Changes in British policy towards Northern Ireland between 1968 and 1988.

As situations got worse in Northern Ireland, Britian changed its proposition a lot from 1968 to 1988. The period was known as ‘The Troubles.’[footnoteRef:1]  At first, they focused on basic rights and keeping peace but soon had to get more individuals on board. A major movement happened when Britain took direct rule in 1972 after the local government subsided.[footnoteRef:2] After this they tried to balance security with political state, such as the Sunningdale and Anglo-Irish agreements, which encouraged collaboration and included Ireland in the peace action.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Ronnie Munck, ‘The Making of the Troubles in Northern Ireland,’ Journal of Contemporary History, vol.27, no.2 (1992): 211.]  [2:  Deirdre Heenan, and Derek Birrell, ‘Between Devolution and Direct Rule: Implications of a Political Vacuum in Northern Ireland?’ The Political Quarterly (London. 1930), 89.2 (2018), pp. 306, doi:10.1111/1467-923X.12509]  [3:  Imanol Murua, ‘As British as Finchley? The Evolution of the Positions of the British Government and Irish Republicanism Regarding Sovereignty over Northern Ireland,’ Estudios Irlandeses, 14, 2019, pp. 121–34, doi:10.24162/EI2019-8834] 

The decision to push direct rule over Northern Ireland was actioned by current rising violence and political unbalance that had prolonged the region for an extended amount of time. The Stormant government, massively taken over by unionists, had lost the confidence of the nationalist community. Resulting in trouble and a loss of control. As a result of this situation the British government, under Prime Minister Edward Heath, felt he had to involve himself to bring back stability and stop further crisis of the situation.[footnoteRef:4] His words stating, ‘we must act to restore order and confidence.’ Showed his confidence in the situation.  [4:   Adam Evans, ‘A Tale as Old as (Devolved) Time? Sewel, Stormont, and the Legislative Consent Convention,’ The Political Quarterly (London. 1930), 91.1 (2020), pp. 165–72, doi:10.1111/1467-923X.12795] 

Direct rule meant that London assured direct control over the affairs of Northern Ireland, taking responsibility for all parts of governance, including security, law, and the creation of policies.[footnoteRef:5] The mandate of the direct rule was a decision that not everyone was fond of, as it mirrored huge departure from the created system that had been the same for a good length of time. However, the British government believed it would be good to create a more level administration that could solve the grievances of both communities and create long-lasting political settlement.  [5:  John Gerring et al., ‘An Institutional Theory of Direct and Indirect Rule,’ World Politics, 63, no.3 (2011), pp. 377-433, 377-380  ] 

In response to the rising violence, the British government put strict security measures in place, including Internment without trial in 1971.[footnoteRef:6] This policy put strain on nationalists, leading to accusing's of mistreatment. Enhanced military image clashed with locals, increasing conflicts and nationalist isolation. While intended to put right order, these measures often caused resentment and resistance, causing a cycle of violence and distrust. The Sunningdale Agreement a big attempt to create a government that aimed to share power in Ireland.[footnoteRef:7] Many parties included the Social Democratic and Labour party- aimed to represent the nationalist community which aimed to co-rule with the cross-border cooperation with Republic of Ireland.[footnoteRef:8] Their role was to make sure that the rights and interests of the nationalist individuals were protected within the new political scheme.  [6:  Martin J. McCleery, ‘Debunking the Myths of Operation Demetrius: The Introduction of Internment in Northern Ireland in 1971’, Irish Political Studies, 27.3 (2012), pp. 411–30, doi:10.1080/07907184.2011.636804]  [7:  Adrian Guelke, ‘Irish Republican Terrorism: Learning from and Teaching Other Countries,’ Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, 40.7 (2017), pp. 557–72, 560 doi:10.1080/1057610X.2016.1237222. ]  [8:  Jennifer Scott, ‘Who were the Democratic Party?’, BBC NEWS,18th February 2019, Who were the Social Democratic Party? - BBC News (accessed 9th July 2025).] 

