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

Northern Ireland, was formed in 1921 by the Anglo-Irish Treaty which came as a result of the end of the Irish Civil War. Its creation was borne out of conflict and its very existence as a separate, self-governing, geo-political region of the United Kingdom on the island of Ireland was always going to be problematic. The main proponents for its creation were Ulster Unionists who opposed Irish Home Rule, and the artificial geographical boundaries that were drawn up in its creation, reflected the fact that the origins of Northern Ireland were in Ulster Unionism. Three counties in the geographical north of Ireland were excluded from the boundary of the new province as they contained large catholic majorities, leaving the anomalous position that the county of  Donegal, despite being one of the most Northerly geographically, is a part of the Republic of Ireland. However, despite traditionally protestant areas within the historical region of Ulster forming the majority of the new province, there were a number of catholic communities included.
By 1968 Northern Ireland had for its 36 years of existence been a self governing region of the United Kingdom, with the Ulster Unionists being the dominant political force. During this period there may not have been any conflict, in the sense of the civil wars that had come before, and the region had not caused any great political turmoil to the Westminster government, however, amongst the minority catholic population there was growing dissatisfaction and unrest at the discrimination they experienced.
Although Northern Ireland’s very existence came into being from centuries of conflicts between the UK and Ireland, 1968 is considered the year that ‘The Troubles’ as they became known began. On the 5th October 1968 The Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association organised a march through the streets of Derry, the response of the Royal Ulster Constabulary to this was to attempt to suppress it through the use of violence against unarmed citizens. The actions of the RUC were captured by TV cameras present at the scene, and a new era in the history of Northern Ireland had begun. 
In the years leading up to 1968, the Labour British Government under Harold Wilson had begun to recognise the dissatisfaction of the Catholic minority. Boyce (1996) describes the period of the early 1960s as ‘an era in which Britain developed a receptive mood to liberal democratic causes’. The Civil Rights Marches organised were very much part of the wider movements of civil rights taking place in Europe and America, and a new Irish question was emerging. 
Harold Wilson pressed the Northern Irish Prime Minister at the time, Terence O’Neill, to introduce some of the reforms demanded by the umbrella organisations of the Civil Rights Movement.  In their book ‘ Making Sense of the Troubles’ McKittrick & Mc Vea note that in 1967 the then Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, urged Unionists that ‘a real effort should be made to meet some of the grievances which had been expressed: otherwise Westminster would be forced to act. The pressure applied was that the failure of the Stormont government to deal with the situation would result in the withdrawal of economic aid from Westminster. 
Attempts were made by O’Neill to introduce moderate reforms, even in the face of opposition from other Unionists. The moderate interventions of the O’Neill era failed to deal with catholic unrest as essentially nothing introduced by O’Neill attempted to address the structural inequality present in the system of Unionist domination of the political system. The demands of the Civil Rights campaigners could not realistically be addressed by a Prime Minister who faced backlash from Unionists for every concession made and who now also faced with the rise of a more extreme Unionism as seen in the rise of Ian Paisley. The Civil Rights Movement gained momentum, the Loyalists responded, and the international press kept the eye of the world on this part of the United Kingdom. 
The British government up until this point had been reluctant to directly intervene, still preferring to see the region as a self-governing region, but increasing violence and the death of 6 people in August 1969 resulted in the deployment of the British Army. However, this was still viewed by Westminster as a temporary solution. In his analysis of the stance taken by the British Government at this time Boyce( 1996) notes that then then Labour minister Callaghan stated to cabinet after the deployment of troops that 
 “ our whole interest was to work through the Protestant government. The Protestants are the majority and we can’t afford to alienate them as well as the Catholics and find ourselves ruling Northern Ireland as a colony”.
However, statements such as this reflected a fundamental misunderstanding on the part of the British Political establishment as to how the presence of the British Army was viewed in Northern Ireland. It was not the neutral peacekeeping force that the British authorities had envisioned for it. 
[footnoteRef:2]To the catholic population the presence of British troops ignited memories of the British as the old occupying enemy. This was [2: ] 

capitalised upon by the provisional IRA whose political aim remained that of a United Ireland, and attacks by them upon the British army resulted in retaliation in Catholic areas, thus fuelling resentment and distrust by this community.
By 1970 there was a Conservative Government in power in the UK and Brian Faulkner was the Northern Irish Prime Minister dealing with increasing unrest on the streets and a strengthened IRA. Faulkner’s response was to introduce a police of internment, fearful that if there was not seen to be a strong response to IRA violence, then Unionists would take the law into their hands. Internment on a theoretical level was problematic enough, with its disregard for the Rule of Law, and the policy being based on rounding up potential terrorist suspects and putting them behind bars without the usual safeguards of evidence and a trial, with national security being the dubious justification. This it has to be remembered was not in a foreign jurisdiction in a state of war, it was against British citizens.
[bookmark: _Int_G1B3MX2W]On a street level the implementation of internment resulted in Operation Demetrius, which saw over 342 arrests on the 9th August. The brutal and degrading treatment of those interred, earned not only the ire of the Catholic community, but wider condemnation, and arguably further radicalised previously moderate Catholics.
Speaking to the BBC on the 50th anniversary of Internment, Sinn Fein’s Jim Gibney recalled his internment at the age of 18 in 1971 stating
I was handcuffed, put in the back of an armoured-plated minibus with 10 other people and we were taken off to Long Kesh internment camp and I was then held there for the next 20 months,"
There was no trial, there were no charges, you were just arrested and detained and you had no rights whatsoever under the law.
"The law was just set to one side and the British did as they pleased with people's lives, including mine."


