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Introduction 

 

For over 40 years the political agenda of Northern Ireland has been 

dominated by two opposing streams in a struggle for national identity.  

Unionists have had a strong preference for Northern Ireland to remain a part 

of the United Kingdom. Republicans have been equally strong in favor of a 

united Ireland. Both, Unionist and Republicans have grouped themselves in 

moderate and hard-line political parties. The radical (Republican) Sinn Fein 

Party has strong links to the Irish Republican Army (IRA) whose activities 

have escalated on many occasions to terrorist acts and politically motivated 

murders. To be fair, members of the Unionist camp have on many occasions 

provoked Republicans, and, there has been evidence of political murders 

committed by Unionist radical groups.  Between 1969 and 1996 there were 

several, almost civil war like episodes, however, after peace negotiations 

between Unionists and Republicans moderated by the British government, 

had produced the ‘Good Friday Agreement’, a relative calm period has 

prevailed since 1996.   The hard-line parties had expressed strong 

reservations against the agreement, but have adhered to it.   Now, the two 

opposing hard-line parties, the Unionist DUP and the Republican Sinn Fein, 

have won the election for the Assembly of Northern Ireland on November 26, 

2003. The two main questions that arise from the outcome of the election are 

how the radical parties were able to achieve these gains and how these 

results will affect the peace process. Bringing lasting peace to Northern 

Ireland has been the goal stipulated in the Good Friday Agreement.  

In order to answer these questions one has have some background 

information on the history of Northern Ireland and the parties of the 

‘Assembly’. 
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Historical Overview1 

 

In 1922 the southern part of Ireland gained independence from England after 

over 8002 years of British rule. However, there was a political compromise: it 

was agreed that the area around Belfast with its Protestant majority would 

remain part of the United Kingdom. Even though many of the Catholic Irish 

people were disappointed with a divided Ireland, Northern Ireland had 50 

peaceful years with almost no violence. Northern Ireland had its own 

parliament the ‘Stormont’ in which 4/5 of the members were Protestant. This 

over proportional majority was due to the plurality voting system^^ combined 

with skillful gerrymandering, the changing of boundaries of a voting district. 

The voting system meant that the candidates with the most votes in a 

constituency won. All other votes received no consideration. This alone 

heavily discriminated against minorities. In addition, the system of 

gerrymandering was favoring Protestant interests. Catholic districts were split 

up and portions of them were combined with Protestant constituencies with 

the objective to create new districts in which Protestant majorities were 

certain. This system has given a 4/5 parliament majority to the Unionist 

Protestant population, out of proportion to its 2/3 majority based on head 

count. This has antagonized the Catholic population by excluding them to a 

large extend from representation in local councils and in the Stormont. Their 

rights were suppressed; many were living in poor housing conditions and they 

had to be content with inferior jobs. However, before the late sixties there 

were no major public agitations and violent occurrences in Ulster, a name 

frequently used for Northern Ireland, probably because the living standards 

for Catholics in Ulster were a lot higher than in the Irish Republic3.  The, in 

1966 the ‘Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association’, was formed in support of 

the cause of the Ulster Catholic population. Demonstrations across the 

country were organized against the harsh treatment and discrimination of 

Catholics. On January 1st 1969, protesting Catholics clashed with militant 

                                      
1 according to Tieger M. NordIrland Geschichte und Gegenwart, Basel-Bosten-Stuttgart 
19851 and Breuer R. Irland Eine Einführung in seine Geschichte, Literatur und Kultur, 
München 20031  
2 taking 1171 when the English king Henry II claimed Ireland as the beginning of English rule 
in Ireland  
3 Tieger, Nordirland Geschichte und Gegenwart p.85  
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Protestants. The police intervened, however, only members of the civil right 

movement were arrested. After this incident the violence escalated on both 

sides. The British government was forced to send troops to restore order. The 

Ulster government instituted reforms to ensure that all citizens were treated 

equally regardless of their denominations. In return the British government 

agreed in the ‘Downing Street Declaration’ that the status of Ulster as a part 

of the UK would not be changed without the consent of Stormont1. However 

the reforms, the presence of troops and even an all party government that 

was brought down by massive protests of Protestant worker unions could not 

prevent terrorist actions by the IRA and the militant Protestant groups. 

