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HPHI6912 –                     
The Irish Question 

Assignment 2 – 
Discuss the changes in British policy towards Northern Ireland between 1968 and 1979. What accounts for the shift in policy from March 1972?                             







	










	

Ireland has a complex and troubled history that dates back to the 12th Century when British control began.[footnoteRef:1] Over the last 750 years,[footnoteRef:2] this period has been marked by significant turmoil and loss of life. Despite facing hardships, Ireland has learned valuable lessons and continues to strengthen and evolve, especially after its separation from Britain. The violence and civil unrest in Northern Ireland became known as The Troubles and began in August 1969 and lasted until the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998.[footnoteRef:3] This period was marked by significant violence and uncertainty, which profoundly influenced the social and political landscape of Northern Ireland. Existing laws and policies are ineffective, as civil unrest and subsequent armed conflict have significantly tested the established systems of governance, legal frameworks, and order. This situation indicates that a change is necessary. Over the years, tensions have grown between Catholic nationalists and Protestant unionists. Many believe that republican and loyalist paramilitary groups have committed acts of violence and terrorism, driven by the belief that these acts are the only way to bring about change in Northern Ireland. In this essay, I will review various academic and publicly available sources to help discuss the changes in British policy towards Northern Ireland between 1968 and 1979. I will thoroughly analyse two significant accounts that have played a crucial role in driving the shift in policy, starting from March 1972. [1:  National Library of Ireland, The 1916 Rising: Personalities and Perspectives (2016)  
<https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/outlineirishhistory/index.pdf> [accessed 14 July 2025].]  [2:  UK Parliament, Parliament and Ireland (2025) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliamentandireland/> [accessed 14 July 2025].]  [3:  Northern Ireland Office, The Belfast Agreement (10 April 1998) <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-belfast-agreement> [accessed 14 July 2025].] 

Before 1968, the Northern Irish Government, known as Stormont,[footnoteRef:4] operated under a Unionist-dominated administration established by the Government of Ireland Act of 1920.[footnoteRef:5] While Stormont managed internal affairs, key issues like foreign policy and defence remained under British control. During the Troubles, changes in leadership and significant roles within the government may have influenced the policies and transformations occurring during that tumultuous period. [4:  Northern Ireland Assembly, (2025) <https://www.niassembly.gov.uk > [accessed 14 July 2025].]  [5:  UK Parliament, The Government of Ireland Act, 1920 (1920) <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1920/67/pdfs/ukpga_19200067_en.pdf> [accessed 14 July 2025].] 

Violence has played a pivotal role in shaping British policy towards Northern Ireland, reflecting the region's turbulent history. The ongoing civil unrest between the Catholic and Protestant communities and the Republican and Loyalist paramilitary groups during this period became known as The Troubles[footnoteRef:6] from August 1969 to the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, highlighted Britain's deep involvement and influence in efforts to foster peace in Northern Ireland. Throughout the Troubles, it is believed that 3,524 deaths occurred from the summer of 1969 until the end of 2001, of which 93% occurred within Northern Ireland; however, 125 of these 3,524 deaths occurred on British soil and were the result of terrorism.[footnoteRef:7]   [6:  Ronnie Munck, ‘The Making of the Troubles in Northern Ireland’, Journal of Contemporary History, 27.2 (1992) <https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002200949202700201> [accessed 14 July 2025].]  [7:  Malcolm Sutton, Bear in mind these dead ... An Index of Deaths from the Conflict in Ireland 1969-1993, (Belfast: Beyond the Pale Publications, 1994) <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/sutton/book/>.] 

As a result of this, the British Army was deployed. The British Army's deployment to Northern Ireland became significantly influenced by a series of incidents aimed at addressing rising tensions in the region. This eventually resulted in violence being brought over to Britain in the form of terrorism-style attacks. This military presence began on 14 August 1968 and continued until 31 July 2007, making it one of the longest operations in which the British Army was involved in a single country. This period became known by the British Army as Operation Banner.[footnoteRef:8] The violence during the Troubles in Northern Ireland created a complex and dangerous environment that led to British soldiers facing travel restrictions. Despite the Good Friday Agreement, some of my friends who served in Northern Ireland were still prohibited from travelling there in recent years, as they remained at risk of being targeted. [8:  Nicolas van der Bijl, Operation Banner: The British Army in Northen Ireland, 1969 – 2007, (Great Britain: Pen and Sword Books Ltd.).] 

