This letter was written after a conversation with a girl of fifteen who claimed to be a supporter of I.R.A. dissident attacks. She claimed to be actively involved in Republican youth activities. She was due to attend a Dissident Republican rally about a week after the attacks on policemen and soldiers at Ballymena and Lurgan.

Letter to a Volunteer,

Before we begin I am not going to condemn you. I disagree with you but I do not think that condemnation will serve any purpose. 

But be warned! You will probably not wish to read this letter. You will probably be too fearful, too defensive to hear what anyone has to say. Anyone that is, other than those with whom you associate as a “volunteer”, those whose version of the recent history of Ireland you have chosen to accept. In order to do what you have done, in order to desire to do what you desire to do, you have to be locked into your own version of the world. Once inside that world it is very difficult to find the courage or opportunity to look beyond it. Those around you will try to reinforce the version of the world which they have given you or which they share with you.  To that extent, you cannot be condemned. You are just the latest in a long line of victims of myth and propaganda. 

You will not want to see the resemblance, but to anyone outside your world the resemblances are there. You are the UVF or UDA or UFF, or LVF or CIRA, or PIRA or RIRA, Oglaigh volunteer. From an objective point of view, there is little or no difference between the volunteers of the opposing groups. Each set of volunteers is so convinced of their version of society and of history that they could kill anyone any number of people in cold blood. As a volunteer, you are just like the young person who can convince himself or herself that to blow oneself up in a crowded market in the Middle-East, or in a London bus, or at a Glasgow airport will lead you to eternal life in Paradise and strike a meaningful blow for Islam. As a volunteer you may be told that shooting a policeman or planting a bomb will be a heroic blow struck for Ireland, a blow which will gain the thanks and respect of future generations.  Dear volunteer, age and time tend to prove the weakness of simple stories fed to the young or impressionable.   

You may be a Republican but your view of the world is based on the type of myth so many young Protestants living in the ghettoes of Belfast and Antrim and Portadown were fed. That was the myth on which they built the story of their world. That was the myth which allowed their leaders to channel the anger and confusion of young Protestant men into violence. Their story of hatred allowed for random killing of anyone of the Catholic religion. That was the myth which allowed those self-styled leaders to give themselves power and standing within the narrow circle of their followers.  The power of the old, tired, simplistic story and the exploited young person’s desire for status is well illustrated in “Five Minutes of Heaven”.  As in the case of Liam Neeson’s reformed but regretful killer, it takes time to free oneself from the propaganda, but there is no escape from the life-long responsibility and  guilt. Those of us who have lived through the last 40 years have seen the tragedy over and over again on both sides of the political divide.

This is the same type of myth, the same type of story, which allowed Republican leaders since 1969/70 to organise their volunteers into obedient violent groups, their version of history reinforced by the actions of the R.U.C. and British Army and equally by a selective reading of the past glories of Irish Republicanism and Irish Nationalism. The pressure of events, the frequency of murder and violent attacks, the apparent need to immediately react and protect, the rush of fear and the bitter sense of injustice and deprivation may have left little time for young men or older men to think or gain a wider view of their situation. Perhaps there was no time for Republican or Loyalist leaders of the late 60’s and early 70’s to think through their reactions. Perhaps it was natural for all sides to fall back on old almost forgotten organisations (I.R.A. and U.V.F. etc.) and old ways of resisting. It has taken forty years for all sides, including government, to acknowledge that there is and should be an alternative way. 

Perhaps the greatest failure of Republican leadership in the early days of the “troubles” was their inability to see that the old story of Nationalism, the very idea of Nationalism was already disappearing as a model for thinking about liberation and the establishing of equal rights. Obviously, it was asking too much, but the younger leaders of Nationalism in the early days of the “troubles” might have chosen the Civil Rights model of action as proposed by Martin Luther King and followed by some in Ireland. Instead they were victims of the old simple analysis, peddled by hard line fundamentalists. They were victims of the old storyline, an easy, off-the –shelf, historic call to violence and an appeal to the myth that blood had to be shed.  

The achievements of the God Friday Agreement have been spoken of throughout the world and rightly so. We know that the model for power sharing is not easy or perfect. Nevertheless, the model of the Agreement will be used in other areas of the world. The leaders of the parties and George Mitchell and Tony Blair and Bertie Aherne all received due praise. 

What is not said is that, over more than 30 years of conflict, the leaders of paramilitary groups grew from being young men with the simple, unquestioning attitudes of young men and discovered that the world of Pearse or Carson was no more. They discovered that the crude weapons of violence are often less effective in today’s world than the power of propaganda and public sympathy. They may also have discovered that there are shared basic human values which are much more important than notions of loyalism or nationalism, more important than the barriers created by religious beliefs. 

The culture of ‘no regret’

Experts talk of military fatigue on all sides of a conflict. No doubt such a fatigue exists. Such fatigue may have helped bring about the Good Friday Agreement. Rarely is there any mention of the fact that the most important aspect of that fatigue is the wisdom and regret which come with age and bitter experience. There is a danger in thinking that this wisdom and bitter experience are not important. There is a consistent refusal in most politicians to express regret. The danger of such a refusal lies in the fact that younger generations do not hear of it. They do not see or hear the architects of peace express the wisdom which they have gained. The political culture of our country and of our world denies respect for those who say that they acted in error.