The UUP (Ulster Unionist Party was the main party involved aimed to upkeep Northern Irelands’ affairs with the United Kingdom.[footnoteRef:9] Their role was to mirror unionist interests and to make sure that any agreement did not intertwin with Northen Ireland’s position. The Alliance Party also had an involvement, they were a non-sectarian party, who aimed to mend the separation between the unionists and nationalists.[footnoteRef:10] Their role was to be an advocate, to encourage opinions, hoping to invent a more inclusive and integrated society.  [9:  Jeremy Smith, ‘Ever reliable friends? The Conservative and Ulster Unionism in the Twentieth Century,’ The English Historical Review, 121.490 (2006), 70-103.]  [10:  Mary C Murphy, ‘The Rise of the Middle Ground in Northern Ireland: What Does It Mean?’ The Political Quarterly (London. 1930), 94.1 (2023), pp. 95–103, 95 doi:10.1111/1467-923X.13175] 

The agreement was there to create an executive body where both unionists and nationalists would share any decisions. However, the agreement was faced by challenges, from unionists who viewed it that it would go against Northern Ireland’s place with within the United Kingdom. The main hit was when the Ulster Worker’s Council strike, which brought down the region and showed the vulnerable consensus needed to sort the agreement, leading to its fail.[footnoteRef:11] When Margaret Thatcher was made Prime Minister in 1979, she put in place big changes for Britian to how they dealt with Northern Ireland.[footnoteRef:12] She took a direct approach against groups causing trouble, focusing on keeping law and order. One crucial step was the Anglo- Irish Agreement, where Britian and Ireland agreed to work together on Northern Ireland’s problems.  [11:  Stuart C, Aveyard, ‘“We Couldn’t Do a Prague”: British Government Responses to Loyalist Strikes in Northern Ireland 1974–77’, Irish Historical Studies, 39.153 (2014), pp. 91–111, p.91 doi:10.1017/S0021121400003643.]  [12:  Stephen Kelly, ‘The Anglo-Irish Agreement Put Us on Side with the Americans’: Margaret Thatcher, Anglo-American Relations, and the Path to the Anglo-Irish Agreement, 1979-1985’, Contemporary British History, 34.3 (2020), pp. 434–441, doi:10.1080/13619462.2020.176960 ] 

During 1985, the Anglo-Irish Agreement had been forged, this agreement meant the Republic of Ireland were tasked with providing in-put in the governance of Northern Ireland, an act that was put in place to understand the beliefs of the nationalist people and provide a structure for cross-border partnership.[footnoteRef:13] On the other hand, Unionists reacted with an unpleasant manner, seeing the agreement as compromising British authority. Besides the agreement, Thatcher’s government also tightened up on security to fight terrorism, by adding more policies and watching the borders closely. She also tried to get individuals to talk from both sides and find a common ground, however this was hard as there had already been a lot of conflict and disagreements. Her government helped to set future peace-talks and agreements in the area.  [13:  Michael Connolly, and John Loughlin, ‘Reflections on the Anglo-Irish Agreement,’ Government Opposition, 21.2 (1986). https://www.jstor.org/stable/44483577 (accessed 10 July 2025).
] 

There were many Prime Ministers during 1968 to 1988 such as Harold Wilson, he focused on sorting economic and social grievances through many reforms. When violence and conflict rose and increased in Northern Ireland, his way of dealing with situations changed. Stating in 1969, Wilson enlarged the deployment of British soldiers as a short fall of the deteriorating security, he also tried the Darlington Conference in 1972, aiming for collaboration among all involved. Wilson also served two separate terms of becoming Prime minister once in 1964 and then later in 1974.[footnoteRef:14] [14: BBC History, ‘Prime Ministers and Politics TimeLine: Harold Wilson, Labour, 1974 -1976’ (BBC,2014). BBC - History - British History in depth: Prime Ministers and Politics Timeline (accessed 11 July 2025).
] 

