CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE AND THE STATE - HPHI 5908 6908
Faced with an increasing para-military threat and mounting violence and bloodshed, in what ways did the British Government’s approach towards security issues in Northern Ireland change over the course of ‘The Troubles’?
‘The Troubles’ is a very divisive period in Northern Irelands history that started just after the civil rights movements of the 60’s to find a peaceful end to British governance of Northern Ireland and to bring a perceived inequality for the Catholic minority living there to an end. Inspired by the American civil rights movements of the 60’s a series of marches and peaceful protests started in 1968, and which quickly escalated and descended into violence that plagued Northern Ireland for decades to come. ‘The Troubles’ had an underlying sectarian tension running through the civil population but there were many other major factors that contributed to the onset of the violence including issues with discrimination in housing, jobs and voting rights that particularly favored the protestant Northern Irish population.  In this essay I will look at the changing tactics used by the British government through the troubles and explore ideas that may have contributed to the increased bloodshed and what potentially could have been done to deescalate and reduce tensions.
The British governments tactics and involvement changed significantly during this period of the troubles and in this essay, I will look at some key areas as below and look at how the British governments response to the civil unrest during the period known as ‘The Troubles’ developed as the situation on the ground descended into in all but name a civil war.
This essay will cover the Initial Response and Civil Rights of the late 60’s, Military Escalation and Direct Rule and Normalization and Criminalization of the 70’s and 80’s which leads into the Intelligence and Security Policy of the 1980s and early 90s. The essay will then look at the peace process with the political engagement and peace process of the late 80’s and 90’s and finally I will cover the Good Friday Agreement and the Post-Conflict Transition which leads into Northern Ireland today.
Throughout ‘The Troubles’, the British government's approach shifted from initial military intervention and attempts at suppression to a more nuanced strategy that combined security measures with political engagement and dialogue. The eventual peace process recognized the need for an inclusive, political solution to the conflict, reflecting a broader understanding of the underlying issues driving the violence. Not all are in favor of this, and there is still a bubbling civil tension between the communities to understand a little more about the divisions we must first delve into the past to understand the complexities of Northern Ireland during the troubles.
A Brief History
Ireland’s opposition to British or a foreign power ruling over the Isles predates ‘The Troubles’, the war of Independance and the Irish civil war. It even goes back further than the Irish famine, plantation, the reformation of the church and the great schism and the arrival of St Patrick, it starts with the Roman Invasion of Britain in AD 43. The failure of the Romans to bring Ireland into their sphere of influence enabled Ireland to develop a distinct cultural and historical legacy which was very different to Britain. 

All these milestones provide a continued narrative of resistance to foreign rule by the people of Ireland and have helped shape the people to reject influence from abroad and to assume control of their own destiny and self-determination. The drive for self-determination evolved over centuries, culminating in the establishment of an independent Irish state in the 20th century and the continued pursuit from large segments of Irish society for a united Ireland.
Initially, the British government viewed the unrest as primarily a civil rights issue, responding to protests and demonstrations with police action. The Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), Northern Ireland's police force, was the primary responder. However, escalating violence, particularly during the 1969 riots, led to the deployment of British troops to restore order under Operation Banner, initially seen as a peacekeeping mission. 
The 60s was a time of social unrest and great civil rights movements around the globe sprung up to demand equality, from the American Civil rights movements to Anti-Apartheid people began to voice their concerns peacefully and violently at the social injustices at the time. The Irish Civil rights movement inspired by these global movements formed and in 1967 The Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association NICRA was founded. Their main aim was to highlight the injustices that faced the Nationalists and Catholic's that resided in Ulster. They wanted to highlight the growing issues of housing, voting and employment which at the time greatly favored the Protestant, Unionist majority of Ulster. When Westminster revised the borders of Northern Ireland the Irish Catholics suddenly became minorities in their own country and sets of laws were used to ensure the region would be dominated by the Protestants. The first Prime minister of Northern Ireland Sir James Craig stated in a speech on April 24, 1934, in which he referred to Northern Ireland as a "Protestant Parliament and a Protestant State."[footnoteRef:21381] Sowing more seeds of discontent among the Catholic population and is seen as a precursor to the troubles. The laws at the time were very undemocratic and several legislations was passed to ensure that denied the Catholics the best jobs, best land and homes. Westminster was happy for the draconian laws to be passed if law and order were maintained.  [21381:  Walter F, Barbara, How Civil Wars Start, Page 79] 

This partial democracy created two distinct factions that were now divided by religion, politically and geographically. The conditions were now in place for the unrest and escalation of violence that followed.
