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Few things destroy our quality of life like threat and pervasive fear. And at the heart of fear and anxiety is violence or the threat of violence directed at us.  We do not have to look far to come to the conclusion that violence, and the control of fear and threat, is ultimately the greatest risk to successful human community.   Paradoxically, of course, the experience of threat and also insecurity brings forth the unmistakable cry for liberation, revenge and relief.  The antidote to violence is often violence – the violence of resistance, defence and heroic revenge.  

The potential, of course is that violence turns into a vicious spiral, a tragedy of revenge and counter-revenge.  Greek mythology, the Bible and Shakespeare are littered with investigations of the consequences.  In the seventeenth century, Thomas Hobbes warned that human beings living without order risked the war of all against all in which life would be nasty, brutish and short.  The important aspect of Hobbes’ question, of course, is what can stop violence once it emerges?  

The old answer was religious authority, vested in the political order.  At the latest since the French Revolution we have ceased to believe in the divine right of kings to rule.  The alternative was the idea of democracy, where the sovereign authority was the people acting collectively and organised in territorial states.  Government was legitimate – had authority to make binding rules or laws- if elected by the people.  The enforcement of binding rules was the sole prerogative of the state and its agents of law and order – primarily the courts and police.  Critically, the law also applied directly to those who made it.
The primary duty of the state was to enforce the rule of law and thereby create safety and justice for all law abiding citizens.  But as Max Weber pointed out, the state was not non-violent but in fact held the monopoly of all legitimate violence, more coyly translated into English as ‘force’.  The gun, as it were, was never taken out of politics at all, but was carefully placed into controlled and ordered hands.  Safety was synonymous with obeying the law.

Nineteenth century optimism dimmed in the twentieth century.  World War One illustrated how far the technology developed to defend states now threatened human civilisation, profoundly de-romanticising violence.  After World War Two, the western world was confronted with the discovery of the holocaust and the realisation that the gloss of legality in one of the cradles of western civilisation, Germany, had enabled the extermination of millions on the basis of identified religion and race, leading directly to the emergence of international human rights law.  The end of the war also showed that in pursuit of victory, it was the presumed democrats who found a persuasive logic to drop the Atomic bomb.  Finally, in the aftermath of the war, the European colonies in Asia and Africa collapsed, and the depth of complicity of western countries with economic exploitation became ever clearer.  
The result, of course is that safety and the law became more complex bedfellows.  The danger is that the result is the absence of any coherent framework of law and order.  The opportunity is to move from a presumed authority of the law and law enforcement to a much more participative framework of safety and the rule of law, within clearly identified values and purposes.
Northern Ireland appears strange in modern western Europe because it has suffered from an endemic crisis of legitimacy.  In fact the underlying challenge in Northern Ireland -to the right of the state to be the state and the legitimate maker and enforcer of laws by all necessary means- hardly existed anywhere else in the immediate environment, making comparisons at best naïve and at worst unhelpful..  The result of the crisis, however, has been an underlying instability which has made fear and threat the pre-eminent driver of political allegiance and threatened to contaminate all of the institutions of law and order.  
For Unionists, the state in Northern Ireland suffered from a semi-permanent insurgency.  In spite of a permanent majority in the local administration, the pervasive culture was one of suspicion and insecurity.   The purpose of a committed minority was understood to be the elimination of the state which requiring from Unionists a response of strengthening the political monopoly, close attention to cultural bonding among Protestants and emergency measures if required.  The logic of special powers was identical to the logic of homeland security – the threat requires the response.  The consistent demand of Unionism, as in Blair’s Britain and Bush’s America, was for ‘more security’.  

For nationalists, Northern Ireland was a demographic gerrymander by Britain denying the legitimate wishes of the Irish people.  Nationalists lived as strangers in their own country, in a permanent state of social, political and sometimes economic exclusion.  The world of Unionism, in which the law sought to exercise distinctive force over and against insurgent violence, was alien to the nationalist presupposition that the law was itself only partly distinguishable from violence.  While most did not directly support violent action against the state, those who did could count on the instinctive sympathy of many, especially when hostilities escalated in the 1970s and the state sought emergency powers to impose internment without trial and British troops started firing on demonstrators on Bloody Sunday.
