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Brendan O’Leary on a magisterial survey of a continuing _conflict

Disentangling the Northern knot

book is the posthumous
nent of the foremost lrish
cal scientist of his genera-
and the former professor of
al science at QUB and
- Some 1en years in the
?, Interpreting Norihern
is a masterly survey of the
of the major contributions to
ning the Northern Ireland
ct. Together with his studies
Catholics in Western
cracies, and Church and
in Modern lIreland, this
guarantees that John Whyte
ontinue to be read long a(‘l'el
ive passed on.
yle was an exceptionally
ous and objective scholar,
t with young and old, and
| never to caricatuie an
ent  with  which  he dis-
. He never indulged in the
mic temptation to prove that
nd women of straw have no
None the less, when he
to do so, he could provide
nsic destruction of an argu-
but would deliver it without
ir or pretension. He wrote
unadorned and simple
These admirable traits
through in lmterpreting
' lreland, a subject to
his calin academic style
erfectly adapted. In future
demic or journalist should
m Northern Ireland without
digested this text.
book presumes that the
has a basic familiarity with
istorical evolution of the
1 in Northern lreland. It is

reviews the research carried out
by academics on the nature of the
divisions between the communi-
ties in Northern lreland. It exam-
ines studies of religious. economic
and roliticul divistons as well as
the literature produced by psy-
chologists.

In his analysis of economic
divisions between Catholics and
Protestants in Northern Ireland he
comes down firmly in favour of
the argumnents advanced by David
Smith  and articulated by the
Standing Advisory Commission
on Human Rights in 1987. Smith's
studies showed that the scale of
the inequalities suffered by Catho-
lics could only reasonably be
accounted for by ditect and
indirect discrimination. According
10 Whyte the counter-arguments,
which seek to explain the scale of
the inferior position of Catholics
in the labour market on different
employment chances based on
residential location, lack of educa-
tional qualifications and  large
family-size, are not compelling.
He does think that the black
economy, Catholic unwillingness
to join the scewiity forces, and
the “*chill factor™ are more impor-
tant than Smith allowed, but these
factors are directly connected to
the history and structure of
Northern Ireland’s political
system, and to my mind can
perfectly reasonably be under-
stood as by-products of indirect
discrimination.

Whyte's review of the literature
in the first part of the book in

I into three parts. The first  effect counteracts some of the
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arguments  he  had  advanced
carlier i an article entitled “How
much  discrmmination  was  there
under  the  Unionist regime,
1921-687" “The scale of Catholic
cconomic disadvantage in North-
e hickand,  betore and  alter
duect aule, was much underosn-
mated in the  carliest acadenne
and  government-sponsored  re-
scarch

The second section of the book
reviews  tradittonal Nationahise,
traditional Uniomst, Noast and
mteenal-conthar  exvphaations o
the conthct e focuses upon the
explinations ot the  causes ol
contlict  within  these hiteratures,
rather than upon thare anadyses ol
violence  or ob - Bronsh pubhe
policy-making  betore and - alter
1972 Fle carnes ont clfechive bt
fasec-minded  excecutioms of - the
Nationahst, Uniomist aid Marast
htesature and comes down hionly
tn favour of the menty of interngl
explanations ol the  Northern
Fretand conthict.

Here 1 odisagiee wath his con-
clusion. e s ol course night that
the  tradinonal external explanag-
tions  of the conthet winch
blame 1t on Botish aimpenahsm (if
the author s Nationahist) or Insh
itredentism (i1 the author s
Umanist) are lamentably

inadequate However, it s not
|mss|l\L' 1o understind the evolu-
ton and development of the con-
thet wothont an undenstanding of
how Boneh e hosh state- and
Nnanon bwlaiR processes
created and mamtained conflict in

Northeen lrcknd. These  critical
external variables o the conflict
are occluded i John Whyte's
othcrwise  superh  exposiion of
the hterature - \\hi("v i not to
unply that he was uncotical of
cither Boteshy or hishe govern-
mnents

Natarally . cven  with  his

restircted tocus, Whyte had o be
selectine n what he reviewed,
given the exastence ol some 7,06

extenmsne publications on North-
con brchind e the last wenty
vears. but o he nussed precrous

hitde of vatue, and indeed it he s
1o be comanad at all e s fos
accasionaliy imgenng too long on
matenal that scarcely jusutied his
constderation
Lhe third part ot the book both
provides  an evaluation of - the
vattoas  sofutions canvaissed for
Novthorn hiclnd and the impacat
and worth ol academie cescarch
mto this antagomstic segion. On
solutions, Whyte writes:
I consuder imyselt to be near
the centie ol the spectium of
Northerm hietand I would be
happy with any solution that
would brme peace I some
torm ol amted  hickimd s
hhehiest to do o that, then |
woukd  bavowr ot o some
stinctiee wrihi the United
Kupdom s hkehest 1o do o,

hiuve:

then 1 would favour that, 1f

some fresh structure, neither

Inish nor simply British, were

to give the best chance ol

promoting peace then | would

reter that™instedd. o

le pravides what he thought
wias  necessary:  a ‘‘vigorous,
uncmotional investigation’®  of
some  favoured panaceas. He is
caustic uand correct about
traditional Nationalist and Union-
st prescriptions,  and - reserves
some of his shiopest enticism for
the onew British vomantics, those
who prescribe  clectoral integra-
tion  as  the solveat for  sec-
tananism. In correspondence with
me before his death he indicated
that he thought the clectoral inte-
grationists simply wanted 1o wish
the contlict away, and that they
represented  a regrettable reluc-
tance on the part ot liberal Protes-
tants  even  to recognise  the
wational sentiments of the North-
cn brelimd minogity.

The only thing | found strange
in Whyte's review of the nssilsc
solutions is that he should have
thought of himself as near the
centie ol a speetrnm of opinion.
What is  characteristic 0{ both
analysing  and  prescribing  for
Nothern Treland s that there is
no stable central position because
there is no uni-dimensional spec-
ttum of opinion on the subject.
Perhaps what he meant by his
Ccentrist” affirmations was  his
willingness to split the differences
on nattonal identity, and to con-
suder bisnational political institu-
tons as o way of transcending

Northern Ireland’s zero-sum con
fhict.

Ihe final part of the book is
addressed to the academic com-
munity. It considers whether or
not research on Northern Ireland
has proven worthwhile. Whyte
was more sanguine in his final
appraisal than he had been carlier
in his life. In so far as academic
rescarch has provided greater ob-
jective information about the
scale of inequalities in Northern
Lickind, and has unruvelled the
multiple, complex and interacting
viriables that sustain conflict, my
own answer would be an
unhesitating “yes”. And in so far
as academic research led to this

great book, Professor  Whyte
more than justified the role of the
social scientist as a researcher,

interpreter and critic of his own
socicty. Whyte’s book is a per-
manent resource, which will alert
eaders, in hicland and in other
countrics, to insighis aboult
national  conflicts  which  would
otherwise pass us by,

‘This book is a fitting tribute to
a preat teacher, and is all the
more unusual in that the author
resents self-critical judgments on |
':is own interpretations. Not many
scholars have been so committed
to scholarly ideals both in theory
and practice.  Interpreting North-
ern Ireland should be read by
anyone with the remotest concern
about Nosthern Ireland, and the
slightest willingness to have their
srejudices on the  subject chal-
Icngcd by argument and evidence,