The peaceful protests began in the late 1960s, and the first civil rights marches began on the 24th of August 1968 with a march from Coalisland to Dungannon, in County Tyrone. The British government at the time saw this civil unrest initially as a civil rights issue which the RUC (Royal Ulster Constabulary) which was prominently Protestant had to contend with. These protests started peacefully, and the initial marches ended without incident, but this was soon to change when a small march in Derry was broken up with baton charges by the RUC which was captured and screened around the world. The following 2 days and nights saw riots and clashes between residents and the RUC ‘The Troubles’ had started.  
After months of escalating violence and riots from both sides Westminster decided to deploy British troops to Northern Ireland to support and assist the USC ‘Ulster Special Constabulary’ B-Specials with maintaining order. After 3 days of riots during a confrontation known as the battle of the Bogside, 300 British army soldiers arrived in Derry at the request of then Northern Ireland prime minister James Chichester-Clark. Operation banner was approved by the British Government and was implemented to support the RUC and assert British authority. Initially the Catholics in the Bogside were happy as they hoped the soldiers would protect them from the B-Specials and the protestant mobs. It soon became apparent that these troops were sent to support the Northern Ireland protestant government, and they quickly became embroiled in house-to-house raids, counter insurgency and clashes with Catholic protestors. These tactics helped to rally support for the IRA who were set up to defend Catholic neighborhoods but soon switched tactics and moved on to the offensive. It seems apparent now the British tactics at the time helped galvanize Republicanism and helped garner support for the IRA which led to a more offensive role.
One of the biggest contributors to the escalation in violence was the decision to implement interment in August 1971 due to the deteriorating situation on the ground. Prior tactics used to ‘removing the water of civilian support in which the IRA swam[footnoteRef:28693]’ consisted of spending money on community projects and sustaining a propaganda campaign. These ideas are credited to Sir Frank Kitson British Army Chief in Northern Ireland at the time. The British government need to find a way to effectively target the IRA leadership instead of the rank-and-file troublemakers. The strategy being used was not effective and on the 9th August 1971 internment was decided as the only available option to the worsening security situation, the detainment of any suspected paramilitaries without the need for a immediate trail was one of the biggest drivers for IRA recruitment. Having conducted multiple interviews with British military personnel and the intelligence core who served in Northern Ireland its apparent that this strategy had the opposite effect and only heightened the tensions and violence besetting Northern Ireland at this time. Despite violence escalating from both sides Interment was used 342 times in a 24-hour period and only on the Catholic population, these actions united the Catholic minority and set the tone for years to come. The British government took 4 years to acknowledge the counter productiveness of such actions and withdrew Internment, but the damage had been done. [28693:  Coogan, Tim Pat, The Troubles, Page 121] 

Running alongside Internment during this period the British government also suspended Northern Ireland’s elected government in March 1972 as Westminster struggled to control and deescalate the rising violence which was spiraling into tic for tat killings. Northern Ireland now came under direct control from Westminster which meant Northern Ireland no longer had locally elected government or parliament, which only exacerbated the situation and led to feelings of disenfranchisement among the population, especially within the nationalist community.
Along with Internment and Direct rule during this period of ‘The Troubles’ I cannot fail to mention one of if not the most notorious event during the conflict, Bloody Sunday. On January 30th 1972, 32 unarmed civilians were shot and killed by members of the British armed forces and was a direct result of the decision to place troops in Northern Ireland To do this event the justice it deserves I will be doing a separate supporting PowerPoint presentation which I will cover in far more detail.
This period in 1969 to mid 1970 played a critical role in the development of the IRA its recruitment and its change to more offensive tactics and these policies essentially where the biggest recruitment driver and reinforced the negative and hostile reactions to British involvement in Northern Ireland.
In the mid-1970s, the British government, under Secretary of State for Northern Ireland at the time Merlyn Rees, adopted a policy of criminalization. This policy switch essentially can be defined by three key changes. 
· Ending special category status for convicts of the conflict
· Rule of law 
· Using the Criminal Justice system.
This new approach by Harold Wilsons British Labor government was used to "normalize" the situation in Northern Ireland by attempting to undermine and delegitimize the paramilitary violence that plagued Northern Ireland at this time. Westminster understood the failings of Internment and its negative impacts on the population and the decision to criminalize all the participants in the conflict hoped would remove the image of freedom fighters and protectors of the Union and treat them as criminals. On a propaganda font the British government didn't want the conflict seen as a political or military conflict internationally and steps were now made to change the perception and deal with the percipients under a legal framework. This had hoped to remove the image of Irish resistance fighters (IRA) fighting for a just cause and was broadly supported by the British government. 
