguity among many military person-
nel—and politicians—about why they
should risk the lives of their mainly
young men in far-away, war-torn lands,
where there is no obvious security or eco-
nomic gain, could prove a significant
weakness in securing their commitment
to future peace-keeping operations.

This new agenda can be summarised
as creative approaches to developments
on the emerging global-local axis—par-
ticularly approaches which can provide
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alternatives to violence. What, then, is
the role of NGOs in furthering this agenda?
One of increasing importance, if they
wish it to be so. But they will only be suc-
cessful, if they are prepared and most are
not.

In the past, there has been little ques-
tioning of the positive role of the NGO.
Most have been established to perform
worthwhile tasks they think are not
being addressed—or not properly
addressed—by governments or intergov-
ernmental organisations like the UN. In-
creasingly, many are functioning at an
international level, as an adjunct, or even
alternative, to official aid—particularly
those working according to one or other
of the following four mandates:
• providing humanitarian aid in emer-
gencies,
• promoting social and economic devel-
opment,
• promoting and monitoring human
rights, and
• undertaking peace-building through
conflict prevention, management and
long-term reconciliation.

Increasingly too, such NGOs are recog-
nising the interaction between these ob-
jectives and developing new skills to
address their additional mandates—for
example, there is a fashion for many aid
agencies to undertake training in media-
tion and negotiation skills. This has led

to some confusion, and difficulties for
funders and audit officers. Is Oxfam in-
volved in charity or politics? For the mo-
ment, it seem to have settled for what is
called capacity-building, deemed by
some—somewhat naïvely—as relatively
neutral.

Without doubt, many lives have been
saved through the intervention of NGOs
with these new mandates in areas of dis-
aster and conflict. By casting a spotlight
on human-rights abuses, they have led
many governments to be increasingly
mindful of scrutiny—with a concomitant
curtailing of some of the worst abuses.
NGOs are also to be congratulated for their
encouragement in many areas of grass-
roots participation in economic and so-
cial programmes.

Because of their degree of inde-
pendence and their tendency to be
task-driven—as opposed to bureaucracy-
led—they are often able to be innovative
and creative in how they approach their
tasks. And many have a capacity to cross
international boundaries in a way that
is often impossible for governments to
emulate.

With the growth—including budget-
ary—of many NGOs and their increasing
visibility, there is however in many quar-
ters a feeling that the honeymoon is com-
ing to an end—that the apparent goodwill
and harmlessness of such organisations
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may no longer go unquestioned. Increas-
ingly, NGOs—quite rightly—are coming
under scrutiny themselves.

Thus Stubbs6  has argued that many
of the actions of NGOs in ex-Yugoslavia
have eroded the middle classes and sus-
pended civil-society activities. Eagen7

has suggested that in Mozambique NGOs
have caused the underdevelopment of
local government. In other places, they
have been accused of succumbing to gov-
ernment agendas—for example, in Sri
Lanka by becoming involved long-term
in areas held by government, but not
those controlled by the Tamil Tigers.
They have also been accused in some
countries of selectivity in their advocacy
of human rights—a charge, indeed, which
used to be levelled against Amnesty In-
ternational over its condemnation of state
violence in Northern Ireland, before it
changed its policy to allow parallel con-
demnation of the violence of the
paramilitaries.

The criticism of many NGOs by the
various UN peace-keeping forces is legen-
dary: charges of naïveté, meddling and
introducing their own—often compet-
ing—agendas abound. The forces in turn
are often resented by many NGOs, who see
the former as arrogant, hierarchical,
sometimes trigger-happy and often far
too susceptible to political forces back
home.

Recent stories of competitiveness
among NGOs themselves—fuelled often by
their need for recognition on the world
stage, and from actual and potential
funders—have also damaged their repu-
tation. And, in some cases, they have
been accused of dehumanisation in us-
ing horror pictures of wartime atrocities
as aids for fundraising.

As the nature of war is changing, the task
of the NGOs intervening in conflict settings
has become both more complex and more
promising.8

These criticisms, arising amidst—and
possibly stemming from—the in
creasing power of NGOs, provide, how-

ever, an occasion for the latter to reas-
sess their focus and their future in the
new world of politics, globalisation and
peace-making.

Acting with integrity in any conflict
is never easy: we know that to our cost
in Northern Ireland. Many  local  and
international NGOs have had great diffi-
culty acting effectively together in the
region. At least three factors have ren-
dered their contribution to peace-build-
ing problematic: the ambivalence felt by
many about their relationship with the
state, the limits to the power they have
traditionally wielded, and the lack of any
agreement—as, indeed, within many
other sectors—about the nature of the
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conflict or approaches to it.
There have been honourable groups

who have attempted—often under con-
ditions of great danger—to ensure co-op-
eration and dialogue between the
different factions. But this ambivalence,
and these differences, have meant that
by and large NGOs have been unable, in-
deed unwilling, even to discuss what con-
structive approaches to peace-building
might be—let alone agree to implement
them.

This is not surprising: far from hav-
ing kept themselves ‘pure’ from the dis-
criminatory and exclusive practices of
other sectors, many NGOs in Northern Ire-
land—particularly some of the most re-
spected and long established—are almost
as burdened with exclusivity, exemplified
through imbalances in staff and clientele,
as many commercial concerns. This is
apparent in symbols used, holiday cus-
toms, and choice of venues or patrons, all
of which serve to sustain exclusion.

Many of these difficulties came to a
head in the approach of the voluntary
sector to the EU Special Support Pro-
gramme for Peace and Reconciliation,
introduced in 1995, whose moneys were
supposed to be directly related to peace-
building on the ground. Discussions
around how best to use the funds showed
that very few NGOs were agreed on how
to build peace—indeed very few people

were willing to give a lead in ensuring
that communities openly talked through
the issue. It is only now, three years later,
with the EU’s insistence that peace-build-
ing be integral to expenditure of the sec-
ond tranche of the ‘peace package’, that
some groups are finally—in many cases,
very reluctantly—beginning specifically
to address the problem.

