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SPEECH OF JOHN HUME TO THE FIRST PLENARY SESSION OF STRAND 1 
OF THE TALKS

STABLE RELATIONSHIPS HAVE NEVER EXISTED BETWEEN THE PEOPLES 
THERE HAS ALWAYS BEEN BAD BLOOD 

WE HAVE CAUSED EACH OTHER TERRIBLE HURTS FOR
WE HAVE BEEN 

WE HAVE NEVER

NORTHERN IRELAND DID
OUR PROBLEM IS MORE 

OR THE

THERE HAVE BEEN MANY SIMILAR PERIODS OF DISORDER IN OUR PAST, 
JUST SINCE THE FOUNDATION OF NORTHERN IRELAND, BUT FOR 
GENERATIONS AND EVEN CENTURIES BEFORE THAT. 
NOT EXIST IN 1690, OR EVEN IN 1916. 
FUNDAMENTAL THAN THE EXISTENCE OF NORTHERN IRELAND, 
QUESTION OF HOW IT IS ADMINISTERED.

WE HAVE NEVER BEEN SHORT OF EXTREMISTS WHO BELIEVE THAT FORCE IS 
THE ANSWER, THAT VIOLENCE IS THE ONLY EFFECTIVE MEANS OF 
SETTLING MATTERS. AND EVEN THOUGH THEY HAVE BEEN QUIESCENT FOR 
PERIODS IN THE PAST, THEY HAVE NEVER DISAPPEARED. THEIR THINKING 
AND ACTIVITIES, HOWEVER HAVE CONSISTENTLY DEEPENED THE PROBLEM 
BECAUSE THEY HAVE CONSISTENTLY PURSUED THE UNATTAINABLE, WHICH 
IS A COMPLETE TRIUMPH OF ONE TRADITION OVER THE OTHER. AND 
THOSE POLITICIANS WHO FOLLOW THE SAME POLICY, OF SEEKING 
COMPLETE TRIUMPH FOR THEIR POINT OF VIEW, CONTRIBUTE TO 
INSTABILITY AND VIOLENCE, BECAUSE SUCH ATTITUDES ARE INHERENTLY 
VIOLENT.

OUR COMMUNITY HAS BEEN IN TURMOIL FOR ALMOST A QUARTER OF A 
THE STATISTICS OF THE DEAD AND THE MAIMED HAVE BEEN

REHEARSED SO OFTEN, THAT WE HAVE BECOME DESENSITISED AS A 
COMMUNITY TO THE FULL HORRORS OF THE PAIN AND SUFFERING THEY 
REPRESENT.

AS A RESULT OF OUR FAILURE TO SETTLE OUR QUARREL, 
POWERLESS PEOPLE. DECISIONS, WHICH IN ANY OTHER COMMUNITY IN 
THE DEMOCRATIC WORLD WOULD BE TAKEN BY ELECTED REPRESENTATIVES, 
ARE TAKEN HERE BY OTHERS BECAUSE WE CANNOT AGREE ON A MEANS OF 
DOING THESE THINGS FOR OURSELVES. THE INDIGNITY OF THAT 
SITUATION WEAKENS AND DEVALUES THE POLITICAL PROCESS ITSELF, 
AND LEAVES A GAP WHICH EXTREME ORGANISATIONS TRY TO FILL WITH 
PROMISES OF QUICK SOLUTIONS AND EASY SHORTCUTS.

REPRESENTED AROUND THIS TABLE.
BETWEEN US.
CENTURIES, AND WE HAVE NEVER SETTLED OUR QUARREL.
QUICK TO LAY BLAME, AND ADAMANTLY UNFORGIVING.
REALLY TALKED TOGETHER BEFORE, AS WE HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO DO 
NOW.
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WE WILL BE INTERESTED TO DEBATE THESE DEFINITIONS WITH YOU, 
SEE HOW FAR OUR PERCEPTION OF OURSELVES AND EACH OTHER ARE 
SHARED.