These policies had a huge impact on the wider Irish dysphoria especially across the pond in Americas east coast region were the population had strong connections with Ireland and the injustices of the past especially the Irish famine. These policies again faced resistance and galvanized public opinion and critically on a more international scene which placed more pressures on Westminster especially from America to find agreeable solution. These policies resulted in some of the most internationally successful protests culminating in the Blanket Protest, the Dirty Protest, and the 1981 Hunger Strikes which became a focal point for nationalism. These protests led to the infamous Maze prison becoming widely known internationally as not only a focal point for peaceful resistance but to the British Governments unwillingness to pander or negotiate to criminal acts against the state. The most significant change during this time also saw the rise of Sien Fien as a political entity of the republican movement giving them access to the broader international community to attempt to justify their struggles on equality.
By the mid-1980s, the British government increasingly relied on intelligence-led operations to counter the paramilitary threat. This period saw the enhanced role of the Security Service (MI5) and the Special Branch of the RUC. Greater efforts were made to infiltrate and gather intelligence on paramilitary groups, alongside efforts to disrupt their activities through arrests and surveillance. The British government understood that the IRA intelligence network was highly effective and was deeply rooted in the community and to counter such an organization required the sophisticated counterintelligence capabilities of the British state. The IRA had been bombing Northern Ireland for years and it led to no change in British policy but taking the bombing campaign to the UK mainland and the attempted assassination of the British PM Margret Thatcher in Brighton gave the Intelligence service the wake-up call that was needed. This period also included a greater emphasis on legal reforms, such as the Prevention of Terrorism Acts, aimed at tightening control over paramilitary activities and financing.
The need for greater cooperation between the security apparatus of Northern Ireland and Great Britian become far more evident after the assassinations of Mountbatten and the ambush at Warrenpoint resulting in the deaths of 18 British soldiers. These acts and especially Warrenpoint indicated a serious deficiency in the British intelligence gathering techniques. There seemed to be a clear lack of cooperation that needed to be addressed and a need for more human intelligence which was vital for obtaining inside knowledge of these attacks and operations.
To address these issues the then Prime minister Margret Thatcher appointed Maurice Oldfield the former head of MI6 as the security coordinator in Northern Ireland which helped grease the wheels in Northern Ireland of shared intelligence and increased cooperation between the RUC and British army. The intelligence agencies knew the key to undermining a vast, complex and effective organization such as the IRA would require counterintelligence. 
‘Nothing was more lethal than an agent recruited from within the enemy's ranks’[footnoteRef:27114] [27114:  Taylor, Peter, Provos the IRA and Sinn Fein, Page 256] 

This new approach bore fruit, and this can be seen with the fertile recruiting grounds of Castlereagh which was located in the eastern suburbs of Belfast. During the Troubles, the population of Castlereagh was largely unionist and loyalist. This political and religious alignment made it a fertile recruitment ground for the British security forces. Both the RUC and the UDR, Ulster Defense Regiment drew many of their recruits from Castlereagh due to their loyalties to the Unionist cause. Along with the steady stream of loyalist recruits Castlereagh also contained security infrastructure of the state including the Castlereagh holding center which was used for interrogations of mainly republican and catholic populations. Being a bastion of Unionist power it was also a symbol of injustices enacted upon the Catholics and just as much as the Unionists took pride in this area the nationalists grew to despise it. The heavy recruitment of the Castlereagh population into the RUC and security services only deepened the divide and contributed to the perception of a biased police force which it most undoubtedly was. 
The offers of financial incentives and protection gave the British government invaluable assets in which to counter the threats from the Nationalists. During this renewed counterintelligence era a new form of informant was born, the ‘Super grass’. There are a few notable cases during this period one being Christopher Black who after three days at Castlereagh ‘provided information on 35 IRA suspects who were all convicted and sentenced to a total of 4000 years[footnoteRef:2425]￼ a remarkable achievement for the British government's security apparatus. The second major success was Raymond Gilmour who was recruited from Derry a nationalist hotbed, ‘his information ripped the IRA operations and structure in Derry [footnoteRef:4408]￼. The success of this new strategy was beginning to bear fruit, and the IRA knew that it was the most successful operation to disrupt their overall ability to conduct their resistance. [2425:  Taylor, Peter, Provos the IRA and Sinn Fein, Page 258]  [4408:  Tayor, Peter, Provos the IRA and Sinn Fein, Page 261] 

The British government expanded its counterterrorist activities to not only include Northern Ireland but conducted operations into the Republic of Ireland an even expanding onto a more international stage. The message was clear, wherever there is a threat to British interests the reach of the British Intelligence was almost limitless. Two ‘successes’ include the Loughgall Ambush where 8 IRA members were killed by the SAS and ‘Death on the Rock’ which relates to the operation in Malta and the targeting and killing of know IRA members. Both actions although were deemed a huge success from the British side as with every action undertaken by either side it had its controversy and opposition.