External, including international,
NGOs have also not been without their
difficulties. Some—I would commend the
Quakers and the Mennonites—have
achieved significant credibility. Similarly,
some funders—notably the Rowntree
trusts, again Quaker-based—have taken
a very wise and sophisticated approach
to hastening an end to the conflict. But
others have had major problems achiev-
ing cross-community credibility and,
despite the visits of hundreds of interna-
tional academic and conflict-related
delegations, only a handful will be re-
membered as having contributed signifi-
cantly to that goal—indeed, some
external interventions have been noth-
ing short of disastrous.

Our knowledge of the processes of con-
flict remains limited: the dubious excite-
ments of war-making continue to capture
more research and other resources than
the long-term challenges of conflict pre-
vention and resolution. But critical work
is increasingly being undertaken: that of
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Direct Intervention Capacity building Advocacy

Fuelling Conflict aid used to providing support to advocacy for
purchase arms political fronts warring party

Holding Operation ‘smart’ relief, ie does support local protection of
not increase tension development organisations civilian rights

Peace-building ethnic groups brought support for civic advocacy for peace,
together to develop peace groups justice, reconciliation
co-operative programmes

Goodhand and Hulme at Manchester
University offers a very useful starting
point for NGOs in conflict situations.9  The
matrix above is a variation on their clas-
sification of NGO strategies and impact.

The last of these categories—peace-
building—is probably the most interest-
ing. It is here—in the lulls between the
fighting or after the fighting has eased—
that the work of NGOs will meet in some
significant way the new demands of the
world for a rewriting of global and local
civic processes, for a reinvention of poli-
tics and power. If power is indeed mov-
ing both towards the global (in some cases
via the regional) and the local, then the
competencies and roles of government
are themselves in transition. This offers
major opportunities for willing NGOs, with
expertise and strategic skills, to inform
and influence governmental policies.

For example, many British NGOs—par-
ticularly those active in development—

have been working closely with the La-
bour party for some time to help shape
its policies. It is a salutary experience
now to observe Foreign and Common-
wealth Office and Department for
International Development personnel
collaborating with such organisations as
Saferworld and Oxfam—a sight that
would have been most unusual five years
ago.

So who is learning from whom—gov-
ernment or NGOs? Obviously, it would be
politic to suggest both—and equally. But,
culturally, the world is moving towards
the less hierarchically inclined processes
of the NGOs. Their capacity for network-
ing and breaking through international,
and indeed ethnic, boundaries is increas-
ingly being appreciated by those involved
in more formal, closed, often secretive or-
ganisations. The emerging science of
peace-making (as opposed to war-mak-
ing) has developed primarily amongst
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NGOs and intellectuals, but its theory and
skills are increasingly being taken up—
with some avidity—by military men and
diplomats alike. In Northern Ireland,
models for dialogue and mediation, or for
institutional audit, developed within the
voluntary sector, are being increasingly
adopted in the domains of business and
security.

It has been fascinating how, in the
prior absence of regional democratic ad-
ministration in Northern Ireland, many
of the barriers between government and
civil society have been broken down, with
each side gradually learning that per-
haps it could come to trust the other, even
when dealing with some of the most
conflictual issues. Such trust is also ech-
oed in some of the partnership arrange-
ments for delivery of government and EU

programmes—particularly at district
council level, where consortia encompass-
ing politicians, trade unions, businesses
and the voluntary sector are sitting on
local decision-making committees in a
way that, again, would have been impos-
sible a few years ago.

Interesting in this context was the
recent suggestion by the Women’s Coali-
tion that any new political assembly for
Northern Ireland should be supple-
mented by a second-tier body, in which
the business, academic, trade union and
voluntary sectors could provide construc-

tive and formal input into the democratic
process. Although there were many poli-
ticians who looked upon this idea with
suspicion [and it was eventually trans-
lated into an advisory forum—ed], such
new forms of power reflect national and
international trends in which issue-based
groups are becoming increasingly impor-
tant in shaping local and global agendas.

The story is very far from universally
positive, of course, and the way ahead for
NGOS is far from clear. While they may
influence the thinking of an increasing
number of governments and interna-
tional security bodies, such positive alli-
ances will only be possible in certain
circumstances. In others, governments
will continue to try to seduce and use
NGOS for their own ends, or to impose po-
litical constraints on their idealism.

But the millennium will see a gradual
coming of age for many NGOS. The time is
now extraordinarily opportune to develop
positive agendas, to refine and refocus
them, to move with increasing confidence
and capacity into a world increasingly of
their making. As Ignatieff puts it, “The
army of aid workers and activists who
mediate between the zones of our world
continues to grow in strength and influ-
ence. They remain our moral alibi, but
they are also the means through which
deeper and more permanent commit-
ments can be made in the future.”10
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Discussion

Harald Bungarten of NATO opened the
discussion by recalling how as one of the
‘’68 generation’ he had taken part in dem-
onstrations against things his parents
had stood for. Now he found himself hav-
ing to respond to a demonstration in
Brussels demanding intervention in
Kosovo. And far from this being a dem-
onstration against something, the dem-
onstrators had chanted ‘Long live NATO!’

He said how the mid-conference bus
tour for participants around Belfast had
sent shivers down his back, the ‘peace
lines’ reminding him of Berlin. The Wall’s
demise there had changed the atmos-
phere dramatically in NATO headquarters.
Nowadays the only uniforms in Brussels
tended to be worn by eastern European
visitors; for the rest, civilian clothing re-
flected the increasingly civil-political role
NATO was playing.

Partnership for Peace had been very
important for NATO but the organisation
still needed to redefine its ‘strategic con-
cept’ as to what threats now had to be
faced. The new role was to provide secu-
rity in the broadest sense, to establish
an environment in which others—
whether they be the UN or domestic
NGOs—could do their work: “If the bridges
are mined or destroyed, you can’t bring
people together.”