Moreover, Edward Heath became prime minister in 1970. He was a musician. His political venture started in 1950. Before he was made Prime minister, he had many roles, he was prime minister first elected as MP for Bexley, he was an assistant whip, lord privy seal, secretary of state for industry, trade and regional development, president of the board of trade, chairman of the conservative party and leader of the opposition. While Heath was prime minister the British government took better control of Northern Ireland and tried to find the best political solution with the 1971 internment without trial, 1972 direct rule imposed, 1973 Sunningdale agreement and increased military in-put.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  BBC History, ‘Prime Ministers and Politics TimeLine: Edward Heath, Conservative, 1970 -1974’ (BBC,2014). BBC - History - British History in depth: Prime Ministers and Politics Timeline (accessed 11 July 2025).] 

 James Callaghan also became prime minster from 1976 to 1979.[footnoteRef:16] During his time as Prime Minster he made sure he kept things in order and secure. Callaghan tried to work better with trade unions and control inflation by cutting expenses and spending. He also tried to give more power to Scotland and Wales; however, it did not work out, he made sure to put more money into policing to keep things safe and orderly.[footnoteRef:17] Callaghan managed to get a loan from the IMF to steady an unbalanced British economy, his government also managed the Winter of Discontent 1978-1979.[footnoteRef:18] He aimed to maintain conflict in Northern Ireland through secure measures, political talks, and economic support.  [16: 
 BBC History, ‘Prime Ministers and Politics Timeline: James Callaghan, Labour, 1976 -1979’ (BBC,2014). BBC - History - British History in depth: Prime Ministers and Politics Timeline (accessed 11 July 2025).
]  [17: 
 Jim Tomlinson, ‘British Government and Popular Understanding of Inflation in the Mid-1970s’, The Economic History Review, 67.3 (2014), pp. 750–68, doi:10.1111/1468-0289.12038
]  [18:  Asa Briggs, ‘Callaghan: A Life,’ History Today (History Today Ltd, 1998), pp.1-2
] 

The troubles saw many attempts at political talks, even though most of them were a failure. Besides huge agreements like Sunningdale and Anglo-Irish Agreement, there were also smaller discussions for new ways to which how things were ran.[footnoteRef:19] These aimed to fix problems with identity, how the place was governed, and who had power. Some made little work and stopped the fighting for a short length of time, however often they failed due to conflict within relationships due to individuals not trusting each other or becoming stubborn.  [19:  Stefan Wolff, ‘The Road to Peace? THE GOOD FRIDAY AGREEMENT AND THE CONFLICT IN NORTHERN IRELAND,’ World Affairs (Washington), 163.4 (2001), pp. 163–70] 

Moreover, during the later part of the 1970’s, the British government altered its approach to Northern Ireland through a policy of ‘criminalization’.[footnoteRef:20] This aimed to adjust the actions of paramilitary organizations, which included the IRA and loyalist groups. The Irish Republican Army) and loyalist groups were paramilitary organizations who were involved within conflict in Northen Ireland. They wanted to end British rule in Northern Ireland and establish a united Ireland. Their role included bombings, killings, and warfare against British security forces and unionist targets. On the other hand, Loyalist groups, such as the Ulster Volunteer Force had an aim to uphold Northern Ireland’s lead as part of the United Kingdom, protecting the beliefs of the protestant people.[footnoteRef:21] They mainly took part in conflict and violence against republicans and Catholics, which included shootings, bombings and other various attacks.  [20:  Stuart Ross, F. ‘Between Party and Movement: Sinn Féin and the Popular Movement against Criminalisation, 1976-1982’, Irish Political Studies, 21.3 (2006), pp. 338–40 doi:10.1080/07907180600886385 ]  [21:  Rachel Monaghan, ‘Loyalist Super grass Trials: An Opportunity for Open-Source Intelligence?’ Intelligence and National Security, 34.7 (2019), pp. 1014–26, doi:10.1080/02684527.2019.1646518
] 

