Disturbing The Peace

Some people believe peace-building  is a psychological re-programming that  involves writing  lengthy documents; persuading people to read between the lines rather than digesting the text; getting troublesome leaders to discuss and agree to the text or the spaces, whichever they prefer, by alternating between  negotiations in providing high class accommodation  complete with stress reduction activities away  from home, and  sensory deprivation sessions  in  uncomfortable government buildings at home, which involve  the dreaded  white pan sandwich,  miniature sausage roll and obligatory social inclusion vegetarian option; sleep deprivation and  taking  mandatory turns to ‘ leak’  information to the massed media sitting outside all night queuing for the sale of the century or alternatively for the world to end and the day of judgement to commence.   Finally, the culprits break and sign on the dotted line.  That is not quite how the participants view the process and, to be fair, is a somewhat simplistic and cynical synopsis but not necessarily inaccurate.  

Peace- building in N. Ireland is a complex process as elsewhere in the world and the negotiated distribution of overt political power is but a small and recent part. Within civic society there are other ongoing peace-building processes at work which pre-date the talks, the cease-fires, the agreements, and the sharing out of administrative authority.   There are three main schools of civic peace-building in N. Ireland.  There is peace through reconciliation spearheaded in the early years by Corrymeela, and individuals like Marie and Niall Fitzduff and  taken forward through the Community Relations Council which has moved beyond the early ‘two community’ syndrome to recognise the existence of wider and differently defined communities.   There is also the ‘peace through fairness and equality’ school of thought campaigning for an infrastructure that recognises injustice and inequality of value of particular people and groups as a key source of conflict and redresses that imbalance. The Civil Rights movement was the earliest of these, but here too, communities are now more widely defined and include not only other ethnic identities but communities excluded and unequal because of other prejudices - people with disability, women, people of different sexual orientation, those with political opinions that jar with the negotiated consensus and of course, as a consequence of the conflict, the many victims and survivors and former combatants of the war itself.  These are embodied in the peace agreement through section 75 and the Equality Commission.

Then there is peace – building within the framework of Human Rights.  The core value here is international rather than national or local in outlook and works toward implementation and extension of international human rights values and conventions both in law and culture.  The Human Rights Commission and the Bill of Rights underpin the commitment of the peace agreement to this approach.

 The two ‘traditions’ are reconciled.  They have shared power between themselves, and created new exclusions.  The commitment to fairness, justice; equality and human rights is in retreat; poverty and deprivation; greed and corruption increase; sectarianism mutates to racism and those who raise these issues are pilloried for disturbing the peace.  I have been disturbing this kind of peace all my adult  life.  

