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Executive Summary

Introduction
Aims and objectives

This study represents the first sustained quantitative and qualitative attempt to involve
both Republicans and Loyalists in an investigation of the impact of imprisonment and
the role of politically motivated former prisoners in the process of conflict
transformation in Northern Ireland.

The overall aim of the project is to examine the ways in which groups of former
prisoners are involved in peace-building and conflict transformation work and to
evaluate the constraints and impediments placed upon their activities by the effects of
the imprisonment process, politically motivated release and residual criminalisation.

In pursuing the evaluation of the role of politically motivated former prisoners
working within and without their own communities, the research has six specific
objectives:

e To trace the evolution and development of former prisoner groups;

e To evaluate the impacts of imprisonment and release on the personal lives of
former prisoners;

e To assess the constraints imposed on former prisoners as agents of change by
the residual criminalisation arising from their status;

e To determine the potential of the former prisoner community in challenging
intra-community tensions and evaluate their potential and actual contribution
to conflict transformation at the inter-community level;

e To compare and contrast the effectiveness of Loyalist and Republican former
prisoners as agents of change within their own communities;

e To explore the notion of former prisoners as agents of social and communal
transformation within broader political processes through grounding the
knowledge and practical experience of the former prisoner community within
the broader conceptual context of conflict transformation.

Conflict transformation
For former prisoner groups, conflict transformation operates both within and between
the respective communities. At the inner scale, it is concerned with the cultural, social

and economic dimensions to community development, including:

e attitudes to the other community;



e specific law and order issues and restorative justice;

e negotiations on paramilitary flags and murals and other forms of display
pertaining to absolute territorial control;

e social problems such as deprivation of communities and drug-dealing.
In its external form, conflict transformation can involve:
e dialogue between former combatants;

e attempts at understanding each other’s perceptions and histories (as in the
North Belfast Conflict Transformation Forum);

e practical forms of dialogue such as mobile telephone networks at interfaces;
e and even political tourism in interface areas.
Politically motivated former prisoner groups

Politically motivated former prisoner groups are a relatively recent phenomenon. The
impetus for such groups arose from several issues:

e Dbecause former prisoners do not regard themselves as either criminals or
offenders, accessing existing services provided by statutory agencies would
constitute an admission of criminality;

o former prisoners generally embraced the concept of self-help, seeing
themselves as possessing the necessary expertise to assist others in similar
circumstances, while believing that the existing service providers lacked the
experience or empathy to deal with politically motivated former prisoners.

Most funding for politically motivated former prisoner groups comes from European
Union (EU) schemes. Between 1995-2003, funding of some £9.2 million from the
Community Foundation for Northern Ireland and the European Special Support
Programme for Peace and Reconciliation (Peace | and 1) supported the establishment
of 61 groups and a further 29 projects for those working with politically motivated
former prisoners and their families.

This research has been facilitated by two politically motivated former prisoner groups
The Loyalist Former Prisoners Interpretive Centre (EPIC) was established on
Belfast’s Shankill Road in 1995 while Tar Isteach (meaning ‘come in’) was launched
in 1999 and is based in New Lodge. It is part of a larger network of Republican
former prisoner groups that come under the umbrella organisation, Coiste na n-
larchimi, which functions at an all-island of Ireland level.

Methodology

There are four principal elements to the project’s research methodology:



e A Questionnaire Survey of former prisoners and their relatives;

e two Focus Group meetings held with Loyalist and Republican former
prisoners;

e A one-day Workshop involving both Republican and Loyalist former
prisoners;

e Semi-structured Interviews conducted with key former prisoners,
representatives of former prisoner groups and also members of “civil society’.

Survey Findings
Impacts of imprisonment

The survey conducted among 300 former prisoners and family members highlighted
the reality that incarceration and post-imprisonment has presented prisoners and their
families with a series of complex problems and difficulties. This report isolates the
centrality of factors such as loss of income, marital breakdown and emotional and
psychological stress.

Imprisonment had a series of effects on both the prisoners and their families. Those
effects did not necessarily disappear, however, with the end of incarceration and, for
many respondents, the effects of imprisonment upon post-release outcomes was not
directly linked to the period of time spent in jail or the nature of the imprisonment
regime when incarcerated. The effects of imprisonment included:

e problems with physical and psychological health;

e relationship problems;

e difficulties in obtaining and maintaining long-term employment;
e problems centred around coping with life on the outside.

More Republican (38.7%) than Loyalist (28%) relatives felt that imprisonment had
had a negative impact on their relationship with the prisoners.

Small majorities of both Republican (54.1%) and Loyalist (54.7%) former prisoners
stated that they had found it easier to cope on a day-to-day basis while in prison. This
reflected a lack of worries over personal finances and strong and durable senses of the
defined comradeship developed during imprisonment.

Equally, 37.3% of Republican and 38.7% of Loyalist former prisoners found it
difficult to adapt to a post-imprisonment environment. The vast majority of both
Republicans (93%) and Loyalists (84%) had experienced financial problems when
first released and nearly two thirds of Republicans and just under a half of Loyalists
(48%) were currently experiencing financial difficulties.



More than half of the Republican former prisoners (54.7%) and 48% of their relatives
had lost a relative, compared to 42.7% of Loyalist former prisoners and their
relatives.

A highly significant 94.7% of Republican former prisoners and 78.7% of Loyalist
former prisoners had lost a friend, as had 58.7% of Republican relatives and 45.9% of
Loyalist relatives.

The unemployment rate among Republican former prisoners in the survey was 40%, a
higher rate than that of their Loyalist counterparts (29.3%).

After excluding those in employment and pensioners, the observed levels of
economic inactivity were 58.2% and 44% respectively for Republican and Loyalist
former prisoners.

Victimhood

The issue of victimhood constitutes another important actual or potential constraint
on the capabilities of former prisoner groups to work effectively within and without
their communities. While impacting on the acceptability of those groups as agents of
conflict transformation, attitudes to victimhood also help shape the ideologies of the
groups. A large majority of respondents agreed that civilians were victims as were
members of their own communities.