The government wanted to paint the picture that these groups were common criminals to weaken their support. However, this plan caused resistance, especially the hunger strikes by Republican prisoners in the early 1980’s.[footnoteRef:22] Moreover, the prisoners saw themselves as political prisoners and protested to put up a fight for the way they were being treated. This then led to crisis drawing massive amounts of tension around the world. Bobby Sands, an IRA member in prison, ran for and won a seat in parliament. This event drew worldwide focus to the violence and conflict in Northern Ireland, as his death was a result of the hunger strike.  [22:  Stephen Hopkins, ‘The Chronicles of Long Kesh: Provisional Irish Republican Memoirs and the Contested Memory of the Hunger Strikes,’ Memory Studies, 7.4 (2014), pp. 426–427 doi:10.1177/1750698014523442 ] 

There was also the event of Bloody Sunday, which happened on January 30, 1972, this was a big moment to show how Britain dealt with Northern Ireland.[footnoteRef:23] On that day British soldiers shot and killed thirteen individuals during a peaceful civil rights event, located in Derry.[footnoteRef:24]The individuals were protesting as they felt they had been treated unfairly and were longing for equal rights. This event caused a lot of conflict, anger and upset in Northern Ireland, due to the event individuals started to question British policies more closely. Bloody Sunday became an event of injustice, putting the pressure on Britian to make political changes.  [23:  Martin Joseph McCleery, ‘Randall Collins’ Forward Panic Pathway to Violence and the 1972 Bloody Sunday Killings in Northern Ireland’, British Journal of Politics & International Relations, 18.4 (2016), pp. 967–970 doi:10.1177/1369148116656985]  [24:  Kevin Hearty, ‘Standing with Soldier F’: Bloody Sunday, Disrupting the Degradation Ceremony, and the Court of Public Opinion,’ Punishment & Society, 27.1 (2025), pp. 109–28, doi:10.1177/14624745241264297.] 

Moreover, in Northern Ireland, Catholics put up with inequality for a long time. They were treated in a harsh manner especially when it came to jobs, homes, and having an opinion on how the country was to be ran. This made the system unfair, creating a long-lasting conflict.[footnoteRef:25] As people became angrier with the lack of change, protests continued. Violent groups on both sides increased their events of violence and conflict. The Catholic community lost trust in the police and military making the situation much worse. Bloody Sunday was the result of inequality, poor attempts to sort it, and on-going violence. Moreover, the years from 1968 to 1998 were full of conflict and violence, but they led to the Good Friday agreement later in 1998, this was a big step towards peace movements.[footnoteRef:26] There were still current conflicts and disagreements, and the agreement did not fix everything. There were still problems such as individuals not fully trusting each other, issue of weapons.  [25:  Ronnie Munck, ‘The Making of the Troubles in Northern Ireland,’ Journal of Contemporary History, vol.27, no.2 (1992): 213-216.]  [26:  Jonathan Tonge, and Raul Gomez, ‘Shared Identity and the End of Conflict? How Far Has a Common Sense of “Northern Irishness” Replaced British or Irish Allegiances since the 1998 Good Friday Agreement?’, Irish Political Studies, 30.2 (2015), p. 277 doi:10.1080/07907184.2015.1023716?
] 

In conclusion, British policy in Northern Ireland from 1968 to 1988 was a vast reaction to the enlarging conflict. At first, the British government focused on civil rights and maintaining peace. However, when the conflict and violence got much worse, they had to take direct control. With trying to balance security with political efforts, with agreements to work in collaboration and share sides. Taking direct control was an important change because the local government had fallen apart and violence was increasing. While Direct rule was meant to bring stability, it caused more problems. Security measures, like imprisonment without trial which made things worse. This did however set the change for implementing later peace talks however Direct rule made things much worse and more violent and there could have been a more peaceful way around it. 
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