The political result was permanent political polarisation.  Instead of the formally prescribed equality of all citizens, politics in Northern Ireland broke down along a friend/foe, pro/contra, loyal/disloyal axis which drew on an institutionalised antagonism between Protestant and Catholic going back to colonisation in the 17th century which modernised into Unionism and Nationalism.  The level of antagonism waxed and waned, but the fundamental laws still applied.  The result was a politics of ‘communities’ in which communities were not, as elsewhere, loosely defined gatherings of people in neighbourhoods or around partial identities or interests but synonyms for ‘sides’ or ‘identities’ or ‘ethnic nations’ which had a more or less fixed boundary based on perceived religious origins, political affiliations and national aspirations.    Perhaps more importantly, the relationship had a history of inter-communal violence which made the capture of political power by one or the other both potentially unsafe and certainly unacceptable to the other.  .Neither group recognised the legitimacy of the political institutions of their opponent, and at least a part of both communities reserved the right to attack or resist their opponent violently.  Taking control of the state in Northern Ireland away from Unionism removed decisions about security from those most likely to react with a heavy hand and ( via Direct Rule) brought in greater numbers to deliver, (eventually) the so-called’ acceptable level of violence’ but still failed to address, let alone resolve, the underlying crisis of legitimacy in Northern Ireland.  On the other hand, the longer term reality –that safety and security depends on new relationships at a social and political level- was now obvious to everyone, except those most invested in resistance.
What has all of this to do with the safety of communities?  Well quite a lot, I think.  First of all, the crisis of legitimacy means that ideas of law and order, universal and equal have never fully applied in the north of Ireland in a way that they became established elsewhere on these islands.  People have always tended to understand why strict adherence to the rules has been difficult.  Speaking in 1852, a Captain Warburton told the Select Assizes on outrages ‘I have often observed that people feel perfectly satisfied when they see the jury sworn, as to the result of the trial beforehand.’  A deep understanding of the shared threat faced within each community leads to a strong tendency to pronounce the sentence first and hold the trial second in matters of inter-community relations.  Thus Unionists overwhelmingly supported the permanent maintenance of Special Powers in Northern Ireland until 1975 no matter what the specific evidence of abuse, while a clear majority of nationalists agreed with the hunger strikers in 1981 that they could not be classed as simple criminals, as the murders for which many were convicted were to be understood in political rather than personal terms.  In the absence of a history that the democratic state provides safety through the rule of law, the challenge for the future is clear: to produce precisely such a monopoly of force against the backdrop of the antagonism of the past.  The critical goal remains the same however: the development of a clear and widely supported framework for law and order in which the police act with full political support, any imbalances from the past are rectified and a framework for the use of force, based on norms which extend beyond any or all groups such as human rights and equality, is rigorously applied.
Secondly, communities have been fixed for so long in the north of Ireland that most people have difficulty understanding the context as anything other than separate political or ethnic identities.  In a context of hostility and violence, communities have sought safety in separation, spaces in which they can be assured that the primary existential threat is removed.  This was already true in the nineteenth century, but has become even more deeply embedded since the 1970s.  Safety means, at least partly, keeping the others out, and so has relied on walls and gates and CCTV.  Of course in a context like Northern Ireland, apartheid is only benign if it is complete.  Unfortunately it never is.  In political terms, all of the new RPA super-councils will have majorities and minorities.  Every summer, parades cause disruption where demographic or political balances have shifted to a new constellation, causing new rivalries and power-struggles to emerge on the streets.  More importantly, community territorialism causes serious misallocation of resources;  housing cannot be distributed according to need because it is understood as an infringement of the territorial balance, travel to work is interrupted by residence patterns and newly arriving ethnic minorities find themselves in  a context where the idea that this place is ‘ours’ is treated like a permanent legacy.  Again the challenge is clear: to develop a concept of safety in which minorities are safe, wherever they live, in which communities support all of their members, as they change and in which those who intimidate are removed as perpetrators rather than those who are intimidated removed as refugees.  On the one hand, to speak of communities living without walls is to be accused of irrelevant utopianism.  But lest anyone think this is a small problem, in 2003/4 the Housing Executive spent £45m on moving people from intimidation under the SPED scheme.  