The violence in Northern Ireland intensified with the Battle of the Bogside, a significant event that occurred in Derry/Londonderry in 1969. This confrontation marked a pivotal moment in the region's history and is often seen as a catalyst for further unrest. It stemmed from longstanding tensions between Protestant and Catholic communities. In response to the escalating conflict, the British Army was called in to provide support at the request of the unionist government of Northern Ireland. 
Following this, Bloody Sunday took place on 30 January 1972. Bloody Sunday refers to a peaceful Civil Rights protest that turned violent, resulting in the British Paratroopers shooting 13 unarmed civilians and wounding 15 others.[footnoteRef:9] The protest in question was conducted by the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA)[footnoteRef:10] in response to the newly legislated policy of imprisonment without trial to prevent paramilitary attacks before they occurred.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  CAIN Archive - Conflict and Politics in Northern Ireland, A Chronology of the Conflict – 1972 (2025) <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/othelem/chron/ch72.htm> [accessed 14 July 2025].]  [10:  Kelsey Hanson, ‘Remembering Bloody Sunday 50 years on: A textual analysis of Bloody Sunday anniversary coverage’ (2024) <https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/memory-mind-and-media/article/remembering-bloody-sunday-50-years-on-a-textual-analysis-of-bloody-sunday-anniversary-coverage/D43EBD9D099ED10C49B028A509D84C3E> [accessed 14 July 2025].]  [11:  Hanson, ‘Remembering Bloody Sunday 50 years on: A textual analysis of Bloody Sunday anniversary coverage’.] 

Bloody Sunday had a profound impact on the Northern Irish community, prompting the British government to conduct an inquest into the events that occurred. The inquiry sought to determine whether the incident could have been avoided and to establish the truth regarding whether the British Army were targeted first. In April 1972, the Widgery Report was published, claiming that those who were killed were members of the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and publicly proclaiming that the British Army acted in self-defence. However, this report has been criticised as being biased, suggesting an intent to portray the IRA unfavourably.[footnoteRef:12]  Bloody Sunday highlighted serious flaws in British policy, leading to widespread international condemnation and demands for accountability from the British government. In response, the government initiated a second inquiry known as the Saville Inquiry,  [12:  Hanson, ‘Remembering Bloody Sunday 50 years on: A textual analysis of Bloody Sunday anniversary coverage’.] 

which began in January 1998 and concluded in June 2010.[footnoteRef:13]The findings of this inquiry revealed that those who lost their lives were to be acquitted of any wrongdoing, while the British Army was found to be entirely at fault for 'firing first'. Following these acknowledgements, then-Prime Minister David Cameron issued a formal public apology on behalf of the British government.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  UK Government, Report of the Bloody Sunday Inquiry (2010) <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/report-of-the-bloody-sunday-inquiry> [accessed 14 July 2025].]  [14:  Prime Minister's Office, 10 Downing Street, PM: Statement on Saville Inquiry, (2010) <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-statement-on-saville-inquiry> [accessed 26 July 2025].] 

The Saville inquiry, along with a statement from Prime Minister David Cameron, underscored the British Army's failure to fulfil its duty to protect civilians during Bloody Sunday. This failure was compounded by attempts to cover up the events through lies and continued acts of violence. Cameron acknowledged the wrongdoing, asserting that "What happened on Bloody Sunday was both unjustified and unjustifiable."[footnoteRef:15] His apology on behalf of the British government highlighted the serious errors made during this tragic event by notably saying, "And for that, on behalf of the Government - and indeed our country - I am deeply sorry."[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Prime Minister's Office, 10 Downing Street, PM: Statement on Saville Inquiry, (2010) <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-statement-on-saville-inquiry> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [16:  Prime Minister's Office, 10 Downing Street, PM: Statement on Saville Inquiry, (2010) <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-statement-on-saville-inquiry> [accessed 26 July 2025].] 