As to the role of NGOs, he stressed that
intergovernmental organisations like his
own could be even more remote than gov-
ernments. But, as he saw it, “co-ordinated
co-operation with policy-makers” was the
way ahead.

As discussion broadened, it was
pointed out that NGOs did not in a simple
sense ‘represent’ the entire grassroots
population. Indeed it was much easier for
governments, or IGOs, to bring small
groups together via NGOs than to reach
the majority of the people (a difficulty
often highlighted by politicians keen to
dismiss NGOs as ‘unrepresentative’).

Problems could also arise if NGOs were
much more developed in one community
than another. Nor did they necessarily
agree—sometimes the role of politicians
was precisely to balance the different
views they heard represented to them.

NGOs also needed to liaise better be-
tween themselves. They often got in each
other’s way and did not achieve the
‘synergistic effects’ they could through co-
operation.

One way forward was a charter for
NGOs in conflict situations. Thus, every-
one knew what to expect of the Red Cross,
but other organisations did not al-
ways know what NGOs saw themselves as
doing.

A particular problem had arisen in
Northern Ireland with NGO beneficiaries
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of the EU Special Support Programme.
Evaluation of the programme had re-
vealed that many groups had not built
any serious commitment to reconciliation
into the work that had been supported.
Hence the European Commission had
stipulated that eligibility for the second
tranche of the ‘peace package’ would re-
quire reconciliation to be foregrounded.

The more general lesson was that
NGOs were required to work to a clear
mission with a defined modus operandi,
to think strategically and to improve
their co-ordination.

Footnotes
1 Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short
Twentieth Century, Michael Joseph, London,
1994
2 Ulrich Beck, The Reinvention of Politics, Pol-
ity Press, Cambridge, 1997
3 John Naisbett, Global Paradox, Allen & Unwin,
London, 1996
4 James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man, 1916
5 Michael Ignatieff, Warrior’s Honour: Ethnic
War and the Modern Consciousness, Chatto,
London, 1998
6 P Stubbs, ‘The role of NGOs in social reconstruc-
tion in post-Yugoslav countries’, Relief and Re-
habilitation Network, May 1997
7 E Eagen, ‘Relief and rehabilitation work in
Mozambique’, Development in Practice, no 3,
1991
8 Mary Anderson, Do No Harm: Supporting Lo-
cal Capacities for Peace through Aid, Collabora-
tion for Development Action, 1996
9 J Goodhand and D Hulme, NGOs and Complex
Emergencies, University of Manchester/INTRAC

working paper no 1
10 Ignatieff, op cit
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Robin Wilson

T he words ‘peace and reconciliation’
have often been bracketed together
rather glibly in Northern Ireland. Yet

this publication began by pointing to the
1990s reality across Europe that peace
has often been premised on ethnic sepa-
ration, rather than on the construction
of new relationships of comity between
individuals and groups.

This point was forcefully underscored
in discussion at the Europa of the Bel-
gian intercommunal relationship—how it
operated on the assumption that ‘good
fences make good neighbours’. Reconcili-
ation, by contrast, implies that those who
have formerly lived apart in relationships
of mutual suspicion will henceforth share
in constructing, and then inhabiting, a
common home—building trust along the
way.

It is thankfully becoming safe once
more to use the word ‘ethical’ in politics

without being sniggered at, and clearly
the moral choice is in favour of the sec-
ond approach. A genuinely civil society
requires no less. In any event, as indi-
cated earlier, in Northern Ireland at least
there is no alternative.

But it is a tremendous challenge. Con-
trast the entirely non-violent and mutu-
ally supported unification of Germany in
the aftermath of the fall of the Wall. Even
there, divisions between Ossis and Wessis
remained, and remain, deep long after.
Five years on, one (western) journalist
likened it to “sharing a bathroom with a
stranger”.1

In constructing a new international
order, therefore, which can realise this
ambition, what is needed is:
(a) a consensus that this is indeed the
direction in which the international or-
der can and should go;
(b) a clear vision, which can be shared
across the international community, of
what this entails in terms of new norms;

Framing the architecture
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and
(c) the development, plan by plan, and
then brick by brick, of the architecture
to guarantee security and human rights,
an architecture which makes co-existence
possible.

Some of the pieces of the architecture
have already been put in place in this
decade—the Council of Europe frame-
work convention being an obvious one.
The three-day Europa discussion con-
cluded by putting more flesh on these
skeletal bones.

One issue was a need for greater clar-
ity about the role of NGOs, some kind
of codification. A charter was thus

felt to be a good idea. There could be more
standard-setting, discouraging the temp-
tation of all new NGOs to start from
scratch. And it was suggested that NGOs
could enjoy a recognised status—a kind
of ‘press card’—in conflict zones.

While the professionalisation of NGOs
was generally to be welcomed, the per-
ceived downside was a loss of the origi-
nal connection to a voluntary, subscriber
base. That could leave out the ordinary
citizen and engender a loss of independ-
ence vis-à-vis government funders. Clear
values and principles were thus required.

NGOs were inherently diverse, of
course, and this needed to be recognised
by intergovernmental organisations. By

the same token, however, NGOs had to
recognise their interdependence. Interna-
tional NGOs could play a leavening role in
weakening the particularism and sectari-
anism sometimes characteristic of local
social movements. Put another way, they
could provide a language of tolerance in
support of NGOs facing intolerance at
home. The fact remained, of course, that
some domestic NGOs played a partisan,
rather than a peaceful, role.