With the exception of Loyalist former prisoners, over 80% of respondents stated that
their families had been victims. Eighty percent of Republican former prisoners and
77.3% of Republican relatives agreed that Republicans were victims compared to
48% of Loyalist former prisoners and 66.7% of Loyalist relatives.

Loyalists were more likely than Republicans to see members of the security forces as
victims but Republican fewer Republican relatives than former prisoners were
prepared to identify “victims’ in all categories.

Respondents were asked to consider the impact of harm with regard to conflict related
issues. Harm was defined as ‘inflicting physical, psychological or emotional trauma’.
Unsurprisingly, given the findings regarding victimhood, the majority of respondents
agreed that harm was caused to all sides in the conflict.

No Republicans disagreed with the statement that ‘harm caused includes inequality
and/or discrimination’, compared to 10.6% and 6.7% of Loyalist former prisoners and
relatives respectively. There were also significantly positive responses to the
propositions: ‘harm caused to my community and to others should be
commemorated’; and that ‘understanding the causes of ‘harm’ can contribute to
building a new society’.

Over three-quarters of all respondents noted that ‘harm caused remains an
impediment to building a new society’, with at least 60% from the Republican groups
and Loyalist prisoner group agreed that ‘issues of harm caused may not have been
resolved but wider peace building initiatives should continue.” Just over half of
Loyalist relatives agreed within this latter proposition.



Residual criminalisation

The Belfast Agreement went some way to recognising the importance of resettlement
as well as release of politically motivated former prisoners to the overall conflict
resolution process as have funding initiatives. Neither British nor Irish governments
have been prepared, however, to remove all the barriers to full citizenship or
inclusion in society facing former prisoners and this residual criminalisation has
emerged as a key impediment to the effectiveness of politically motivated former
prisoner groups. Without doubt criminalisation constrains former prisoner behaviour
and leads to stereotyping and stigmatisation.

The representation of former prisoners in the media was also an issue of concern.
Nearly a quarter of Republican former prisoners said they had experienced harassment
at the hands of the media and a third said they had been treated unfairly.

A majority of both Republican former prisoners (93.3%) and relatives (92%) believed
that the media’s representation of former prisoners undermined the Peace Process.
Three quarters of Loyalist former prisoners and two-thirds of Loyalist relatives
concurred.

Moving Onwards: Politically Motivated Former Prisoners and Conflict
Transformation

Many prisoners felt that their experience of the conflict and prison could be used to
help others particularly as a ‘deterrent to young people’ and to ‘show the motivations
and help explain the cause’ of the conflict. The sentiment of numerous comments was
that lessons should be learnt from those involved in the conflict so as not to repeat
them. Clearly, however, the same experiences have produced impediments to the role
of former prisoners in the transition from conflict to conflict transformation. These
are:

e the ‘disabling’ and alienation of former prisoners through their personal
responses to imprisonment and release;

e criminalisation;

e the differing attitudes of their own communities which have the cumulative
effect of making Republicans more effective in the former prisoner role;

e the legacy of the conflict and the contested nature of victimhood.

Within their communities

Former prisoners have three specific roles to play within their respective
communities: they:

e are involved in the transformation of attitudes and the infrastructural
reconstruction of those communities and in the relationships between them;



e seek to influence policy for these areas but also policy as it reflects on former
prisoners;

e are more broadly involved in the creation of community narratives linked to
current post-ceasefires political processes; this includes such dimensions as
human stories of ‘who we are and where we come from’ and the history of the
conflict and its transformation.

The different repercussions of criminalisation can be summed up thus:
e transitional dialogue is promoted by shared experiences of prison;

e Dbut there are different Republican and Loyalist understandings of
criminalisation;

e for Republicans, criminalisation was part of the apparatus used by the British
state to depoliticise the conflict whereas they insist on the British government
as being a principal party to the conflict;

e for Loyalists, the scale of engagement is much more local; criminalisation was
a mode of suffering, something to be endured for the greater good of
Unionism within a structure of the Ulsterisation of state forces and
normalisation; the Republicans were fighting the state but because of
Ulsterisation, the ‘dead’ were Unionists.

The very different ways in which Loyalist and Republican former prisoners are
regarded within their own communities is replicated in their dealings outside those
communities. This means, inevitably, that the effects of exclusions and impediments
vary between the two groups, as do the constraints on their activities and the extent of
containment with respect to conflict transformation.

It is the case that for both Loyalists and Republicans, mutual prison experiences
paved the way for dialogue, originally built on simple, everyday exchanges. There
was also the shared consciousness of working-class tradition.

The shared experience of criminalisation has had negative impacts on the abilities of
both Loyalist and Republican former prisoners to work with each other because part
of its purpose was to separate the two blocs.

Without their communities
It is clear that the legacy of criminalisation and the strategies applied to achieve it
have diminished the capacity of former prisoners to work outside of their

communities

Despite the small physical distances involved, there is often a sense of parallel
worlds, of being interconnected but opting for a voluntary apartheid. Face-to-face



contact, notwithstanding, fundamental misunderstandings remain between Republican
and Loyalist former prisoners, as do stereotypical depictions of the other.

Despite certain impediments, Loyalist former prisoners (as shown by EPIC) are well
in advance of conventional politicians in working with Republicanism. This includes
practical issues such as interface projects but also mutual attempts to understand
opposing mindsets through studies of political theory and the multiple interpretations
of shared histories. Loyalist former prisoners are likely to be more committed to
conflict transformation than conventional politicians, have experience - no matter
how imperfect - in dialogue with the other, and also experience in attempting to
control militarism and paramilitarism in their own communities.

In other words, working outside of each respective community is grinding work
which depends on individuals and the personal contacts that former prisoners can
establish between each other.

For Republicans, working without is clearly impeded by their perceptions of
territorially insular Loyalism versus ideological, ‘non-parochial’ Republicanism. The
patronising attitudes — either conscious or unconscious — that Loyalists believe are
sometimes expressed by Republican former prisoners toward them stem both from
conflicting interpretations of criminalisation and a recourse to stereotypes.