The British government's efforts to hide the civil unrest caused by the British Army highlight why victims' families fought for justice. Bloody Sunday was a pivotal event in Northern Ireland, sparking widespread unrest and shaping the conflict's narrative. In retaliation, the IRA targeted British government sites, including the Aldershot bombing on 22 February 1972, which killed seven.[footnoteRef:17] Later into the Troubles, they also bombed a Brighton hotel in 1984, aiming to kill Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and to take down her government,[footnoteRef:18] resulting in five deaths. The IRA's actions, including attacks on garrison towns, such as Colchester,[footnoteRef:19] for example, reflected pressure on the British government to withdraw from Northern Ireland. The government's response included security measures and efforts to hold perpetrators accountable.[footnoteRef:20] The presence of the British Army in Northern Ireland prompted significant policy changes in response to the ongoing violence. This unrest eventually spread to Britain, as evidenced by several IRA bombings such as those stated above that occurred on British soil, resulting in a tragic loss of 125 lives. [17:  Friends of the Aldershot Military Museum, The IRA bomb attack on Aldershot (2022) <https://www.friendsofthealdershotmilitarymuseum.org.uk/garrison.22A.html> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [18:  Gregor McIntyre, 'The Iron Lady and the IRA: What effect did the 1984 Brighton Bombing have on Margaret Thatcher?' The Handa Centre for the Study of Terrorism and Political Violence (2024) <https://cstpv.wp.st-andrews.ac.uk/2024/01/11/the-iron-lady-and-the-ira-what-effect-did-the-1984-brighton-bombing-have-on-margaret-thatcher/> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [19:  [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [20:  UK Parliament, Grand Hotel, Brighton: Bomb Explosion, Volume 455: debated on Tuesday 16 October 1984 <https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/1984-10-16/debates/615a5e41-444d-4767-84bc-6231674b406f/GrandHotelBrightonBombExplosion> [accessed 26 July 2025].] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]In 1972, the escalating violence linked to paramilitary actions reached critical proportions, resulting in the deaths of over 470 individuals. This marked the deadliest year of the Troubles, highlighting the intense turmoil and conflict of that period. Consequently, the Northern Ireland (Emergency Provisions) Act 1973[footnoteRef:21] was introduced to Northern Ireland. The Northern Ireland (Emergency Provisions) Act 1973 was enacted to address the significant challenges posed by terrorism and civil unrest during the early years of the Troubles. The necessity for such legislation stemmed from the violence of 1972, which became one of the deadliest years of the conflict, claiming 472 lives and marking a peak in the turmoil since the Troubles began in 1969. Notably, civilians made up most of the casualties, with 321 people losing their lives.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  UK Parliament, Northern Ireland (Emergency Provisions) Act 1973 <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1973/53> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [22:  CAIN Archive - Conflict and Politics in Northern Ireland, Violence - Significant Violent Incidents During the Conflict (2025) <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/issues/violence/majinc.htm#:~:text=In%201972%2C%20472%20people%20died,people%20(321)%20were%20civilians.&text=Andrew%20Maguire%2C%20aged%206%20weeks,killed%20on%2010%20August%201976> [accessed 14 July 2025].] 

The 1973 Act implemented several critical legal changes, primarily aimed at addressing terrorism-related offences. It established a clear distinction between "scheduled" (terror-related) and "non-scheduled" offences, automatically subjecting individuals charged with scheduled offences to trial without a jury, unless the Attorney General decided otherwise. The Act granted security forces the power to arrest and detain individuals for up to 72 hours without charge, a period that has since been extended by further legislation. Additionally, it enabled the government to maintain a list of banned organisations, which could be reviewed and amended, making support or membership in groups like the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) a criminal act. Moreover, the Act revised the rules concerning the admissibility of confessions in court to address concerns over coercion and mistreatment, allowing confessions to be used in legal proceedings. It also introduced non-jury courts for scheduled offences, often referred to as "Troubles Offences", such as bombings and murders, to minimise the risk to jurors becoming intimidated, with judges handling the cases.
The Act, which was subject to several reviews before its repeal in 1998, highlights the British government's response to terrorism in Northern Ireland during a tumultuous period. These reviews, conducted annually, reflect the extreme measures taken to address security concerns. However, this raises ethical questions, particularly regarding the right to a fair trial, as guaranteed by the Human Rights Act 1998.[footnoteRef:23] Article 6 of this Act emphasises the importance of fair trial rights in the UK, suggesting that similar legislation to the Northern Ireland (Emergency Provisions) Act would likely not be introduced in 2025. [23:  Equality and Human Rights Commission, Article 6: Right to a fair trial (2021) <https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/human-rights/human-rights-act/article-6-right-fair-trial> [accessed 26 July 2025].] 