But if it was necessary to recognise
the diversity of NGOs, it was also impor-
tant to recognise that conflicts underwent
different phases—in which NGOs had a
greater or lesser role to play. In the ‘to-
tal’ phase, it was a matter solely of peace-
keeping by regional or international
forces; as violence diminished, both NGOs
and IGOs could assist with emergency aid
and assistance; it was after ceasefires,
when the task was increasingly reconcili-
ation and reconstruction, that NGOs could
come into their own, providing what was
described as an “underpinning for demo-
cratic control”.

But this was equally true before con-
flicts developed—or, hopefully, didn’t. In
particular, NGOs could do three things:
• provide early warning of conflicts,
whereas states and IGOs tended to react
only when matters were already too
serious;
• engage in preventative measures, the
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menu of options available when a par-
ticular situation was deteriorating; and
• work proactively, at all times, promot-
ing the positive side of a global commu-
nity which ethnic protagonists presented
as a threat.

In that sense, NGOs did not so much
need to develop as such as to develop
their interrelationships. They were the
basis of a social fabric, an international
civil society appropriate to a complex
world.

Sub-state structures could also play
a role in this emergent order. The Assem-
bly of European Regions, for example,
had been instrumental in establishing
the Committee of the Regions of the EU

and the Congress of Local and Regional
Authorities. But there was now some fa-
tigue within the organisation, which had
a pan-European reach. Perhaps it could
find a new role in assisting this architec-
tural work.

As for IGOs, it was recognised that they
tended to jump from crisis to crisis, often
intervening too late—Kosovo providing
a contemporary example where everyone
was waiting for something to happen.
They should avail themselves more
effectively of the sensitivity of NGOs to
emergent conflicts through opening up
their recruitment and promotion to NGO

personnel.
But short-termism was a larger

problem. For a small organisation like
the Council of Europe, there was an ob-
vious tendency to launch into conflict
situations to make its presence felt. Even
though it was clearly better to spend
$10,000 to forestall a conflict than be
forced to spend $10 million two years
down the line to pick up the pieces,
funders—and IGOs—tended to focus on
the ‘sexy’ issue of the day.

The problem was compounded by deep
uncertainty about future roles in a cli-
mate where many old landmarks had
gone. As the OSCE representative put it,
“We have not yet found a new way of do-
ing things.” The representative of the
Council of Europe reported that a ‘com-
mittee of wise persons’ was reflecting on
that organisation’s future.

But some elements of the IGO archi-
tecture were clear. Thus, for example,
there was an understanding between the
Council of Europe and the OSCE on con-
flicts involving minorities. The former
was in effect the ‘department of safe hous-
ing’, ensuring safeguards existed to pre-
vent conflicts; the latter was the ‘fire
brigade’, with the high commissioner on
national minorities stepping in as a cri-
sis-intervention mechanism to douse
them. This underscored the need for the
council to take a longer view.

Clearly, the council’s ‘niche’ was hu-
man rights. Indeed, it was suggested the
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council had been key in placing human
rights “at the centre of the European
ethos”. It had a mechanism for imple-
menting existing standards (the Stras-
bourg commission and court) and a role
in developing new concepts of rights.

It could explore further, it was sug-
gested, the potential for sending special
rapporteurs to investigate situations
where there were warning signs of con-
flict—a breach in conventional notions of
sovereignty which only in Europe might
be deemed acceptable. The Finnish idea
of a high commissioner for human rights
was already under consideration, though
some council members would prefer a
‘low commissioner’—it would have to be
a properly resourced office to be effective.

A key issue in the evolving IGO archi-
tecture was NATO, whose representative
was keen to stress that it cost its mem-
ber citizens less than the cost of a packet
of cigarettes a year. He claimed its en-
largement was demand-led, rather than
expansionist—indeed there was some-
thing of a ‘golf-club’ attitude amongst
some members: why do we need new
ones?

As to NATO’s role, what was previously
‘clear’ was now ‘blurred’, since—this sar-
donically—“the glorious days of the cold
war unfortunately are over”. As it ex-
panded, it could not become another OSCE,
but nor could it become the ‘global police

force’ the US seemed to want. Yet, equally,
any idea of a UN army had to be ruled
out, as this would be like the old French
Foreign Legion writ large.

There was also a need to avoid creat-
ing new boundaries in Europe, and the
hope was that through Partnership for
Peace there could be closer relations with
Russia and the Ukraine. In other words,
‘security’ would have to come to mean not
strength and secrecy, but co-operation
and transparency. NATO’s role could also
enlarge in a different sense—into new
areas of work. Thus, for example, prob-
lems of terrorism were unlikely to go
away.

By contrast, the UN was in effect hav-
ing to narrow its peace-keeping interests,
given member states’ reluctance to enter
into new commitments. But documents
like Agenda for Development and Agenda
for Peace had identified the intellectual
continuum from peace-keeping (keeping
the sides apart) through peace-making
(facilitating political deals) to peace-
building (developing civil society). And
there had been substantial practical ad-
vances in dealing with this continuum in
terms of different phases of conflicts.

The UN also had considerable experi-
ence from elsewhere in terms of develop-
ing networks and coalitions with and
among NGOs and relationships with gov-
ernments: the World Conference on
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Women in Beijing had been a prime ex-
ample. This methodology could be trans-
ferred to conflict situations, at a regional
or international level depending on the
particular conflict.

F or two centuries, the enlightenment
held out the hope of a universal civi-
lisation—whether encapsulated in

the Rights of Man or the Dictatorship of
the Proletariat.

Nineteen eighty-nine encapsulated
the collapse of that enlightenment
project. But underlying that collapse was
a paradoxically global trend towards new
particularisms, increasingly clashing
with each other in a less deferential
world. Hence the growth of ethnic and
national conflicts.

We now all inhabit, therefore, a less
secure order in which fear is a spur to
conflict itself—fear of oppression, fear of
abandonment, fear of loss of identity, fear
even of massive communal loss of life.

Hence the focus of the Europa round-
table on what potential there was for a
new order to emerge, in Europe at least,
which could guarantee security and hu-
man rights—in Kosovo, Cyprus, North-
ern Ireland or wherever.