Thirdly, the reality of safety in many communities is that the requirement for external safety against identified enemies requires the emergence of deeply unhealthy internal political and even economic consequences.  Paramilitarism is justified by the need for vigilance against an external threat, but it inevitably distorts political, social and economic relationships across working class areas of Northern Ireland.  Power in many estates comes from the barrel of a gun: power to order community affairs including gatekeeping over who lives where, power to control key economic assets such as community centres and local pubs and services while operating protection rackets, drugs and smuggling operations and controlling prostitution and even control of over domestic disputes and juvenile crime.  This complex relationship of defence and power is so varied and murky that any attempt to apply a universal analysis or a simple solution will inevitably fall down against the complexity of the current reality.  Nonetheless, the challenge is clear:  to move decisively and rigorously away from safety mechanisms based on private armies, towards community safety based on clear principles which extend from and unite statutory authorities to community representatives.
To all of these challenges we must add a fourth: to rethink the management strategies of the past and develop open-ended democratic strategies for the future.  Conflict in Northern Ireland was managed to death.  A conflict which has its origins in the contorting and contorted confrontation of Britain and the Irish was managed by Britain and Ireland into a ‘Northern Ireland’ problem.  And within that, like a Russian doll, the Northern Ireland problem has been managed into a working class and interface problem.  After 1975, 95% of the deaths by violence in Northern Ireland came from one of three groups:  the poor of North and West Belfast, people living in contested rural or semi-rural areas of Armagh, Fermanagh and Tyrone and the security forces.  Safety for the majority looked like containing it into its most difficult areas.  And safety at the interface looked like walls or sangers or army watchtowers.  Safety in owner-occupied areas looked like people subtly moving in and out of areas while never discussing politics while safety in social housing looked like strict segregation and paramilitary control.  The profound challenge now is to understand the limitations of the existing strategy and not to settle for a safety which so profoundly relies on repressing the most marginal.   It is a challenge which will require leadership, honesty and courage from many.
Which leads me to the opportunities.  What is clear is that managing violence back is not the same as taking decisive social and political steps to end antagonism.  The really important challenge is to end the poison of antagonism which makes all of our safety measures – segregation, discrimination, paramilitarism and interface management –unnecessary.  The challenge is to build the political and social leadership which sustains the safety of the other alongside our own.  Inter-community violence both results from antagonism and embeds it deeper through histories of hurt and murder.  The opportunity arises in Northern Ireland precisely because we have reached a moment of visibility when the essential hopelessness of continuing with safety strategies based on mutually threatening each other has been seen to be exhausted.  Ideally such a change would be led locally by politicians and civic leaders.  Until that point is reached, the alternative is that leadership remains invested in civic antagonism.  But Northern Ireland does have at least three further advantages: first, Britain and Ireland have moved to a point where antagonism between the states is unthinkable, which suggests that the drive to create safety with one another will continue to be prioritised, albeit in a less dynamic fashion than might be possible under devolution.  Second, we have considerable economic resources, and it will be important to use them to generate new ideas in a context where violence is unthinkable; what does safety in mixed use/mixed class/mixed identity developments look like?  As we build Titanic Quarter it would be important to experiment and find out.  How do we maximise the social, economic and environmental benefits of Crumlin Road?  One of the crises in rethinking safety in Northern Ireland is a crisis of plausibility which makes even talking of safety in terms of sharing and free movement appear simplistic.  On the other hand, only decisive changes in behaviour have brought any change to the debates about policing and education.  Thirdly, the direction of policing and criminal justice to create a seemless set of standards for police and communities must be maintained and the opportunities of A Shared Future must be read into education, local government, culture policy and community safety.  Prisons policy, restorative justice, issues around flags and emblems, local policing must all be thought of in terms of a single joining up theme of human rights, equal treatment and security for all.
The legitimacy of human rights and equality, and of a future where people’s dignity as a citizen and person are not defined by any specific attribute cannot be compromised whatever the constitutional settlement if we are to build any meaningful safety in Ireland North and South.  The challenge is to hold on to these values in the years ahead and make them meaningful in practice.  But for me they will be the defining characteristic in our age of legitimate democratic law and of the only meaningful difference between force and violence which is so central to community safety.  And in doing this work in Northern Ireland we are addressing a yawning gap in policy and management which are of increasing importance in a fractured but globalised world.
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