Eventually, in 1972 the British government suspended Stormont and ruled 

Ulster from Westminster. The conflict dragged on with ups and downs until 

the IRA and ‘loyalist’ terror groups agreed to a ceasefire in 1994. By that time 

over 3000 people had been killed by terrorist actions from both sides.  The 

agreement was broken by the IRA but renewed. In 1998 the Good Friday 

Agreement2 was accepted by the people in Northern Ireland and the Republic 

of Ireland. This Agreement demanded better cooperation of Britain and 

Ireland in solving the problems in Ulster, a reform of the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary (RUC), the prejudiced Protestant police force. The IRA and the 

Protestant terrorist groups were obligated to surrender, ‘to decommission’, all 

weapons to the British  authorities. But most importantly the Good Friday 

Agreement brought home rule back to Northern Ireland. Consequently, the 

Assembly of Northern Ireland was set up. Its members are voted with an 

election system called STV (Single Transferable Vote). In STV3 elections the 

voter ranks the candidates after his preferences. If his first preference already 

has enough votes to be elected then his vote is transferred to his second 

preference. Experience in other countries has shown that STV ensures a 

representation of minorities roughly proportional to their size. The executive is 

formed after the d’Hondt formula4 which gives parties ministerial posts 

                                      
1 rland Geschichte und Gegenwart p.78  Tieger, Nordi
2 Progress of the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement 
http://www.wesleyjohnston.com/users/ireland/today/good_friday/progress.html 
3 A simple method of implementing Single Transferable Vote 
http://www.barnsdle.demon.co.uk//vote/minSTV.html  
4 D’Hondt method http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/D'Hondt_method and McGarry, J. 
Opinion And Analysis (Idea Of Using D’hondt To Elect Top Jops Could Attract 
Over 60% Support), Irish Times Dec 06,2003   

http://www.barnsdle.demon.co.uk/vote/minSTV.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/D'Hondt_method
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according to their representation in parliament and ensures that all parties are 

represented. 

The Good Friday Agreement brought a phase of relative stability to Northern 

Ireland. However there has been almost no progress on decommissioning up 

to date.  

 

The major political parties of Northern Ireland 

 

To provide a background for the outcome of the recent election it will be 

helpful to take a closer look at the four main parties of Northern Ireland. The 

many smaller parties will not be included in this overview because of their low 

number of Assembly members, if any, and the respectively small roles they 

play in Northern Ireland’s politics. Of the four main parties, two are deemed 

hard-line, radical:  

 DUP (Democratic Unionist Party), Protestant, leader Ian Paisley, reverend 

in the Free Presbyterian Church. 

 Sinn Fein, Republican, Catholic, leader Gerry Adams, former member of 

the IRA. 

The moderate parties are: 

 UUP (Ulster Unionists Party), Protestant, leader David Trimble, ex First 

Minister  

 SDLP (Social Democratic and Labour Party), Republican, Catholic, former 

leader John Hume. 

 

The DUP is heavily influenced by its head and founder Ian Paisley, reverend 

in the Free Presbyterian Church which was founded by him. He is well known 

for his radical speeches declaring the pope an anti-Christian and brand 

marking politicians as traitors who work together with Sinn Fein. But as a MP 

in Westminster he addressed social problems of Catholics in his 

constituency1. The DUP supports devolution, (self government of Northern 

Ireland) but demands a renegotiation of the Good Friday Agreement. The 

                                      
1 Wuhrer P. Die Trommeln von Drumcree Nordirland am Rande des Friedens, Zürich 20001, 
p.173  
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party program is uncompromising in many ways. A statement on the website1 

demands: ‘The outcome [of a new Agreement] must provide a settlement 

within the UK, not a united Ireland’. They also have so far refused to let so 

called undemocratic parties, like Sinn Fein, participate in the government.  