Between 1968 and 1979, Northern Ireland experienced significant political and policy shifts due to the escalating issues of the Troubles. The demand for civil rights grew amid increasing violence, prompting responses from the British government that indicated a lack of confidence in the Northern Irish government's ability to manage the situation. As a result, the British gradually took control of Northern Ireland. In 1968, Northern Ireland was governed by the Ulster Unionist Party,[footnoteRef:24] which operated through the Stormont government to manage local affairs. As tensions escalated, British involvement increased, highlighting the challenges faced by the local government amid growing violence and the rise of paramilitary groups and hardline parties. [24:  Ulster Unionist Party (2025) <https://www.uup.org> [accessed 14 July 2025].] 

The political landscape was characterised by a division between Unionist/Loyalist parties, which were pro-British and aimed to remain part of the United Kingdom, and Nationalist/Republican parties that sought unity with the Republic of Ireland. Sinn Féin, a political party closely associated with the notorious Provisional IRA, was particularly notable during this period. The Provisional IRA's goals included ending British rule in Northern Ireland and unifying it with the Republic, while also representing the interests of the Catholic/Nationalist communities it claimed to defend. This group was designated as a terrorist organisation by both Britain and the USA. Today, Sinn Féin has evolved considerably, becoming a highly influential party in the politics of both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. While its violent past is now behind it, the party continues to focus on nationalist and socialist political objectives, reflecting a shift from its earlier militant activities. In response to increasing violence, in January 1972, Brian Faulkner, the Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, imposed a ban on all parades and marches throughout the country until the end of the year. Despite this prohibition, protests continued to take place, particularly those organised by NICRA, with Bloody Sunday serving as a significant and notable example of civil unrest during this period.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  CAIN Archive - Conflict and Politics in Northern Ireland, 2025.] 

A review of the notes from a meeting held on 22 March 1972 between the British and Northern Irish governments reveals growing concerns among the British regarding escalating issues in Northern Ireland. The notes indicate that the British authorities were beginning to understand the potential consequences these challenges could have on their governance and that they needed to start to take control of the Northern Irish Government. Despite this recognition, the Stormont government was hesitant to relinquish control over law and order to British oversight, reflecting the complexities and tensions of the political situation at the time.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  CAIN Archive - Conflict and Politics in Northern Ireland, CAB/4/1647 <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/proni/1972/proni_CAB-4-1647_1972-03-22_a.pdf> [accessed 26 July 2025].] 

On 24 March 1972, the British Government announced 'Direct Rule' in Northern Ireland, communicated to Prime Minister Brian Faulkner, and effective from 30 March 1972, under the Northern Ireland (Temporary Provisions) Act.[footnoteRef:27] This decision meant reclaiming control over governance to address the violence and seek a long-term political solution.[footnoteRef:28] This significant development of Britain, theoretically taking matters into its own hands, led to the resignation of many Northern Irish politicians affected by the change in governance.[footnoteRef:29] Northern Ireland experienced governance directly from Westminster until 1999. [27:  UK Parliament, The Northern Ireland (Temporary Provisions) Act. 1972  (1972) <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1972/22/enacted> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [28:  UK Parliament, Direct Rule (2025) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliamentandireland/overview/direct-rule/> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [29:  CAIN Archive - Conflict and Politics in Northern Ireland, HA/32/2/51 <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/proni/1972/proni_HA-32-2-51_1972-03-24.pdf> [accessed 26 July 2025].] 

