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There are lots of ways to explain conflict in the North of Ireland.  Politics, religion and economics are always part of the mix.  And there is no doubt that the politics of empire, hatreds and exclusions which shaped religion across Europe and discrimination and injustices in the economy all played their part.  There is equally no doubt that there have to be changes in politics, religion and economics if we are ever to speak about change or real peace.  
But on their own, politics, religion and economics do not really offer enough to explain why we got to where we got to.  Put simply: there are many places which have  less democracy, places where there are far more even balances between competing faith groups, places with far greater poverty and inequality than Northern Ireland which have not had years of violent conflict.

The hidden secret is not that politics, religion and economics caused conflict: but that conflict led us to promote political, religious and economic solutions which turned out to be the causes of the next turn of the screw:  Because once we think our neighbour is our enemy, it is OK to think about ways to defend ourselves.   All of a sudden killing is somehow understandable.   Excluding people from political power is not an act of violence, but necessary defence, attacking their policemen is not violence but attacking a legitimate target who oppresses our community.    Attacking members of the minority who live in our areas is not sectarianism but sad wisdom.  Instituting laws to pick people up on suspicion but without sufficient evidence for a normal court is not injustice but homeland security.  Turing a blind eye to the activities of people who pass information becomes a necessary evil.  Violence is not violence but war, the state does not promote cohesion but fuels division, killing is not killing but heroism, law is not an instrument of justice but of injustice and discrimination is not prejudice but wisdom.  And before we get too pious, this is a logic which infects all of us. And once we are caught in it, it is very hard to come out and say that what we did was wrong, no matter how many victims there are.  ‘You have to understand the situation’ we say.  
What I am getting at is quite complex:  If you want to end conflict you undoubtedly have to address issues of economics, politics, culture and religion.  But and equally, if you want a lasting settlement you have to alter the relationship that keeps turning politics and economics, religion and culture into weapons which we need to defend ourselves by attacking our neighbours: the sense that we are enemies.  
Good Relations, Human Rights and Equality are not cause and effect. They are essential partners.  Because enemies never seek the interests of their neighbour.  And enemies always seek to keep that little advantage ‘just in case’.  And enemies regard trust as at best naïve and at worst as a Trojan horse.  And they never want to vindicate equality or rights or to celebrate diversity. Or to put it another way, and I am clearly struggling to say what I want to say here:  A shared future depends on more than making deals between old enemies. It requires us to make a new relationship where old enemies become partners and friends.  And it therefore means, in the immortal lyrics sung by that great political philosopher Karen Carpenter ’We’ve only just begun…’
I want to suggest, that sustainable peace here requires not just a new balance of power, or a new truce, or a series of pitched battles each day. For Britain and Ireland it means the end of defining our cultures as them and us, or of seeking to assimilate one by secretly dominating or smothering the other.  On this six county border territory it means that Nationalist and Unionist, Protestant and Catholic put an end to the normality of enmity and an end to the notion that there is a them contaminating us, and instead redefining us to include all of us with our wider solidarities and relationships in a new us. And all of this remains true in all and every imaginable jurisdiction.  And by moving from a politics which is defined by hostility, territorial control and domination we also make possible a space which is defined by the generosity of its welcome for all those who have come and will come to join us. 
The Rubicon is a small river in Northern Italy that played a large role in classical Roman history.  But that was the point: the small size of the step disguised the sheer scale of the implications.  Next week, we enter a critical stage in the journey towards peace: power returns to local hands.  But the decisive test is not simply, whether we can carve out power together: the core of our peace process is not politics or devolution, but that great unmentionable - reconciliation, and the thing it makes possible – a shared future.  Once, when travelling in northern Austria, we passed a small sign on the road on a small rise between two villages:  continental watershed.  The middle of nowhere turned out to define the entire river system for a continent.  Every raindrop that fell to the north flowed to the Baltic or North Sea.  Every raindrop on the other side fed the Mediterranean.  If in sharing government, we also begin to think about the future as a shared destination we can truly say that the water has started to flow in another direction.  Reconciliation is the new common sense, not last year’s lunacy.  And instead of hating and conspiring to defeat each other and trying to manage and limit the consequences, the agenda is one of change and transformation into a sustainable and shared society.
A lot of people don’t like the word reconciliation:  too religious, too nebulous, too touchy-feely, too community relations, too ‘nice’.  I was recently at an event, where a very respected colleague noted that the coupling of peace and reconciliation in Ireland was pretty unique.  Not only that: it had only emerged as a dogma in the mid 1970s and was actually a mechanism for avoiding issues of rights and justice in a mush of community dialogue.
But for me much of this is based on a real misunderstanding.  Reconciliation is not nice work.  Reconciliation is not mushy in the slightest.  It is not even a thing at all.  It is a word stretching to try describe what happens when people, across societies in this case, take decisions to work together as partners, and find a genuine basis on which to agree ways to acknowledge and actively address issues of politics and economics, culture and politics together.  But the critical and vital element, which makes all the difference is that is something we do together.  And the paradox is, that once the decision to work together is taken, then the conversations become more not less real, rights can be vindicated and upheld and the conflicts become opportunities to meet and resolve differences not war by other means.  