Thus, the thrust of both Republican and Loyalist groups is within their respective
communities. It must be reiterated, however, that the nature and volume of contact
between Loyalist and Republican former prisoners has increased since the onset of
peace building strategies. Therefore the opportunity exists to move beyond present
divisions and ambiguities.

Former prisoners, particularly in the Republican communities where the issues are
politically more sensitive, are also providing leadership towards the building of
relations between the state agencies and communities which have traditionally been
estranged from them.

Concluding Comments

Politically motivated former prisoners have been at the forefront of a range of
community and civil society initiatives which have entailed dialogue and cooperation
(where possible) between traditional segregated and estranged working class
communities.

They continually make a distinction between this style of work and that which they
perceive as a traditional community relations approach. The Republican position on a
community relations understanding of the conflict and template for resolving the
conflict has long been that community relations is a strategy employed and supported
by the British and Irish governments to promote a ‘two tribes’ view of the conflict,
wherein the difficult relations between the two main communities was stressed and
the role of the British state was either ignored or view as a neutral and ultimately
benign arbitrator between the warring communities.
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Loyalist former prisoners have also expressed considerable misgivings concerning
what they perceive as the community relations approach. They are certainly
concerned at efforts which might be seen to either dilute their Protestant or Unionist
culture or indeed to problematise aspects of that culture so that Protestant sectarianism
becomes defined as the key impediment to peacemaking. While their relationship is
ambivalent rather than directly antagonistic towards the British government and, of
course, they see Republicans as the prime ‘enemy’, their mistrust of the community
relations approach arguably mirrors that of Republicans in some important ways.

Former Loyalist prisoners would make common cause with Republicans concerning
the need for human rights and equality protections for former prisoners, both of which
are frameworks against which community relations has traditionally struggled.

This comparative failure to mobilise wider support from within Unionism, and also
internationally, appears as a fault line with regard to many of the differences
experienced between the Loyalist and Republican former prisoner communities that
have been studied here.

There are clear discursive and ideological differences between Republicans and
Loyalists and these divisions are manifest in terms of the alternative roles undertaken
by each with regard to the ‘prison experience’. There is also, however, an evident
place for Republicans to locate themselves within geographically bounded
communities that offer distinct cultural and political support. Conversely, for
Loyalists, the failure to garner such significant political or community support
confines them to being one group within a more heterogeneous political community.

In sum, in terms both of working within and without, Republican former prisoners
have the advantage over their Loyalist counterparts in that:

o they are empowered by the close relationship between former prisoner groups
and macro-politics through Sinn Féin;

e the stigmatisation of former prisoners within Loyalist communities contrasts
to the central role which their Republican counterparts have in community
politics;

e the experience of criminalisation reflects on relationships both within and
without for Loyalists but largely only without for Republicans;

e Republican former prisoners do acquire legitimacy and confidence from their
integration into Republican communities;

e Dboth groups of former prisoners are involved in conflict transformation in the
sense of promoting social, cultural and economic change within their
respective communities;

e Loyalists see themselves as being more committed to pushing conflict

transformation towards relationships with the other community although, in
part, this may reflect their less secure position within their own community.
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Methodology

1.1  Background to the project

As in other conflicts, a key element to the process of conflict transformation in
Northern Ireland has been the release and reintegration of politically motivated
prisoners (McEvoy, 1998, 1999; Von Tangen Page, 1998). To date, 447 prisoners
have been released (194 Loyalist, 241 Republican and 12 non-aligned) under the
provisions of the 1998 Belfast Agreement. These men and women joined thousands of
other former prisoners who had already served prison sentences related to the
Northern Ireland/Irish conflict. It is notoriously difficult to estimate total numbers
imprisoned as a result of the recent conflict in Northern Ireland. Some sources
estimate approximately 15,000 Republicans and 5,000 Loyalists. While the centrality
of prisoner release to the process of conflict resolution has been widely acknowledged
in writing on the Northern Ireland peace process (e.g. Mitchell, 2000), the fate of
politically motivated prisoners after release has received comparatively little attention.
Indeed, much of the research on released prisoners has been conducted by former
prisoner groupings themselves (see e.g., An Tus Nua, 1998; White, 1998; Tar Anall,
2000; O hAdhmaill, 2001), or in co-operation with academics (see e.g., Shirlow,
2001; Grounds and Jamieson, 2003; McEvoy et al, 2004).

This present study therefore represents the first sustained quantitative and qualitative
attempt to involve both Republicans and Loyalists in an investigation of the impact of
imprisonment and the role of politically motivated former prisoners in the process of
conflict transformation in Northern Ireland. (There is a terminological issue in that
some groups prefer the term, “former prisoner’, as opposed to ‘ex prisoner’ on the
grounds that the latter term implies a social, political and legal divide between
incarceration and release. Accordingly, ‘former prisoner’ is employed here although
‘ex prisoner’ remains in common usage and is retained below where it is cited in
quotations.)

The overall aim of the project is to examine the ways in which groups of former
prisoners are involved in peace-building and conflict transformation work and to
evaluate the constraints and impediments placed upon their activities by the effects of
the imprisonment process, politically motivated release and residual criminalisation.
We are concerned with Republican and Loyalist former prisoner groups ‘working
within and working without” which refers to their involvement in dialogue and
various forms of community work, both within their own communities and with the
‘other’ community. The term ‘community’ has itself multiple meanings, defining
territorial units that extend from the scale of small inner-city micro-societies to the
ethnic group as a whole. Both working within and without may be concerned with
conflict transformation in its cultural, social and economic guises, but that may not
always be the primary goal of former prisoners, both as groups and individuals, who
may be more focused on the impacts of the prison experience and issues of
criminalisation.