The 1973 Sunningdale Agreement aimed to foster peace between Britain and Northern Ireland through joint power-sharing and better relations with Ireland. Despite opposition from Unionist parties and its eventual failure, it laid important groundwork for the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. The deal helped end a 30-year conflict, restored devolved government, facilitated weapons decommissioning and prisoner releases, and promoted cross-border cooperation, equality, and civil rights.
The British policy changes led to unrest and some individuals resorted to extreme measures, even risking death for their beliefs. In July 1972, the British Conservative Government granted Special Category Status (SCS) [footnoteRef:30] to prisoners in Northern Ireland involved in Troubles offences, classifying them differently from criminal prisoners.[footnoteRef:31] These offences included serious acts like murder, manslaughter, or causing death or severe harm, which could result in conditions such as paralysis, severe brain injuries, blindness, deafness, amputations, or disfigurement. [footnoteRef:32] [30:  CAIN Archive - Conflict and Politics in Northern Ireland,  PCC/1/5/7 <https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/proni/1976/proni_PCC-1-5-7_1976-03-10.pdf> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [31:  Declan Moen, ‘Irish Political Prisoners and Post Hunger-Strike Resistance to Criminalisation’,  British Society of Criminology (2000) p.g. 4 - <https://www.britsoccrim.org/volume3/009.pdf> [accessed 26 July 2025].]  [32:  UK Parliament, Northern Ireland Troubles (Legacy and Reconciliation) Act 2023 <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/41> [accessed 26 July 2025].] 

This classification allowed prisoners to be recognised as Prisoners of War (PoWs), meaning they were granted a specific status that required their treatment to follow the guidelines set out by the Geneva Conventions.[footnoteRef:33] This status ensured that prisoners could refuse work, stay with fellow inmates without being separated, receive extra food, visitation rights, and avoid wearing prison uniforms. It was initially introduced by the British as part of a ceasefire with the IRA. However, this status was ultimately rescinded in 1976. [33:  United Nations, Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (1949) <https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/geneva-convention-relative-treatment-prisoners-war [accessed 26 July 2025].)] 

During the later years of the Troubles, significant protests unfolded, most notably the Irish hunger strike of 1981, which marked a critical moment in Irish history. This protest was a standoff between political prisoners and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, ultimately resulting in the tragic loss of ten lives as the prisoners sought the reinstatement of the removal of Special Category Status. Among those who died was Bobby Sands, a newly elected Sinn Féin MP, whose commitment to the cause established him as a pivotal figure in the modern Sinn Féin party and contributed to its transformation into a mainstream political entity.[footnoteRef:34] His death resonated deeply, with estimates of 100,000 to 150,000 people attending his funeral[footnoteRef:35] highlighting the impact he had on the movement. While many viewed his sacrifice as a rallying point for the cause, it was perceived by the Thatcher government as a victory.[footnoteRef:36] [34:  Jeremy Smith, Making the Peace in Ireland, London: Routledge (2014) p. 118.]  [35:  Smith, ‘Making the Peace in Ireland, Making the Peace in Ireland’,  p. 117.]  [36: ] 

The signing of the Good Friday Agreement in April 1998 marked a significant turning point, as it sought to address decades of violence and conflict and bring an end to the Troubles. This landmark agreement promoted peace, reconciliation, cooperation, and power-sharing among all parties involved. It also emphasised the importance of respecting human rights and provided a platform for various groups to express their concerns, ultimately paving the way for lasting peace in Northern Ireland.
In conclusion, violence significantly shaped British policy in Northern Ireland, creating a vicious cycle where policy changes sparked further violence. Developments within both British and Northern Irish governments also influence policy, as they each hold a range of views aimed at realising Northern Ireland’s full potential. 
The actions of the IRA highlighted their intent to retaliate against these policy changes, demonstrating that their struggle was about more than just Northern Ireland; it was a broader effort to make their voice heard. The impact of the conflict extended beyond Northern Ireland, affecting military families and communities throughout the UK, showcasing the widespread consequences of the violence.
The numerous policy changes between 1968 and 1979 were heavily influenced by the violent incidents that took place, which ultimately resulted in 472 individuals losing their lives, either innocently or while fighting for what they believed in. 
Getting to the Good Friday Agreement took a lot of time and effort from all parties to ensure that they gained what they had successfully planned to take from the agreement. It had its problems; however, it has successfully and officially put an end to the Troubles and helped to maintain law, order, and peace between all countries. 
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