The round-table did not set down de-
tailed blueprints, but it painted an im-
pressionist picture of this emergent
order and clarified, to change the

metaphor, at least some of its building-
blocks. With the crisis of traditional ide-
ologies, these are the great human
questions of our time.

Footnotes
1 ‘The eagle’s embrace’, Economist, September

30th 1995
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Robin Wilson

There is a well-known drinks adver-
tisement, set in a bar during a quiz,
which says: ‘That night there were

more questions than answers.’ And plenty
of questions for Northern Ireland arise
from the Europa discussion.

What lessons can it learn from the in-
ternational experience of all those—in
NGOs, IGOs or governments—who have
sought to swim against the tide of ethnic
division in the 1990s? Where does North-
ern Ireland fit into the evolving architec-
ture of security and human rights which
the round-table charted? How does the
subsequent Belfast agreement match up
to international norms? And what tasks
now follow it, in building reconciliation
as well as peace?

But many answers also emerged from
the round-table, which can assist the ef-
forts of the region’s peace-builders—and
those outside who continue to show good-

will towards it—in the months and years
ahead. Yet first let us ask what relevance
central and eastern European experi-
ences may have for Northern Ireland?
And here Rogers Brubaker has provided
a fascinating validation of what are in-
tuitively attractive comparisons.

Brubaker has developed an original
analysis of nationality conflicts in the
new Europe, which sets them in the con-
text of a ‘triadic configuration’.1  He es-
tablishes through investigation of
numerous cases how what is at the heart
of the most intractable problems is a ‘re-
lational field’ with three components—
each themselves a field of diverse
elements. These fields were to mark the
then new states issuing from the collapse
of the Austro-Hungarian and Tsarist
empires in the wake of the first world
war—at the same time as the war of in-
dependence in Ireland led to the new
quasi-state of Northern Ireland.

These three components are a ‘nation-

Placing Northern Ireland
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alising state’ which a new ruling major-
ity tries to craft in its own image, a ‘na-
tional minority’ which in reaction seeks
equal recognition, and the ‘homeland na-
tionalism’ of a neighbouring state which
supports the national minority. The po-
tency of this is negatively evidenced in
western Europe by the Belgian case,
where the first two elements have his-
torically been central: the Walloon-domi-
nated ‘nationalising state’ facing an
increasingly militant Flemish ‘national
minority’. As the Europa discussion iden-
tified, it has been the absence of only the
last component, in terms of the attitudes
of France and the Netherlands, which
has ensured the intercommunal conflict
never became violent.

Translated to Northern Ireland, the
‘nationalising state’ becomes Northern
Ireland under Unionist rule, the ‘national
minority’ the consequently disaffected
northern Catholics and the ‘homeland
nationalism’ the republic’s (for the most
part ineffectual) efforts to end partition.
Why the Northern Ireland conflict always
reverts to the 1920-22 settlement is per-
haps thus more readily apparent.

As is why it has proved so fiendishly
difficult hitherto, even though the sub-
stantive grievances are (say, by South Af-
rican standards) relatively modest. For
it has been compounded by the fact that,
from another angle, the Free State was

a ‘nationalising’ one, northern Protes-
tants the ‘national minority’ and Great
Britain a decidedly reluctant ‘homeland’
desirous principally of minimising in-
volvement.

Having established the validity of dis-
cussing Northern Ireland in this broader
context, let us revisit the five themes of
the Europa discussion, with the concrete
implications for Northern Ireland solely
in mind.

T he tension between equality and
identity has been at the heart of the
Northern Ireland conflict; hitherto

progress towards equality, going back to
Catholic emancipation in 1829, has been
marked by sustained, even exacerbated,
division along the faultlines of commu-
nal identity. An obvious example has been
the virtual disappearance during the
‘troubles’ of the Protestant minority
(around one in five according to 60s poll-
ing evidence) defining itself as ‘Irish’.

Indeed, some on both sides have seen
this as an unfortunate but inevitable by-
product of the ‘republican struggle’—even
if it contradicts the latter’s desideratum,
in this bicentennial year, of ‘the unity of
Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter’. De-
mands to end the ‘unionist veto’ have in
effect been a counsel of despair that any
significant section of the Protestant com-
munity can depart from what is held to
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be a reactionary defence of privilege, how-
ever marginal. Such pessimistic assump-
tions have only been encouraged and
reinforced by a unionist tendency to see
in all demands for equality since the civil
rights movement a larger plot to over-
throw the state.

Ways out of this conundrum emerged,
however, from the round-table. The first
was mundane, but none the less impor-
tant. The experience of UNTAES in eastern
Slavonia, which had sought to achieve
fair treatment for the Serbian minority
in the area, had demonstrated how prac-
tical co-operation on projects of larger
public interest—as basic in that case as
a common postal system—could help
undermine intercommunal mistrust.

Of course, the hope has to be that col-
laboration in the new Assembly estab-
lished by the agreement will have that
effect when the broader public can see
tangible win-win benefits emerging for
all. These are small steps, but potentially
cumulative and irreversible. This could
be encapsulated in a wider concept of in-
terdependence, which it was argued pro-
vided a countervailing dynamic to
polarisation. The North-South Ministe-
rial Council foreshadowed in the agree-
ment, with its implementation
bodies—however modest—in specific ar-
eas, has the potential to translate this
on to an all-Ireland stage.2

The eastern Slavonia experience
showed how it was much harder to
achieve co-operation in the cultural do-
main—education, for example—but here
it was suggested that promotion of free-
dom of individual identity choice was
important as an alternative to sectarian
communal mobilisations. Recognising,
however, the compelling appeal of nation-
alist identifications, it was suggested that
creative cultural activity had a crucial
role to play here, playing as this did with
the possibilities of cultural ‘hybridity’.
What, after all, is so compellingly ‘funny’
(and so apparently non-threatening)
about the anti-sectarian humour of the
Hole in the Wall Gang or Patrick Kielty?