The spatial focus of the project is part of North Belfast and the Greater Shankill area

in West Belfast. Participants in the study generally originated from the highly
segregated, interfaced and socially deprived inner city communities within which
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former prisoner groups operate. Some of the communities involved are ranked in the
top 10% of the most deprived communities in Northern Ireland. Around 60% of the
households within the study areas are in receipt of housing benefit compared to an
average of 24.9% for Northern Ireland. Thus the majority of the participants in this
study live within areas that are targeted with regard to social need as well as policies
that aim to dilute the impact of cultural and political tension (Shirlow, 2001).

The research has been facilitated by two politically motivated former prisoner groups
(see Chapter 2). The Loyalist Former Prisoners Interpretive Centre (EPIC) was
established on Belfast’s Shankill Road in 1995 while Tar Isteach (meaning ‘come in’)
was launched in 1999 and is based in New Lodge. It is part of a larger network of
Republican former prisoner groups that come under the umbrella organisation, Coiste
na n-larchimi (Coiste), which functions at an all-island of Ireland level. Both EPIC
and Tar lIstaech are concerned with the issues preventing the full reintegration of
politically motivated former prisoners into civic society and provide counselling,
training and welfare rights service for former prisoners and their families. The groups
also operate a series of schemes concerned with conflict transformation, social capital
and community development.

While conflict and conflict transformation has been defined both broadly and
narrowly, we have found the definition offered by Ho-Won Jeong most useful for our
purposes:

Conflict can be described as a contentious process of interpersonal or
intergroup interactions that takes place within a larger social context.
As sources of grievances are often associated with structural
injustice, most serious conflicts encompass various types of social
problems reflected in inter-group relations. Thus intergroup conflict
is often imbedded in a political framework, and its meaning can be
socially interpreted and constructed...Resolution of serious social
conflicts means more than finding solutions to contentious issues.
Enduring and mutually assured outcomes will not be attained
without taking into account power imbalances and equitable social
and economic relations. Self esteem and identity as well as physical
well-being are key elements to be considered in conflict resolution
and peace building. The nature of relations between adversaries
needs to be examined in terms of looking for transformative
possibilities. In rebuilding communal relations, long-term hostile
relationships have to be overcome to prevent future occurrences of
violent conflict (Ho-Won Jeong, 1999: 3).

As discussed further in Chapters 5 and 6, ‘conflict transformation’ refers literally to
methods that alter the nature of the conflict from violence to some other means. It is
not synonymous with “conflict resolution’, logically an unattainable goal in these
circumstances as the outcome would be a Northern Ireland either entirely British or
entirely Irish. Conflict transformation depends on affecting changes in the nature of
relationships between Loyalists and Republicans.

In the words of one Loyalist:
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Our interpretation of conflict transformation is not only transforming
the nature of the conflict, from violence through dialogue to
something else through the democratic process, but it’s transforming
the nature of relationships between key people in conflict and that
has to start with me and with you. To transform the nature of the
conflict depends on transforming the nature of relationships. That’s
why, right from our prison experience, we realised that unless | can
change the attitude towards Republicans, no matter who the enemy is
then the nature of the conflict is not going to change. It is about
transformation rather than resolution because we can’t resolve the
constitutional issue without one becoming the other [Unionist
becoming Republican or vice versa]. A resolution of the “Irish
Problem” means we’re all British or all Irish. Governments talk
about conflict management so we focus on transformation. It’s about
transforming politics, transforming community action, transforming
restorative justice — everything is about transforming. It has to start
with the individual. If it doesn’t change the individual then it’s not
going to change anything (Loyalist: Focus Group, 1% December
2004).

A Republican interviewee regards conflict transformation as a markedly ambiguous
concept:

This is a big big question for us in terms of Tar Anall because
conflict transformation means all things to all people. | mean some
people in here think that it's about resolving conflict within
themselves. Some people feel well the violent conflict is over — it’s
now a political conflict — and they have to come to terms with that.
They’ve spent most of their lives being involved in conflict and their
families as well. So that’s conflict transformation for them. Right
across to the issues of inter- and intra-community conflict
(Republican: Interview, 10" December 2004).

Thus conflict transformation operates both within and without (between) the
respective communities. At the inner scale, it is concerned with the cultural, social
and economic dimensions to community development, including:

e attitudes to the other community;

e specific law and order issues and restorative justice;

e negotiations on paramilitary flags and murals and other forms of display

pertaining to absolute territorial control;

e social problems such as deprivation of communities and drug-dealing.

In its external form, conflict transformation can involve:
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e dialogue between former combatants;

e attempts at understanding each other’s perceptions and histories (as in the
North Belfast Conflict Transformation Forum);

e practical forms of dialogue such as mobile telephone networks at interfaces;

e and even political tourism in interface areas.

It is important to acknowledge that despite the efforts to build inter-community
linkages that there is a division between Loyalists and Republicans regarding the
nature and meaning of conflict. For Republicans their relationship to the British and
Irish States remains primary whereas for Loyalists, the conflict with Republicans is
acknowledged as being of greater significance than their relationship to the state.
Despite, this ideological division, it is obvious that working between culturally and
politically polarised communities is important for both groups.

It is also apparent that there has been a significant rise in initiatives and interventions
by former prisoner groups in more recent times. This has involved engagement, in
various forms, with academics, members of civil society, political opponents,
statutory agencies and peace and reconciliation groups. The desire to open up to
critics and those with alternative perspectives is also a sign of openness and a shift
away from a more self-reflexive attitude among former prisoners. Indeed, permitting
access to the academic team engaged in this report is part of that wider process of
critical engagement and openness with regard to alternative perspectives and
opinions.

1.2  Research objectives

In pursuing the evaluation of the role of politically motivated former prisoners
working within and without their own communities, the research has six specific
objectives:

e To trace the evolution and development of former prisoner groups;

e To evaluate the impacts of imprisonment and release on the personal lives of
former prisoners;

e To assess the constraints imposed on former prisoners as agents of change by
the residual criminalisation arising from their status;

e To determine the potential of the former prisoner community in challenging
intra-community tensions and evaluate their potential and actual contribution
to conflict transformation at the inter-community level;

e To compare and contrast the effectiveness of Loyalist and Republican former
prisoners as agents of change within their own communities;
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e To explore the notion of former prisoners as agents of social and communal
transformation within broader political processes through grounding the
knowledge and practical experience of the former prisoner community within
the broader conceptual context of conflict transformation.

