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1 Introduction

What’s past is prologue.

With this quote from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, a play set on an island during a
storm, Simon Coveney, Deputy Prime Minister of Ireland, underlines the legacy
of the past in Northern Irish society in his speech at the event “Building Peace” at
Queen’s University Belfast, as part of the twenty year anniversary of the Good
Friday Agreement on 10 April 2018.! The Good Friday or Belfast Agreement is
an international treaty between the governments of Ireland and Great Britain as
well as the parties of Northern Ireland. It regulates the status and form of govern-
ment in Northern Ireland as well as strategies of transition after the Northern Ire-
land conflict, a twenty-five year period of violence between members of the
Protestant and the Catholic communities in Northern Ireland as well as the police
force and British troops in the years 1969 to 1994.

The armed conflict officially ended with the with IRA ceasefire declared on 31
August 1994.2 The following years were marked by a mixture of hope for lasting
peace and fear of a renewed outbreak of violence. Despite the ceasefire there still
occurred a number of Troubles-related deaths and punishment beatings. The coun-
try was in a state of suspension, waiting for opposing political parties with diverg-
ing plans for the future of Northern Ireland to reach mutual consent on the in-
troduction of a devolved government. The peace talks, considerably shaped by
Northern Irish politicians Gerry Adams and Martin McGuiness (Sinn Féin),* John
Hume (Social Democratic and Labour Party) and David Trimble (Ulster Unionist

1 The event was organised by the Senator George J. Mitchell Institute for Global
Peace, Security and Justice at Queen’s University Belfast and brought together key
figures involved in negotiating the Good Friday Agreement. Recordings of the
events, including Simon Coveney’s speech, can be watched on the QUB website:
www.qub.ac.uk/Research/GRI/mitchell-institute/good-friday-agreement-20-years
-on/. Accessed 13 Aug. 2018.

2 The Irish Republican Army (IRA) was the major paramilitary group fighting on
the Catholic nationalist side. While the conflict started as a protest against Catholic
discrimination in Northern Ireland, the ultimate aim of the IRA was to enforce a
reunion with the Republic of Ireland.

3 For detailed information on Gerry Adams, Martin McGuiness (1 2017) and the his-
tory of Sinn Féin, see Brendan O’Brien, The Long War: The IRA and Sinn Féin
[1993] (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse UP, 1999).



2 Introduction

Party)* as well as leading Irish, British and American politicians ultimately re-
sulted in the Good Friday Agreement or Belfast Agreement of 1998.3

As a key aspect, the Agreement sets down that the current and future status of
Northern Ireland as either part of the British Union or as part of a sovereign United
Ireland depends on the communal wish of the majority of the people of Ireland
and Northern Ireland. Currently, the majority of people in Northern Ireland wish
to maintain the Union with Britain. Should there be reason to believe that this has
changed, a new referendum can be called. Moreover, it is laid out that all people
of Northern Ireland have the right to hold Irish citizenship, British citizenship or
both, and that this would not be affected by any future change in the status of
Northern Ireland. The next paragraphs describe how the future power-sharing
government will be structured and which issues will be addressed by the different
institutions involved in this government. While the Agreement, due to these lib-
eral, future-oriented and pragmatic regulations gained overwhelming approval in
the referenda about its implementation held in Northern Ireland and the Republic
of Ireland on 22 May 1998, other central concerns of post-conflict societies, such
as investigations into paramilitary and state crimes, connected jurisdiction or cop-
ing with bereavement and trauma, are neglected. Overall, the Agreement is
strongly geared to transition and the future. Except for a few short acknowledge-
ments of “the tragedies of the past,”® the violence of the Troubles and its ongoing
effect on people or concrete measures of dealing with traumatic experiences
caused by the conflict are not seriously taken up in the Agreement.

There is a need for many people in Northern Irish society, however, to actively
engage with the past, to recover the truth about the murders of their relatives and
to keep remembrance alive. This is also pointed out in the speeches of Simon
Coveney and other members of the panel discussions at the “Building Peace”
event such as Bill Clinton, George J. Mitchell, Tony Blair and Bertie Ahern.”

4 For more information on the achievements of David Trimble, see Frank Millar,
David Trimble: The Price of Peace (Dublin: Liffey Press, 2004). An extensive
overview of John Hume’s political life and his most influential speeches is pro-
vided in a recent collection edited by Séan Farren, John Hume — In His Own Words
(Dublin: Four Courts, 2015).

5  The full text of the Agreement is available here: www.gov.uk/government/publi
cations/the-belfast-agreement. Accessed 13 Aug. 2018.

6  See article 2 of “The Declaration of Support.” The Belfast Agreement. GOV.UK,
10 Apr. 1998, www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-belfast-agreement. Ac-
cessed 13 Aug. 2018.

7  Bill Clinton (as President of the US), George J. Mitchell (as United States Special
Envoy for Northern Ireland), Tony Blair (as Prime Minister of the United King-