IN THE FORUM REPORT WE ATTEMPTED TO DEFINE UNIONISTS AS THOSE 
WHO GENERALLY REGARD THEMSELVES AS BEING BRITISH THE INHERITORS 
OF A SPECIFIC COMMUNAL LOYALTY TO THE BRITISH CROWN. WE 
DISCERNED THREE MAJOR ELEMENTS IN THE IDENTITY OF UNIONISTS, 
THEIR BRITISHNESS, THEIR PROTESTANTISM AND THEIR BELIEF IN THE 
ECONOMIC ADVANTAGE OF BEING PART OF THE BRITISH STATE. 
SAME TIME WE DISCERED AN IRISH ELEMENT IN THE MAKEUP OF 
UNIONISTS, AN IDENTIFICATION WITH AT LEAST SOME FEATURES OF 
IRISH LIFE AND CULTURE.

THE RIGHT OF NATIONALISTS TO EFFECTIVE POLITICAL 
SYMBOLIC AND ADMINISTRATIVE EXPRESSION OF THEIR 
IDENTITY

IT IS OUR BELIEF THAT THESE TWO COMMUNITIES, HOWEVER THEY ARE 
DEFINED, HAVE CERTAIN INALIENABLE RIGHTS. IF OUR STRATEGY FOR 
DEALING WITH THIS PROBLEM WERE TO BE REDUCED, TO ITS MOST 
ESSENTIAL CORE, IT WOULD BE THE NEED TO CREATE NEW ARRANGEMENTS 
IN THIS ISLAND TO ACCOMMODATE TOGETHER THOSE TWO SETS OF 
LEGITIMATE RIGHTS:

IN THE NEW IRELAND FORUM REPORT WE, ALONG WITH THE OTHER 
NATIONALIST PARTIES ON THIS ISLAND, DEFINED OURSELVES AS 
THOSE WHO IDENTIFY THEMSELVES AS PART OF A NATION WHICH 
EXTENDS THROUGHOUT THIS ISLAND, AND WHO SEEK THE UNITY AND 
INDEPENDENCE OF THAT NATION. FOR HISTORICAL REASONS WE MAY 
IN THE PAST HAVE DEFINED OURSELVES IN TERMS OF SEPERATION FROM 
BRITAIN, AND OPPOSITION TO BRITISH DOMINATION OF IRELAND. THE 
MORE POSITIVE VISION OF IRISH NATIONALISM IN RECENT TIMES, HAS 
BEEN TO CREATE A SOCIETY THAT TRANSCENDS ALL DIFFERENCES AND THAT 
CAN ACCOMMODATE ALL TRADITIONS IN A SOVEREIGN INDEPENDENT 
IRELAND UNITED BY AGREEMENT.

THE RIGHT OF UNIONISTS TO EFFECTIVE POLITICAL 
SYMBOLIC AND ADMINISTRATIVE EXPRESSION OF THEIR 
IDENTITY, THEIR ETHOS AND THEIR WAY OF LIFE.

STRAND 1 IS ABOUT OUR RELATIONSHIP - THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
UNIONIST AND NATIONALIST IN NORTHERN IRELAND. WE COULD BEGIN 
BY TRYING TO DEFINE WHO THE NATIONALISTS AND THE UNIONISTS ARE.
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NO SOLUTION IS AVAILABLE TO US THROUGH VICTORY FOR EITHER OF 
THESE IDENTITIES. SO LONG AS THE LEGITIMATE RIGHTS OF BOTH 
UNIONISTS AND NATIONALISTS ARE NOT ACCOMMODATED TOGETHER IN 
NEW ARRANGEMENTS ACCEPTABLE TO BOTH, THAT SITUATION WILL CONTINUE 
TO GIVE RISE TO CONFLICT AND INSTABILITY. WE ARE CONVINCED THAT 
ACCEPTANCE OF THE LEGITIMATE RIGHTS OF BOTH TRADITIONS CAN BE 
THE STARTING POINT OF GENUINE RECONCILIATION AND DIALOGUE WHICH 
CAN OVERCOME THE FEARS AND DIVISIONS OF THE PAST AND CREATE A 
NEW ATMOSPHERE OF PEACE AND STABILITY.