1.3 Methodology

The project has been co-ordinated by a steering group which included the researchers
from the University of Ulster and Queen’s University, Belfast, together with
representatives from EPIC and Tar Isteach. Understanding the position, vulnerabilities
and future of the former prisoner community in the context of conflict transformation
creates important research challenges and requires a diverse and interlinked empirical
design. There is an extensive research tradition into the effects of the conflict in the
island of Ireland and, in particular, the experiences of spatially segregated
communities. Hargie and Dickson (2002) have described the range of research
conducted on community relations in Northern Ireland and identified the need for
sensitivity, objectivity and rigor in researching the impact of ethno-social division
whilst Connolly and Healy (2002) argue that quantitative techniques alone fail to
unpack the processes at work in divided communities. They believe that qualitative
approaches are essential to capture fully the lived experiences of divided cultures and
uncover the causal relationships which explain why groups act in certain ways. Here,
the values of the researcher can be challenged by the empirical setting to produce
more authentic accounts of the world of the target group. The normative bias of
quantification is modified by the subjectivity of the qualitative paradigm. Hoggart et
al (2002: 27) make a similar point about researching highly ethnicised communities:
‘cross-cultural understanding is possible only if you accept other viewpoints on their
own terms and refrain from judging them’.

Thus the study of complex phenomena such as the involvement of former prisoner
groups in conflict transformation requires the application of multiple methods.
Hoggart et al. (2002: 67) conceptualise this process through the idea of triangulation
which is defined as:

the use of a series of complementary methods in order to gain a
deeper insight on a research problem. The advantage of using
complementary methods is that they enhance capacities for
interpreting meaning and behaviour. This is because the insight
gained can strengthen confidence in conclusions by providing
multiple routes to the same result.

In a politically contentious environment, it is essential that the research design
maintains a high degree of methodological objectivity and ethical robustness.
Connolly (2003: np) assesses the priority for researchers in Northern Ireland:

Researchers should be committed to the unbiased and objective
pursuit of knowledge. They have a responsibility to report their
research comprehensively and accurately, including the methods
they have used and the data they have gathered. Researchers must
avoid selectively reporting their findings or fabricating, falsifying
or misrepresenting their findings in any other way.
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His criteria for researchers dealing with vulnerable groups include the need to:

e conduct their professional work with integrity and in such a way as to not
jeopardise future research, the public standing of researchers or the ability of
others to publish and promote the findings of their research;

e respect the rights and dignity of all those who are involved in or affected by
their research;

e ensure as far as possible the physical, social and psychological well-being of
all those who take part in their research or are subsequently affected by it.

These issues have been addressed through the mechanism of the project Steering
Group while the research design for the project also incorporates an integrated
methodology which meets these criteria and produces data that is both reliable and
valid. It has four principal elements:

e A questionnaire survey of former prisoners and their relatives was employed
to help determine:

- the impact of imprisonment on family life and the effect and nature of
release upon self-esteem and other social relationships;

- the extent of residual criminalisation;

- attitudes to and impediments in conflict transformation and peace-
building.

The sample included 150 Republican and 150 Loyalist former prisoners and
their relatives (75 of each). Surveying took place in the late spring and early
summer of 2004. It was important to give equal measure to family members,
who have been under-investigated in earlier studies, an omission that
undermines the meaning of the impact of imprisonment upon communities
and also obscures a series of complex intra-community relationships. The
survey work was undertaken in a range of geographical areas. Republican
respondents came from the New Lodge, Antrim Road, Bone and Ardoyne
districts. Although the bulk of the Republican former prisoners were
connected to the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA), some
respondents had been involved in other Republican organisations and a few
had no connection with any particular group but had been imprisoned for
politically motivated activities. Loyalists were drawn from the Greater
Shankill area. The Loyalist sample was drawn from within the Ulster
Volunteer Force (UVF) and Red Hand Commando (RHC) groups.

e To elaborate upon the questionnaire results, two Focus Group meetings were
held with Loyalist and Republican former prisoners. These took place
respectively at the LINC Centre, North Belfast, on 1% December 2004 and the
Ashton Centre, North Belfast, on 3" December 2004.

e A one-day Workshop involving both Republican and Loyalist former prisoners
was held at the University of Ulster, Belfast, on 24" June 2004 to explore their
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sometimes different and sometimes shared key concerns in terms of the
impacts of imprisonment and residual criminalisation and also their abilities to
deliver on conflict transformation.

e Semi-structured Interviews were conducted with a number of key former
prisoners and representatives of former prisoner groups and also members of
‘civil society’.

All meetings and interviews were taped with the permission of participants and
interviewees and subsequently transcribed: quotations cited in this report are, of
course, anonymous except in those instances in which interviewees gave permission
for the use of their names.

1.4 Themes and definitions: former prisoners, ‘political motivation’ and the
contested nature of the conflict

Before exploring in greater detail the contribution of former prisoners to the process
of conflict transformation, it might be useful at this juncture to offer some background
to the slightly cumbersome phraseology ‘politically motivated former prisoners’.
Definitional questions concerning prisoners and former prisoners incarcerated as a
result of the conflict have long been highly contested. As elsewhere, the practical and
symbolic nature of the prison conditions in Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland
and Great Britain were represented as something of a microcosm of the broader
question of the political character or otherwise of the conflict (McEvoy, 2001). Indeed
much of the violence and political strife concerning the prisons focused on the
struggle between the prisoners' assertion of their status as political prisoners and
attempts by the prison authorities to deny, undermine or manage that assertion.
Contestation of the distinction between what constitutes political and what constitutes
criminal acts is not, however, unique to this particular conflict and a brief discussion
on the broader context is useful in highlighting a number of key themes for current
purposes.