 Volunteers such as you are not impressed by accounts of all night negotiations and complex voting systems. Such accounts of the local agreements do not impress anyone on the street. They do not impress any jobless young man or woman who only wants to make his or her mark. There are too few leaders of political or paramilitary groups who have told the truth of their own experience. Leaders do not express the journey which has lead them to peace.  In some senses, they cannot afford to tell the truth of their personal journey to peace. They cannot say “sorry”. They cannot express regret for the choices they made. If they did, they would be in danger of losing their followers; they would be in danger of admitting that the choices they made were errors for themselves and for those they continue to lead.  Yet it is the personal experience of young men and women such as you, the gradual opening of their eyes to the reality of their actions and the horrible consequences of their actions which is the real story of the Good Friday Agreement and all such agreements.

It may be the case that in today’s world regret and the acceptance of error cannot be acknowledged, but this is too important and too fundamental a part of the history of the past forty years to be neglected. Dear Volunteer, above all you will suffer, you will repeat the mistakes of your predecessors, if you are not told of the bitter experience of those who in their youth became volunteers before you. 

The attraction of the simple story

So do not become the victim of a simple version of the world.  As in the case of Al Queda and in the case of the U.V.F.  P.I.R.A. etc. a simple story, a simple analysis has its attractions. Paramilitaries do not have a monopoly on simple, deceptive stories. A simple analysis was the Bush/Blair justification for dropping bombs on Fallujah.  Equally, Al Queda do not care to mention the millions in the West who do not agree with U.S. policy. The U.V.F. did not care to mention the different shades of nationalism. Bush did not wish to count the thousands of dead innocent men, women and children. The P.I.R.A. did not care to consider the fact that most Nationalists rejected violence and did not care to consider the million fellow countrymen whose “Britishness” was being reinforced by violence. 

Violence is made easy or acceptable when the view of the supposed enemy is simplified.

Beware of leaders

Dear volunteer, beware of leaders! Beware of organisations! Beware of the self-interest, the lies and the manias of those who lead. Beware of self-appointed leaders in particular. The ballot box can be exploited to destroy public scrutiny of the motives of politicians. But those who will not put themselves forward for election and yet pretend to lead a fight for freedom or liberation cannot be trusted to offer a version of the world  which they themselves believe in. 

In particular, the call to violence and sacrifice has an emotional appeal. And manipulation of the emotions, particularly the emotions of the young, idealistic uninformed and inexperienced, is the methodology of the manipulators and elders in all political and religious organisations world –wide. Dear Volunteer, if you are to be courageous, have the courage to stand outside the group. Have the courage to look straight and honestly at the deceptions which are being fed to you. Have the courage and the imagination to see yourself in 20 or 30 yrs carrying the burden of guilt and responsibility foisted upon you by those who will praise you, congratulate you but in the end only treat you as their pawn. 

If there is a “culture of no regret” in political life, there is also a tendency in western societies to seek out and create heroes. Hero culture is as dangerous and misleading as any other form of deception. The reasons for this are complex. This tendency is also reinforced by our media. For the media it is easier to sell the story of a hero or villain than to examine the complex economic or social reasons for an event. 

It is probably a heresy for some, but it may be argued that even the greatest of our national and the greatest of our world leaders may be seen to have obsessive and unbalanced views. The greatest of these, a Mandela or a Gandhi  or a Pearse or Churchill or a Kennedy, Mother Teresa, may have ended up contributing greatly to their world, but often they achieved because their weaknesses, as ambitious and blind believers, became strengths in the particular circumstances in which they acted. We are all encouraged to look for a Messiah. The lives of our greatest men and women  show their weaknesses. Those with most claim on greatness are those who acknowledge the good fortune of their choices and the depth of their errors. 

What it is to be young

If we do not examine the history of our politicians enough, equally we do not tell our young people the nature of their youth. Nothing in your education seeks to explain how being young “ works”. It is not politically correct to say so, but the truth is that young men and young women are vulnerable to simple versions of the world peddled to them as heroism. And do not underestimate the ability of older men and women to find in the manipulation of young men and women a means of giving to themselves the standing they have failed to have in any other role in life. 

This is an age when young people have access to more information than ever before, an age when a vote for sixteen year olds is being proposed.  Yet little has changed in the nature of being young. Evolution does not move that fast. Young men and young women in their mid teens may not wish to be reminded that they are still learning the facts of their social or political world, they may not be flattered by being reminded that youth is exploited and easily exploited. 

Dear Volunteer, do not give in to the temptation to play the role of hero or dare-devil or leader before your time. Do not allow yourself to be motivated by anger or short term annoyance. Do not believe in heroes historic or living. Youth is a time for exploring possibilities and being open-minded. Those who encourage you to use simple, easy labels for yourself or for others are those who have refused to learn the lessons of our history.  Those lessons are difficult and complicated. Anyone who pretends to reduce them to over simplified terms is dishonest and is your enemy, not your friend.

S.T. (New Ireland Group)