International conventions could also
be brought to bear here: the Council of
Europe’s framework convention, for ex-
ample, ratified by the UK3  and—as a re-
sult of the agreement—shortly by the
republic4  makes explicit the right of in-
dividuals to choose not to be defined by
an assumed communal affiliation.

Taking these two points together, it is
worth remarking that the recently
relaunched Community Relations Coun-
cil contains in its new logo the triple slo-
gan equity-diversity-interdependence.
That slogan neatly encapsulates the na-
ture of the challenge. A minister for cul-
ture should surely be designated in the
Assembly Executive Committee, given
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the luxury of having 12 seats to allocate.
Further avenues for progress were

identified in the international domain.
Firstly, codification in conventions of
rights attaching to members of minori-
ties provide an international norm (if not
yet an international court) which can be
called in aid. Thus, for example, the pro-
visions in the Council of Europe Charter
for Regional or Minority Languages are
used to back the provisions in the agree-
ment on the Irish language.5

But not only can such norms be drawn
upon: they can be presented as an objec-
tive international standard—rather than
rights being set only in the context of a
win-lose Northern Ireland argument—
and so can potentially defuse otherwise
highly charged issues. Here, the Human
Rights Commission envisaged in the
agreement will have an important pub-
lic educational role to play.

A striking feature of the framework
convention, for example, is how, by fa-
vouring agreements between states
about minorities it undermines the idea
of exclusive state sovereignty and opens
the door to a droit d’ingérence on the part
of states concerned about ‘their’ minori-
ties across their borders. Nevertheless,
it equally does not support territorial
claims by ‘homeland nationalist’ states,
a factor undermining the legitimacy of
the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985.

The new British-Irish Intergovern-
mental Conference envisaged in the Bel-
fast agreement, while it will provide a
continuing forum for intercession by the
republic’s government with Britain over
Northern Ireland concerns outside the
competence of the Assembly—particu-
larly as these bear down on the Catholic
community—will thus be more legiti-
mately based than hitherto, given the as-
sociated amendment of articles 2 and 3
of the republic’s constitution.6

The Anglo-Irish Agreement also failed
to recognise any tension between in
dividual and collective rights, the

latter in fact being assumed to dominate
in its presentation of identities in entirely
communal terms.7  Yet the unionist as-
sumption, best embodied by Robert
McCartney, that only rights attach-
ing abstractly to individuals—such as
those in the European Convention of
Human Rights—are permissible is
equally problematic.8

The problem with this latter view is
that it fails to recognise that identity at-
taches itself to symbols with affective
power. So even institutional involvement
of minority groups—‘power-sharing’—is
not enough. There must also be a sym-
bolic recognition of those particular iden-
tities in which individuals freely choose
to invest—‘parity of esteem’. Key is to
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The loneliness of the long-distance chair

ensure that members of particular com-
munities do not experience a sense of
having been, or of being, inserted into a
relationship of subordination to others.

It is not so much, therefore that there
are such things as collective rights (there
are not, in the sense of communal rights,
in international conventions). It is that
individuals feel not only they should en-
joy rights but also that a community to
which they feel affiliated should enjoy
security. The shorthand for the Catholic
experience of Northern Ireland since par-
tition—the ‘nationalist nightmare’—en-
capsulates this sense of insecurity which
has bound individual Catholics together
in communal solidarity during the inter-

vening decades.
So how can the interrelationships be-

tween communities be so managed as to
ensure mutual security? The descent of
Yugoslavia into war clearly shows how it
should not be done, and, closer to home,
the uphill battle which has faced the Pa-
rades Commission provides another
negative example. For the evident dan-
ger of symbolic recognition (as against a
‘neutral’ state) is not only the exclusion
of other group definitions than those
around the communal divide but also the
threat that the space for symbolic expres-
sion will be filled in an aggressive way
which encourages essentialist and
adversarial self-perceptions.

An important idea which emerged in
discussion was the need for ‘transcend-
ent symbolism’, so that counterposed
communal symbols did not monopolise
the public domain. An obvious example
in Northern Ireland would be a Stormont
equivalent of the handshake on the White
House lawn between Yasser Arafat and
Yitzhak Rabin, in front of the world’s
media, in the wake of the Oslo accords
on the middle east. Notable after the
Good Friday agreement was finally de-
livered was how all the parties separately
emerged to give their ‘spin’ to the press
and TV—a separation which was sus-
tained into the referendum campaign and
which contrasted sharply with the cross-
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party unity of the ‘No’ camp.
When the Assembly is elected, and the

first minister and deputy first minister
signalled in the agreement in turn ap-
pointed, there will once more be photo-
opportunities for such public handshakes
at Stormont to signal a new partnership
cementing the communities together. The
cathartic potential of such small events
should not be underestimated.

There was a realistic recognition, how-
ever, at the Europa that there would be
a continuing need for external interven-
tion, given continuing internal divisions,
even in a peaceful climate. Such inter-
ventions need to be handled carefully in
Northern Ireland, so as not to convey ei-
ther a hidden joint authority or a patron-
ising paternalism. And the Belfast
agreement is an inherently democratic
agreement, which locates sovereignty
very much with the people of Northern
Ireland—as subsidiarity demands.