For some scholars, the starting point for unpacking definitional difficulties concerning
political motivation is an acknowledgement that all acts deemed criminal arise as a
result of a political process of definition (Quinney, 1970; Chambliss 1976). As
Tunnell (1993: xi) has argued:

....crime as an act, and the social reactions to it, are political
constructs. After all, crime is a violation of legal norms legislated by
a political body as criminal deviance.

While such broad definitions are arguably true, at least at the conceptual level, they do
not necessarily elucidate the relationship between crime and politics. Thus, for
example, at its crudest, this view is represented in reductionist accounts, which view
all crime as “either the expression, symbol or equivalent of political resistance or the
product of the political order of capitalism' (Cohen, 1996: 3). As Cohen argues, the
excesses of such discourses in which virtually all crime becomes political, gave the
whole enterprise a bad name. What is relevant, however, for current purposes is the
idea that the state is a central constitutive actor in the process of defining crime as
political or otherwise.
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Others have sought to define political crime by reference to the ideology or beliefs of
the particular offender. For example, Cesaro Lombroso’s (1968) classic text on
criminality devotes several chapters to the causes of political crime, arguing that it
represents a version of a ‘crime of passion...especially frequent amongst the young
and in the most intelligent and cultivated of nations’ (Lombroso, 1968: 227). Schafer
(1974: 145), too, has described political criminals as ‘convictional criminals’, those
who are convinced of the truth and justification of their own beliefs and who will
carry out ‘ordinary crimes’ (e.g. murder, kidnapping, robbery etc) as a means to a
higher political or ideological end. Similarly Hagan (1997: 2) defines political crime
as ‘criminal activity committed for ideological purposes’ such as social-political
reasons, moral ethical motivations, religious beliefs, scientific theories or political
causes. For such commentators, the focus is on the motive rather than the act of the
‘criminal’.

Elsewhere, greater emphasis has been placed on the nature of the acts carried out
rather than the motivation of the protagonists. For example, when Amnesty
International began to campaign for the release of political detainees, its mandate was
limited originally to ‘prisoners of conscience’, those imprisoned for their political
beliefs who had never used or advocated violence. Neir (1995: 393) has used a similar
definition of political prisoner to include only those incarcerated for his/her beliefs or
for peaceful expression or association, excluding those who have employed or
‘imminently incited” violence. While such a comparatively narrow definition of
political crime may be understandable for the pragmatic campaigning purposes of an
organisation such as Amnesty, it is of little practical use in a context such as Northern
Ireland where large-scale violence has been committed for political ends.

A similar struggle to provide adequate definitions of terms such as ‘crime’, “political
violence’ and “terrorism’ is characteristic of other areas such as international relations,
political science, terrorism studies and international law (Gearty, 1996). These too
have variously focused on: the nature of the violent acts (Van Den Wijngaert, 1980;
Teichman, 1996; Greenwood, 1996); instrumentalist views such as those discussed
below which rely primarily upon domestic and international legislative definitions of
certain acts (Wilkinson, 1986; Schmid et al, 1990); attempts to define such acts by
reference to the status of the victim/s as a combatant or civilian (Primoratz, 1990); and
other principles of either international humanitarian or extradition law (Campbell,
1989; Keightley, 1993). The common feature of all such attempts at definition has
been shaped by the means chosen for either distinguishing or indeed disregarding the
‘political’ or “politically motivated’ element of the offenders’ actions.

Another method employed has been to distinguish ordinary from political offenders is
to examine the manner in which individuals are tried by the state. Such logic would
suggest that if an individual can be determined to have received a “political trial’, then
his/her status as a “political prisoner’ if convicted would seem assured. Unfortunately
of course the definition of what constitutes a “political trial’ is itself problematic.®

! Hain cites an illustrative quote from Judge Alan King-Hamilton in the 1979 case of four young
anarchists charged with firearms and explosives offences. ‘Some counsel have described this
trial as a political trial. I direct it is not a political trial. We do not put people on trial for their
political views in this county...Merely being an anarchist is not a crime.” However, Hain
suggests that Judge King Hamilton's denial is so compulsory a statement by a presiding judge at
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Whether individuals are tried by military courts such as the post-World War Two
trials in Nuremburg and Tokyo (Lane, 1979), trials of former Eastern bloc officials or
government and military personnel in deposed Latin American regimes (Borneman,
1997; Huntingdon, 1991), trials of Western European ‘terrorist’ groupings in the
1970s (Becker, 1989; Moss, 1989) or even the show trials of the Soviet regime (Szész,
1972), there remains the potential for a narrow interpretation of the process which
holds that:

...whatever the political background of the individual case, ...the
trial court will sift the evidence and apply the law ; the difference in
the subject matter, the stature of the individuals or groups involved,
the degree of public interest, or the widespread implications of the
verdict will not matter (Kircheimer, 1961: 49).

In a similar fashion, during the most recent conflict, local, Irish and British courts
have had relatively few problems in defining and understanding what is meant by
‘terrorism’ in a straightforwardly technical or instrumentalist fashion.” From 1972
until the present day ‘terrorism’ has been defined in successive pieces of Emergency
Legislation as:

...the use of violence for political ends and includes any use of
violence for the purpose of putting the public or any section of the
public in fear.

A terrorist is defined as:

a person who is or has been concerned in the commission or
attempted commission of any act of terrorism or in directing,
organising or training persons for the purpose of terrorism.>

Since 1973 in Northern Ireland, any person who has been charged with a suspected
terrorist offence (a ‘scheduled offence’) has had their case heard before a single judge
in special juryless court with amended rules of evidence (Jackson and Doran, 1995).*
In practice the obvious political characteristics of such trials have contributed
comparatively little to the authorities’ response to the defendants’ assertion of their
status as political.

An instrumentalist view of terrorism has thus enabled successive British and Irish
governments and judges to acknowledge that while people may be engaged in acts of

a political trial that *...one can formulate a handy layman's rule - it’s a political trial if the judge
(or the prosecutor) specifically denies that it is” (Hain, 1984: 12).

* See McKee v Chief Constable for Northern Ireland (1984) 1 WLR 1358 (HL)

® The original definitions, replicated in later versions of the Emergency Provision Act and the
Prevention of Terrorism Act, are taken from the legislation to enact Internment (discussed
below), the Detention of Terrorists (NI) Order 1972, Art 2 (2).