What makes reconciliation essential here is that we share this place together.  All of the other roads to ending violence against us require us to be more violent.  Hitler’s answer to his Jewish problem was extermination of a whole people.   The final solution was accepted by a whole political system.  Land for peace is the best we seem able to imagine in the Middle East, but it is a peace of ‘we will be aright as long as we have nothing to do with each other.  From the Balkans, we learned that the killing and expulsion of one’s enemies could be called ‘ethnic cleansing’, a simple act of washing ourselves clean of the contamination of other people.  I will never forget travelling to Kosovo and asking an Albanian radical there what had improved since the war, and the sinister glee in his response ‘ No Serbs’.   Maybe if 500,000 of my people had just been driven out by the Serbs I would feel the same.  But to understand everything is not to condone everything. 
The decisions which make for reconciliation are not easy to make.  There is an understandable tendency out there to say, ‘we have got quite a distance, let’s try to avoid controversial issues and concentrate on quick wins and consensus.  The economy gets mentioned a lot, as do health and education and opposition to water rates.  So too, paradoxically, do issues of race and ethnicity where the degree of violence towards new arrivals here has rightly alarmed all political parties.  

All of them are important, but none of them stand alone.  It is an illusion to believe that the issue of sharing can be avoided.  Of course we cannot do everything in a day: Dungannon, no more than Rome or maybe Geneva, was not built in a day.  But there is no such thing as an issue which does not require us to consider our shared future:  Decisions about education are inevitably decisions about how we shape the next generation and its relationships.  Decisions about housing cannot be taken clearly or fairly if our first priority is to defend our current territorial segregation.  Investment cannot be attracted, if Northern Ireland continues to exhibit fundamental instability, new talent will not locate here if this is a place of fear and intolerance.  One of the most telling statistics in the challenges facing us, is that Northern Ireland exports more of our best sixth formers outside and attracts less external high flyers to study here than any other region of these islands.  Strategic Investment is investment in things which can engage and attract everyone.  Even this week we are putting up new ‘peace’ lines which we should maybe call massive enforced separation structures (which usefully works out as mess) as a barrier against intimidation, fear and violence.  Not much sign of neighbourhood renewal on either side of that then.  The executive cannot decry the expulsion or intimidation of one group of people while turning a blind eye to the expulsion of another.  Hate crime is a problem for the system because it reveals a system of hate which is eating into our lives together well before there is a vicious attack.  .And all of that is before we tackle parades, policing and justice and flags and emblems.  A Shared future and economic prosperity are not alternative policy priorities but absolutely critical twins.  The Comprehensive Spending Review is an opportunity to underline this combination.   A shared future is not a threat to political success, it is its absolutely essential partner.  The task is to re-imagine and rediscover our cultures as cultures of welcome and conviviality not opportunities to delude ourselves that we have abolished or destroyed our neighbours.  The alternative to a shared future is indeed a scared future, or a shared failure or a shared out failure. 
The core opportunity for leadership in the next years will be to outline a vision of what all this peace has been for.  It is no longer adequate to justify peace on the basis of the awfulness of war.  Change is happening in front of our eyes, and the old paradigm of two communities may survive politically, but it does so by ignoring many of the issues which have grown up around it.  This will be a task not just for politicians, but for community, business, religious and intellectual leaders as well.  In exploring and debating what the good society look like, the habits of sharing can be learnt.  One of the critical issues to unlock this must be finding ways to deal with the past.  There is a demand from many for silence, but nobody has worked out how to deliver it into the future.  Furthermore, as Mary McAleese remarked, silence in Ireland has usually been festering not golden.  And those who have suffered real loss will not and cannot be silent.  
Austria spent forty years pretending that the war had happened in another place called Germany.   While it bought time, it had the effect of turning truth into the enemy of politics and truth-tellers into the enemies of the powerful.  It is a dangerous legacy.  But the strength of out new partnership will only be secure when it is strong enough to sustain the public exposure of the stories and secrets we already know about one another without destroying our shared future.  Because the problem in this country is not the raw evidence, usually known as ‘the truth’, but the rumour and supposition which flourish while we find it too hard to face the truth about us, our people and our cherished delusions.   And in the interim, the victims suffer and the truth tellers are publicly defiled.
If we date the peace process from the Downing Street Declaration of 1993, it has now gone on for 14 years.  That is more than twice as long as World War II,  longer than the long escalation from Civil Rights to the Hunger Strike and as long as the school life of any pupil.  For to much of that time, peace has felt like pushing water uphill.  We in the Community Relations Council hope that next week marks the beginning of rolling the water down the other side of the hill, and the end of managing disaster and the beginning of transformation to a shared society.  We will do what we can to push.
PAGE  
6