But there are major problems ahead,
at the time of writing, such as the con-
tinuing impasse over decommissioning of
paramilitary weapons. This is set to come
to a head when the executive committee
anticipated in the agreement is to be es-
tablished,9  inevitably including Sinn
Féin members yet with the IRA having set
its face against compliance with the
decommissioning section of the deal.10  On
the other hand, the commission on polic-

ing, with its international element, is a
recognition that external input will be
needed to arrive at policing arrange-
ments which can command cross-commu-
nal support.11

In these areas, it is in practice highly
likely that the British-Irish Intergovern-
mental Conference will indeed be re-
quired, as the agreement signals, to have
‘regular and frequent’ meetings about
issues such as these not devolved to the
Assembly.12

Related questions arise in reconciling
pluralism and common life. Bel-
gium has ‘succeeded’ in achieving

this through a system amounting to
never-ending negotiation between repre-
sentatives of its ‘two communities’, to
which both sides are committed; institu-
tional arrangements, such as 50-50
power-sharing irrespective of the precise
communal balance; and acceptance of the
‘pillarisation’ of not only politics but also
civil society.

The positive implications of this for
Northern Ireland are evident enough.
Northern Ireland’s conflict will never be
‘over’, even when its violent expression
is, and intercommunal (re)negotiation
will thus remain an ever-present require-
ment. The Belfast agreement provides for
a review four years on by the parties and
governments.13  Also implied is a recog-
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nition that democratic arrangements
need not imply ‘majority rule’, since both
communities need to buy into any initia-
tives. Again, here the agreement provides
for core or controversial decisions to be
taken by ‘parallel consent’ of representa-
tives of a majority of each community or
by weighted majority overall.14

But that uncertainty as to which is
the better safeguard reflects the real
downside of the Belgian approach, given
its rigidity, its inability to deal with ‘new’
issues and the associated segregation
within civil society. The weighted-major-
ity idea reflects a sense of the risks asso-
ciated with ‘parallel consent’, of
institutionalising sectarian division and
marginalising non- or anti-sectarian
groups in the Assembly.

It is also striking that these latter
groups succeeded in inserting into the
agreement encouragement of integrated
education and mixed housing. This com-
mitment to a genuine civil society, rather
than pillarisation, is clearly a long-term
effort, and for the first time the agree-
ment gives official recognition to the ef-
forts of many NGOs working in the arena
of reconciliation for decades. It is impor-
tant this work receives the resources it
deserves, including after the EU Special
Support Programme has expired.15

But political leadership will also be at
a premium, as the further counter-exam-

ple of Czechoslovakia demonstrates.
There, despite a civil society largely fa-
vouring Czech-Slovak co-existence, politi-
cal leaders with much more adversarial
agendas were able to win out and force
the ‘velvet divorce’.

A further concern about following the
Belgian approach is the way the latter
marginalises groups outside the ‘two
communities’. This would be unconscion-
able for Northern Ireland in the light of
the progress in recent years towards rec-
ognising that its multi-ethnic rainbow
has more colours than orange and green.
The introduction of the Race Relations
Order and the associated establishment
of the Commission for Racial Equality—
following the increasing assertiveness of
ethnic minorities through NGOs like the
Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Mi-
norities—are testament to that.

Underlying the intercommunal divi-
sion in Northern Ireland has, of
course, been the clash between (Brit-

ish) sovereignty and (Irish) self-deter-
mination. The survey of the evolution
of the concept of self-determination by
Adrian Guelke in this volume shows that
the former ‘anathema against secession’
has gone but the changing of borders by
force remains anathema. Thus a decision
by a majority within Northern Ireland in
favour of secession (and integration with
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the republic) would be legitimate within
international law, whereas the IRA cam-
paign to force such an outcome was not.

The agreement reflects this approach
in as much as it reaffirms that Northern
Ireland is in effect a state-within-a-state,
in which a majority can peacefully decide
to secede or not to do so. This provision
is underscored by reform of articles 2 and
3—the claim these contained, in any
event, had no international legal stand-
ing16 —to bring them into line with the
Northern Ireland Constitution Act of
1973, in which the majority-consent prin-
ciple was first espoused. Thus in a sense
the ending of the anathema against se-
cession as such but retention of the
anathema against secession by any other
than electoral means legitimates both
constitutional nationalist and unionist
positions.

And whereas the evolving self-deter-
mination norm has nothing to say on the
issue thereby raised of minorities within
states, the agreement both establishes a
raft of rights protections in Northern Ire-
land and the harmonising proposals it
contains vis-à-vis the republic imply the
notion that the rights of the Protestant
minority in a united Ireland would be
similarly protected.17

The clear difficulty with this, of
course, is evident once the mechanism
involved is considered. The agreement

specifies that the Northern Ireland sec-
retary will hold a border plebiscite if he
or she anticipates a likely majority in
favour of a united Ireland. But the run-
up to such an eventuality is likely to be
associated with high and escalating ten-
sion and communal polarisation, with
centre voters not only lacking a constitu-
tional option but coming under intense
pressure to support ‘their’ side in the face
of mobilisation by the ‘other’. Outbreaks
of violence at interfaces, possibly with
serious paramilitary manifestations and
further forced population movements,
would be probable. Amongst Protestants
in particular, communal insecurity would
be profound.

This is of course the worst possible
basis for a benign transition to a united
Ireland, which would lack legitimacy
within the Protestant community be-
cause it had been carried by a Catholic-
dominated majority, just as the status quo
has always lacked legitimacy amongst
Catholics because partition represented
the ultimate gerrymander. And just,
therefore, as it has widely been seen as
crucial that the referendum on the agree-
ment should be passed by a massive ma-
jority, 50 per cent plus one seems a shaky
basis for an even greater constitutional
transformation.

In fact, contrary to IRA briefings about
a united Ireland in ‘10 to 15 years’ conse-
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quent upon an agreement,18  an apparent
slowing in demographic trends in favour
of the Catholic community and the con-
tinued existence of a substantial body of
non-nationalist Catholic opinion mean
any such eventuality is a long way off.
Asked in a post-agreement poll how they
would vote in a referendum on the con-
stitutional status of Northern Ireland, 60
per cent favoured the union, 27 per cent
backed a united Ireland and 13 per cent
did not know or gave no opinion.19  The
comment by the prime minister, Tony
Blair, in his speech in Belfast shortly af-
ter his election that even the youngest
person in the room would not see a united
Ireland is likely to be nearer the mark.