* Scheduled offences are those normally associated with the commission of terrorist acts (e.g.
murder, manslaughter, explosions, serious offences against the person, riot, collecting
information likely to be of use to terrorists etc) and are listed as an appendix to the Emergency
legislation. The Act also empowers the Attorney General to decree that certain acts of murder,
manslaughter etc should not be treated as “scheduled” offences and should therefore be tried by
jury, normally in a case where there is no suspected paramilitary involvement.
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violence “for political ends’, these acts remain criminal in nature and should be treated
as such, albeit by using a necessarily amended criminal justice process. Unlike many
European jurisdictions (Radzinowicz and Hood, 1979), the British and Irish tradition
has been to resist strongly any suggestion of ‘special’ treatment for politically
motivated offenders. Indeed, for some of the most influential commentators on
terrorism in Britain and Ireland, to acknowledge the political nature of terrorist crimes
appears to suggest that such acts are in fact more heinous than ‘ordinary decent’
criminality because they represent an attack on the value system of society:

If we attach any meaning and value to our Western Judaeo-
Christian, liberal and humanist values and the ethical and legal
systems that have been shaped by this tradition, we must logically
recognise the criminal nature of terrorism...It is a moral crime, a
crime against humanity, an attack not only on our security, our rule
of law and the safety of the state, but on civilised society itself
(Wilkinson, 1986: 66).

Such a view does not, for example, permit any distinction which might be seen to lend
the slightest degree of legitimacy to ‘terrorism’ such as distinguishing between attacks
on civilian non-combatants and military or security force personnel.® Rather, its sees
the state, whether in the form of its armed personnel or its civilian citizens, as the
victim of terrorism. Within such a paradigm, any political rationale which underpins
criminal acts is proof positive of greater wickedness.

In sum, each of the above frameworks is arguably relevant in the various debates
concerning the definitions of those who have become engaged in and in many
instances were imprisoned as a result of violence related to the Northern Ireland
conflict. The British and Irish states were, of course, key actors in the process of
criminalising certain acts and not others. Discussions on the objectives of the
paramilitary actor, their use of violence, their targeting strategies (e.g. civilian versus
security forces), the nature of their trials and, of course, the particular conditions of
their detention; all have been utilised by those seeking to both assert and deny
political motivation for those engaged in conflict-related violence.

For current purposes however, while we aware of the complexities of these debates,
we have mirrored the approach of the Sentence Review Commission established
under the Belfast Agreement. In making decisions concerning eligibility for early
release, the Sentence Review Commission utilised the definition laid down in the
Emergency legislation. People who had been convicted and imprisoned under the
Emergency legislation in Northern Ireland and legally defined as ‘terrorists’ had
therefore been adjudged guilty of violence or related acts for political ends and could
therefore be treated as politically motivated prisoners in making appropriate

> One of the fundamental principles of humanitarian law (the laws of war) is that attacks on
civilian non-combatants are outlawed. For example, Common Article 3 (1a) of the 1949 Geneva
Conventions regarding conflicts “not of an international character” outlaws violence to life and
person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treatment and torture to persons
taking no active part in the hostilities. While there is a considerable debate as to its applicability
to Northern Ireland (Hogan and Walker, 1989; Boyle and Campbell, 1992), in line with a
broader international trend (Petrasek, 2000), a number of human rights NGOs such as Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch have used international humanitarian law principles to
criticise attacks by paramilitaries in Northern Ireland against civilians.
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determinations. Therefore for the purpose of this report, people who have been
convicted through the Emergency Law system and subsequently imprisoned for their
role in acts related to the conflict are described as politically motivated prisoners or
former prisoners, depending on circumstances.

The de facto acceptance of the political motivation of paramilitaries does not imply
either approval or appeasement. What it does entail, however, is an understanding that
‘unpalatable’ measures such as prisoner release were necessary in the process of
conflict transformation and to recognise that the removal of certain structural
obstacles to successful prisoner reintegration are prerequisite foundations for a new
society. In a similar fashion to political imprisonment during the conflict, the ongoing
debate concerning former prisoners may be used as a prism through which to view
other elements of the body politic beyond the state.

It is no accident that the issue of prisoner release initially proved the greatest obstacle
to the Unionist “Yes’ campaign during the referenda on the Belfast Agreement. At one
level, this could be attributed to the horrors of the previous thirty years and the
atrocities carried out by the IRA and other Republican groupings. Such an explanation
Is inadequate, however, ignoring as it does the fact that Nationalists voted
overwhelmingly for an agreement which saw Loyalist prisoners released, despite the
often-indiscriminate nature of Loyalist attacks on Catholics throughout the conflict.

The nature, meaning and motivation of violence were generally posited upon
dissimilar interpretations between the two principal communities. For Republicans
and supporters of the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), the political
character to the conflict has never been doubted although it should be stressed that the
latter was opposed to the use of force. The Loyalist campaign against the Nationalist
and Republican communities did not lessen the perception of these groups that such
indiscriminate violence was political in character as it aimed to achieve the political
objective of maintaining Northern Ireland’s constitutional status. Within both of these
traditions, there was a sense that the conflict could be resolved through political
development. Moreover, and most certainly in recent years, it became clear that
neither the majority of Nationalists and/or Republicans believed that a ‘military” or
‘security’ victory might be possible. Painful though this acceptance was for many
Republicans, a clear majority of that community saw prisoner releases as necessary in
order to achieve a political transformation of the conflict.°

For many Unionists, on the other hand, ‘terrorism’ was an aberration on the body
politic perpetuated by a few irredentist ‘men of violence’ for whatever combination of
criminal or psychopathic reasons (Robinson, 1980; Cochrane, 1997). With little
support or sympathy for Loyalist prisoners beyond the communities within which they
lived and the narrow electoral base of the Loyalist parties, and no comparable
historical experience of political imprisonment to the Nationalist community, the
mainstream Unionist view of ‘terrorist’ violence was sustained and nurtured by the
official discourses of the state. Within Unionist thinking, security force members, for
example, were not protagonists to the conflict but rather those who upheld ‘law and
order’ in the face of a vicious attack on a democratic state.