THAT STARK COMPARISON, WHICH PLACES OUR QUARREL IN THE CONTEXT OF 
ITS PROPORTION TO OTHER MAJOR CONFLICTS, SHOULD SPUR US TO THE 
MOST PROFOUND REVIEW OF OUR RELATIONSHIPS SINCE 1921.

I HAVE OFTEN POINTED OUT THAT THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITY IS THE MOST 
OUTSTANDING EXAMPLE OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN RECENT TIMES.
OUR INVOLVEMENT WITH THE COMMUNITY, AND THE INVOLVEMENT OF THE 
COMMUNITY WITH US, IS A POSITIVE AND BENIGN INFLUENCE UPON OUR 

AND WE SHOULD SEEK TO MAXIMISE IT.

WE DO NOT CONFINE OUR ATTENTION TO THESE ISLANDS, HOWEVER. 
CHANGING SHAPE OF EUROPE IS A DYNAMIC CONTEXT WHICH HAS PROFOUND 
IMPLICATIONS OF THE MOST FAR-REACHING KIND FOR ALL OF US. WE 
CANNOT INSULATE OURSELVES FROM WHAT IS HAPPENING IN EUROPE AND 
THE WIDER WORLD. SOME OF THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL DECISIONS 
AFFECTING OUR PEOPLES, FOR EXAMPLE, IN RELATION TO THE VERY 
LAND WE LIVE ON AND THE FOOD ON OUR TABLES, ARE TAKEN NOT 
IN LONDON, DUBLIN OR BELFAST, BUT IN BRUSSELS. THERE IS, 
THEREFORE, A STRONG EUROPEAN DIMENSION TO OUR RELATIONSHIPS. 
INDEED, THE SEARCH FOR ACCOMMODATION AND CONSENSUS IN WHICH 
WE ARE INVOLVED, MIRRORS THE SEARCH FOR NEW POLITICAL 
STRUCTURES IN EASTERN EUROPE, THE MIDDLE EAST, SOUTH AFRICA 
AND ELSEWHERE. AND THE CURRENT DEBATE WITHIN THE EUROPEAN 
COMMUNITY, ABOUT RECONCILING THE RIGHTS OF INDIVIDUAL PEOPLES 
WITH THE GREATER GOOD OF THE WHOLE, IS SIMPLY ANOTHER VERSION OF 
OUR OWN DEBATE TRANSFERRED TO THE LARGER STAGE.

THE PRICE OF FAILURE TO RESOLVE THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN US IS 
IN THIS PAPER WE ATTEMPT TO MEASURE THE HUMAN, THE

SOCIAL AND THE ECONOMIC COST, AS WELL AS THE COST IN TERMS OF 
HUMAN RIGHTS. BUT HOW COULD WE BEGIN TO MEASURE THE HUMAN 
SUFFERING INVOLVED FOR OUR COMMUNITY IN
THE FIGURE OF ALMOST THREE THOUSAND DEAD - IN PERCENTAGE 
TERMS, A FIGURE GREATER THAN THE TOTAL KILLED IN THE AMERICAN 
CIVIL WAR.
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' WE IN THE SDLP ARE COMMITTED TO THE VIEW THAT THE POLITICAL 
PROCESS ALONE OFFER', THE HOPE OF A SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEMS WHICH 
BESET THIS COMMUNITY. IT IS THE "RAISON D'ETRE" OF OUR 
PARTY. IT IS OUR FERVENT HOPE THAT THE TALKS UPON WHICH WE ARE 
NOW EMBARKING WILL LEAD TO AN AGREEMENT WHICH WILL PROTECT THE 
IDENTITIES AND PROMOTE THE INTERESTS OF BOTH COMMUNITIES AND 
TRADITIONS.