But if borders clearly cannot be
changed by coercion, more positive point-
ers for Northern Ireland come from the
erosion of the idea that they are imper-
meable. While European integration will
not ‘solve’ the Northern Ireland problem,
it does legitimise the transfrontier ar-
rangements in the agreement, which fol-
low a Council of Ministers model. But, in
the first instance at least, it also directs
these towards pragmatic and practical,
coal-and-steel areas. It is difficult to rep-
resent co-operation in tackling animal
health or social security fraud as the sin-
ister construction of an all-Ireland ‘su-
per-state’, particularly given the collapse
of utopian federalism at a European level.

Yet at the same time such permeabil-
ity makes it possible for ‘national minori-
ties’ like the Catholic community in
Northern Ireland to feel much more part
of the ‘homeland’ than would otherwise
be possible—and certainly not to feel
trapped in a ‘nationalising state’. Hence
the overwhelmingly positive Catholic re-
action to the agreement, as against the
uneasiness among many Protestants at
the erosion of old certitudes.

R econciling small ‘p’ and big ‘p’ po-
litical agendas comprised the last,
but by no means the least, of the five

Europa themes. And perhaps one place
to start is modesty. It has after all been
NGOs—the ‘loyal orders’ and the ‘residents’
groups’ who have prosecuted the parades
controversy in Northern Ireland. So this
is not a case of NGOs good, politicians bad.

At the same time, politicians who de-
fine politics as a monopoly of those with
an electoral mandate have only seen
threats in the growing NGO influence with
government and IGOs in Northern Ireland
in recent years—as evidenced by the ten-
sions over the EU ‘peace package’. And
there has been a legitimate fear within
sections of civil society that NGOs would
be carved out of any new arrangements.

On both sides, arguments which ought
to be about inherent tendencies become
reduced to personalities. Sustained con-
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flict along a single political axis has two
enervating effects on the political class:
it narrows their field of vision and it nar-
rows their repertoire of policy responses.
It also tends to lock them into adversarial
ways of behaving. Civil society will of its
diverse nature contain a much broader
spectrum of concerns (including many
unsavoury ones) and throw up more crea-
tive talents (as well as many destructive
elements). The gap between the two leads
to the alienation evident in Belgium but
also apparent in Northern Ireland.

The positive way to address this gap
is for the constructive forces within civil
society to ensure ‘new’ issues with which
politicians are inexperienced—in North-
ern Ireland, social exclusion, for exam-
ple—are placed firmly on the political
agenda. The goal is ‘co-ordinated co-op-
eration with policy-makers’, which in the
context of the agreement will of course
now include elected representatives for
the first time in a quarter-century.

Northern Ireland’s ‘democratic deficit’
can only adequately be filled if its ‘policy
deficit’20  is simultaneously addressed:
otherwise, it is highly likely that busi-
ness-as-usual will pertain and the demo-
cratic opportunity for policy innovation
squandered. It is here that NGOs have a
particular input to make.

It is clear, however, that NGOs do have
to think more strategically and to co-op-

erate better: again, they are by no means
immune to the trust deficit by which all
such conflict situations are characterised
at the political level.

Here, the Civic Forum proposed in the
agreement has considerable innovative
potential, bringing together as it will
business, the trade unions and the vol-
untary sector (and, presumably, the farm-
ers). These represent the most
constructive, and informed, civil-society
voices, with considerable experience of
informal ‘social partnership’ already. The
forum is to advise the Assembly and if it
is to have any significant impact will have
to deliver united ‘opinions’ to the latter,
in the manner of consultative EU bodies.
It will also need a right of initiative—so
that it doesn’t have to wait for its opin-
ion to be asked. And it will need to have
the resources to do its job properly.

The relevant clause in the agreement
betrays a compromise between the desire
for such input—the original proposal,
from the Women’s Coalition, was for a
fully fledged second chamber—and the
politicians’ desire for control. Thus ad-
ministrative support and selection crite-
ria are to be in the hands of the first
minister and deputy first minister.21  It
will be important that the latter resist
the inclination to ensure the forum is a
compliant poodle.

Where politicians do have a key role,
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however, is in balancing the still inevita-
bly conflicting demands on government
from a range of diverse NGOs. The parades
controversy, including the establishment
of the Parades Commission, has in a
sense reflected a failure of politics in this
regard, so often perceived as a microcosm
for the Northern Ireland conflict as a
whole. Via the new Assembly, the task of
elected representatives will be to meet
that challenge—and to demonstrate that
politics in Northern Ireland can succeed.

In Northern Ireland, the very phrases
‘security’ and ‘human rights’ have
themselves been unhelpfully counter-

posed, as respectively ‘unionist’ and ‘na-
tionalist’ concerns. What the Europa
discussion highlighted is that they are in
fact two sides of the same coin—that, for
example, the claim of human rights for
either ‘side’ in the conflict is often a claim
for communal security.

The hope attached to the Belfast
agreement is that it achieves just this
objective, of offering security and human
rights to all, in a manner consistent with
international norms. As this concluding
section has demonstrated, the agreement
stands up well against such objective
norms, which bodes well for its stability.
It chimes with the emergent interna-
tional order and has the capacity, at long
last, to allow Northern Ireland to hold

its collective head high as it heads for the
new millennium.
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An architecture for security and human rights in Europe
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Opening address: Cedric Thornberry
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Theme: Reconciling identity politics with the demands of equality

Case: Northern Ireland
Speaker: Tony Gallagher
Discussant: UN representative

Theme: Reconciling sovereignty and self-determination
Case: Hungarians in Slovakia
Speaker: Adrian Guelke
Discussant: OSCE representative

March 29
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March 30
Theme: Reconciling NGO and governmental agendas
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Conclusion: An architecture for human rights and security in Europe
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