® “Most Nationalists Willing to Accept Some Kind of Amnesty.” Belfast Telegraph, 30"
September 1996.
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This refusal to recognise political motivation insulated Unionism from what
Republicans, Nationalist and some Loyalists would view as a moral culpability in the
reproduction of conflict. The state’s formal denial of political motivation also went to
the core of much of Unionism’s denial of the need for political change. However,
once the British government’s de facto position on the recognition of political
motivation had so manifestly changed (through prisoner releases), this represented
part of a broader betrayal of the fiction of blamelessness (McEvoy, 2001). Thus
prisoner releases and resettlement (together with the other dramatic structural changes
to policing, the criminal justice system, equality and human rights legislation and the
sporadic reality of power sharing with Sinn Féin) have led to accusations that the
mainstream Unionist denial of the political nature of the conflict is intellectually
untenable.’

One prominent feature of the attitude towards prisoners of both the Ulster Unionist
Party (UUP) and Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) has been a consistent linkage of
the question of prisoner release and resettlement with the treatment of victims of
violence. Thus, a persistent theme in the campaigns against the early releases was that
of Unionist politicians framing their position as ‘speaking on behalf of the victims of
violence’. While of course many victims of violence were opposed to the early
releases, such an assumed monolithic view on the position of victims was belied by
the fact that other victims felt they could not take a position on the issue and still
others argued in favour of the early release programme (McEvoy, 2001).®

Unionist politicians also gave prominent support to legal challenges mounted to test
the provisions of the early release programme (Morgan, 2000). In the wake of the
releases, a number of Unionist politicians have also consistently criticised the
resources allocated to the resettlement of prisoners, often juxtaposing such
expenditure with the amount allocated to victims.? While some victims and victims
organisations have become increasingly disillusioned with politicians who ‘speak in
their name’ (McBride, 2004), the debate concerning former prisoners amongst
mainstream Unionists in Northern Ireland has lost little of its vituperative tone.
Despite the generosity of some of those who have suffered most egregiously at the
hands of paramilitary and state actors (Hamber, 2003), the fate of former prisoners

" For an analysis of the notion of denial with regard to human rights abuses, see Cohen (2001).

& Amongst the most high profile supporters of the early release programmes as part of the
broader process of reconciliation were Mrs Joan Wilson, mother of Marie Wilson killed by the
IRA at the Enniskillen bombing and Mr Colin Parry whose son Tim was killed by the IRA
bomb at Warrington. Mr Parry expressed his position recently in the following terms: ‘Whilst it
is offensive to have my son classed as collateral damage, | saw the prisoner release process as
part of the Good Friday Agreement as being absolutely essential. | accepted that the position
that both governments were taking, that without prisoner releases there would have been no
deal.” (Minutes of Evidence to the Northern Ireland Select Committee, 2™ March 2005).

% See e.g. “Fury over £6m for prisoners' groups : Contrast with funds for victim support’, Belfast
Telegraph, 2" December 2000. Between 1998 and 2001 the British government committed over
£18 million to victims issues. This figure does not include individual awards made under the
Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme (CICS) or the estimated £120 million costs of the
Bloody Sunday Inquiry. Funding for trauma services has continued since 2001. Victims related
money has also come from other sources including over £3 million of the European Union (EU)
Peace and Reconciliation Programme in the first wave of funding and almost £5 million under
Peace Il. Funding for victims issues has also come from a range of different charitable sources
(Gilligan, 2005).
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remains heated, precisely because it speaks to important political and ideological
struggles concerning the meaning of the Northern Ireland conflict.’® As Brian
Gormally (2001: 5) has argued, for Unionists in particular;

....prisoners and former prisoners are the most obvious ex-
combatants, the visible concentration of everything people feel about
the conflict...they are the perpetrators of numerous atrocities, the
enemies of democracy and civilisation incarnate.

It is little wonder that the role of former prisoners in the future polity remains hotly
disputed in many quarters for they are viewed as the most visible representation of
conflict. The meaning of imprisonment and the post-imprisonment experience is
generally hidden from public discourse. The conflict transformation work, for
example, undertaken by former prisoners is generally obscured by tabloid accounts of
criminality and other anti-social behaviour. Similarly, the establishment of linkages
with state agencies, in itself a sign of conflict transformation, is also obscured. A
central concern of this report is, therefore, to encourage understandings of the former
prisoner community which stretch beyond the stereotypical depictions found within
much of the public domain.

1.5 Structure of the report

Following this Introduction, the report is divided into six further chapters. In Chapter
2, we describe the evolution of former prisoner groups within the historical context of
the prison regimes, drawing upon qualitative data to differentiate between Republican
and Loyalist experiences. Chapters 3-5 are based on the three core themes that
structure the questionnaire survey: resistance and transition; residual criminalisation;
and conflict resolution, management and transformation. In Chapter 3, the personal
dimension of politically motivated former prisoners is examined through an analysis
of family life, self-esteem and other social relationships. The focus in Chapter 4 is on
residual criminalisation and the ways in which this set of processes can act as an
impediment in the ability of former prisoners to work both within and without their
communities. Chapter 5 is concerned with the contribution of former prisoners to
conflict resolution, management and transformation, a theme which is further
developed in Chapter 6 which employs qualitative evidence drawn from the Focus
Groups and Workshop to elaborate on the contrasting experiences of Republican and
Loyalist politically motivated former prisoners at working within and without their
respective communities. Chapter 7 summarises the conclusions of the project by
revisiting the research objectives.

19 The perspective of the DUP on the early releases is instructive. ‘All decent people recoil with
moral contempt at the prospect of the mass release of those who have murdered and maimed the
innocent....” (DUP, 1998). Similarly, Jeffrey Donaldson (then a member of the Official Unionist
Party, now DUP) has indicated that it was the pris