The policy of Internment provoked fierce criticism not just within the catholic and nationalist community in Northern Ireland but within the British and international press, and yet again the response of the Westminster government to what was a policy being implemented against what were UK citizens was facing scrutiny and condemnation in the UK and on the worldwide stage.
 It is almost impossible to conceive that such a policy would be permitted in any other region of the UK and this demonstrates that Northern Ireland could not be simply viewed by Westminster as a self governing region of the UK no matter how much they had attempted to let Unionists run the province since the 1920/21 Treaty.
Speaking to the BBC on the legacy of internment, John Taylor, who was a minister in the Stormont government at the time, while emphasising that, Internment was necessary to bring the IRA to heel, reluctantly acceded that internment caused support for republicanism to grow
The UK government allowed internment to continue thus further alienating the catholic/nationalist communities and the descent into violence continued. Tensions amongst the Loyalist and Catholic communities heightened, culminating in the events of ‘Bloody Sunday’ on the 30th of January in Derry.
The eyes of the world were once again on this small part of what was officially the UK. The film footage of the events of that day had a deep and resounding impact. The image of a priest, Father Daly, waving a white handkerchief while carrying a fatally wounded 17-year-old out of the firing zone of British Soldiers, is deeply moving and highly symbolic.
Unsurprisingly the events of that day drove more and more disaffected youths into the ranks of the IRA and other republican paramilitaries, and retaliation attacks followed. The UK Prime Minister Heath was feeling the pressure stating 
“The atmosphere had grown more poisoned than ever and I feared that we might for the first time, be on the threshold of complete anarchy”

The result of this increasing violence was that the British government felt that they could no longer simply oversee Unionist rule in Stormont and that direct rule had to be imposed. By this stage, Heath was looking to direct rule not only to try and restore order but to try and bring about a political compromise which he felt could not be done with a Unionist government in Stormont.
In his book Boyce (1996 p 117) expresses the view that the fall of Stormont in 1972 marked a major turning point in the Northern Ireland Question in that it marked the final stage in dismantling of the Anglo-Irish Settlements of 1920/21. However, direct rule failed to end the violent conflict and divisions. The end of Stormont was not a new beginning, this was not to come until the Good Friday Agreement in 1998.
The 1970s saw violence continue with the IRA, and now Loyalist paramilitaries, made up of protestants who felt betrayed and abandoned by the UK government, engaged in terrible acts of brutality with thousands of civilian lives lost. 
Successive British governments attempted to find a political solution. Soon after the imposition of direct rule in 1972 came the Sunningdale Agreement which proposed a power-sharing agreement and a Council of Ireland to give voice to the Eire government who had become more interventionist following the events of Bloody Sunday. The Sunningdale Agreement, despite its admirable intentions, was never going to be accepted by Loyalists, who decried the introduction of a Council of Ireland as the first step in their dreaded fear of a United Ireland.
Further attempts by both the Conservatives and Labour to impose a moderate, middle ground of politics failed and the decade was to end much as it has begun with sectarian violence and a political stalemate.
Ireland had troubled British politics since the days of Home Rule, and the creation of the Irish Free State in 1922, was far from the end of the Irish Question as it simply created  ‘The Northern Irish Question’ for British governments to deal with. The British Government’s role from 1968 changed from that of overseeing the Unionist Protestant rule via Stormont to having to deal with what may be known as ‘The troubles’ but was in effect a civil war on UK soil.  
The British government’s stance in attempting to allow Northern Ireland to govern itself, failed to understand the sectarian divisions in the province and that a Unionist dominated government could never address the concerns of the catholic minority without alienating its own voters. The relatively peaceful post war years, almost lulled the British government into a false sense of complacency about Northern Ireland, yet the global changes of the 1960’s arrived in Northern Ireland and the British Government seemed wholly unprepared to deal with this.

Not only did they begin the decade unprepared to deal with the new era of catholic activism in Northern Ireland; by allowing policies such as internment to be introduced they further inflamed a volatile situation. Direct Rule did nothing to end the deep sectarian divisions, and the end of the decade saw another disastrous policy by the British government when they moved to give political prisoners the same status as ordinary prisoners thus creating the Hunger Strikes, which were to begin the next decade and radicalise a new generation, much as Bloody Sunday has done at the start of the decade.
It was always going to be difficult for the British Government to manage Northern Ireland as the region was an artificially created one, and if an analogy can be drawn; just as the origins of the Second World War lay in the First World War, the roots of the Decades of Civil War in Northern Ireland lay in the Civil War and the Treaty of 1921/22.  The British Governments of the 1960’s did not cause ‘The Troubles’ but their ill-informed policy decisions did nothing to end them.
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