This phase of ‘The Troubles’ certainly had a significant impact on the conflict, particularly in terms of tactical successes in preventing attacks and capturing key paramilitary figures. However, the effectiveness of these operations must be weighed against the legal, ethical, and strategic challenges they posed. The use of special forces to conduct raids, killings and attacks on the civilian population of Northern Ireland raises serious ethical questions and suggests that while the intelligence operations carried out by the British played a crucial role in managing the conflict, they were not sufficient on their own to achieve a lasting peace.
As the conflict persisted, there was a growing recognition that a purely security-focused approach was insufficient. The British government were also resolute in their stance that there would be no talks until the violence stopped. The British government increasingly engaged in political dialogue, initially covertly but in 1985 The Anglo-Irish Agreement became a key milestone, granting the Republic of Ireland a consultative role in Northern Ireland affairs and paving the way for greater cooperation between the governments of both countries. 
The seeds of finding a more peaceful solution to the conflict may have been planted years before on September 29th, 1979, with no British involvement whatsoever. Pope John Paul 2nd to an audience of 250,000 Catholics in Drogheda appealed for an end to violence and as the head and earthly representation of your faith on earth would have had a powerful and positive impact on the faithful and wider Irish dysphoria.
“Do not believe in violence, do not support violence. It is not the Christian way. It is not the way of the Catholic Church. Believe in peace, forgiveness and love, for they are of Christ.’ - Pope John Paul 2nd
After so many years of bloodshed and loss the people of Northern Ireland were tired of the conflict and many Nationalists began to doubt whether a united Ireland could be achieved through violence. During the early 90s the British position for no talks until there was a ceasefire brought about The Downing Street Declaration of 1993 as major paramilitary groups called for ceasefires to enable talks to begin the bumpy road towards a lasting peace for Northern Ireland. The British government, led by Prime Minister John Major and later Tony Blair, shifted from a primarily security-focused approach to actively pursuing peace negotiations. This shift was driven by the realization that a political solution was necessary to achieve lasting peace and to achieve this all parties involved worked towards creating a framework for a comprehensive peace plan which would manifest itself into the Good Friday Agreement in 1998.
This agreement was rejected by many hardliners on both sides as they saw it as giving too much to the other side in concessions, but all parties knew that this was the only way for peace. The establishment of a devolved power sharing government in Northern Ireland allowed the people of Northern Ireland to see a future and hope was restored. Major changes included provisions for the decommissioning of weapons, police reform (RUC to become PSNI) and one of the more controversial policies, the release of political prisoners or terrorists depending on which side of the spectrum you saw from.
Conclusion
This essay has attempted to highlight some of the key shifts in British policy throughout the Troubles. Some of these policy changes have come as a direct response to the situation on the ground (The effectiveness of the IRA intelligence network and operations), while others have been implemented as there seemed to be no other realistic alternative at the time. Hindsight is a wonderful thing and the British governments early policies in the late 60s and 70s certainly did not help a volatile situation. The policies most definitively assisted in raising recruitment numbers for the IRA which proceeded to create a more polarized Northern Ireland society. This fomented deep distrust and increased the instability of the security situation on the ground. After speaking with many former members of the RUC, British Army and Security Corps a common theme emerged, that Internment was the biggest mistake policy wise for the British government. We can also clearly see that British policy shifted away from internment after several years acknowledging that the benefits did not outweigh the clear negatives clearly adding to the destabilizing of the security structure in Northern Ireland at the time. 
Ultimately huge concessions had to be granted to secure a lasting peace, some of which cause great pain to this day. As much as I have tried to understand the situation and write objectively without having grown up in this environment i can honestly say that I can't possibly fathom what it would have truly been like. This essay has enabled me to talk to ex and current serving members of the armed forces and with people that grew up in Northern Ireland in the 80s and 90s which has proved invaluable in understanding the situation and the need for a compromise was needed but peace at all costs? This still causes divisions within the community.
By Matthew Simpson
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