 

The Sinn Fein Party is closely linked to the terrorist group IRA. They officially 

call themselves ‘pro-agreement’ (Good Friday) and they claim they are 

prepared to talk to all the parties. But they still sometimes protest and do not 

take up their posts and responsibilities in the government in order to press for 

further concessions from the UUP. The IRA is still refusing to surrender its 

weapons. In contrast to the terrorist past of many of its politicians, officially 

Sinn Fein, like the DUP, states that it respects the rights of the opposing side 

and that Protestants should be protected in a United Ireland, its ultimate goal. 

 

The UUP developed the Good Friday Agreement together with the SDLP. 

However, they have made certain their view to continue the union with 

England. Until the recent election they had been the dominant Party in 

Northern Ireland since its separation from Ireland. Under David Trimble the 

Party has undergone a development from supporting Unionist protests and 

strikes against the all party government in the early 70’s to working together 

with Sinn Fein in the executive and becoming a firm supporter of the Good 

Friday Agreement. However there are voices within the party that advocate a 

more confrontational course against Sinn Fein and a renegotiation of the 

Good Friday Agreement. 

The SDLP (Social Democratic and Labour Party) is the moderate Republican 

party which stands for the interests of the Catholic minority in Northern 

Ireland. The party has its roots in the Civil Rights movement of the 1960’s. A 

statement on the party website reads: ‘The SDLP is 100% for a United 

Ireland. And we are 100% for the Good Friday Agreement.’2 The party is 

recognizing the rights and interests of the Protestants. It has stressed that in 

a united Ireland the institutions of the Good Friday Agreement in favor of 

republican groups must endure and be guaranteed also to Unionists (in a 

                                      
1 Seven Principles www.dup2win.com/SevenPrinciples.asp 
2 Constitutional Issues http://www.sdlp.ie/policy/summaries/constitution 
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united Ireland). The SDLP is lacking a leader at the moment after 

domineering John Hume has retired. 

 

Reasons for the outcome of the election 

 

One obvious reason for the losses of the SDLP and UUP and the gains of 

Sinn Fein and the DUP is the low voter turnout which usually hurts moderate 

parties. But there are also other factors like the voting system STV which 

some commentators claim favors extremists. And there are of course 

problems in the parties themselves which made them lose the favor of the 

voters. 

The ‘Belfast Telegraph’ prophesied a day before the election that the turnout 

would be low due to bad weather and important ‘Champions League’ soccer 

matches. ‘Peak voting time is expected to be cold and wet – with even a 

chance of snow.’1 The article also gave another reason for a low turnout; 

many people did not understand the purpose of the election, namely to elect a 

new Assembly when it had been suspended since October 2002. As it turned 

out the ‘Belfast Telegraph’ was right. The turnout was only 64 percent2, rather 

low for Northern Ireland. The decision of many voters to not go to the election 

certainly hurt the moderate parties because radical parties like Sinn Fein and 

the DUP usually have more motivated and determined voters who do not stay 

absent. But the question is if the moderate voters stayed at home due to bad 

weather or out of disappointment with their parties. 

There were reasons to be disappointed with the UUP. In the eyes of the 

public the UUP continued to make concessions without Sinn Fein making any 

progress to force the IRA that its weapons must be decommissioned. This 

probably irritated many Unionists and one radical Protestant newspaper 

wrote: ‘For far too long this sorry bunch of apologists and serial appeasers 

had bent the knee to the ever–increasing demands from Sinn Fein, only to 

see each concession rewarded with hollow platitudes and meaningless 

gestures.’3 

                                      
1 Thornton, C. et al. Election fears - would you vote?, Belfast Telegraph Nov 25, 2003 
2 Lavery, B. Hard – Liners Gain in Northern Ireland Voting, New York Times Nov 28, 2003    
3 McCluskie, T. Another such victory and the UUP would be ruined, Belfast Telegraph Dec 
04, 2003   
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The SDLP has come out in even worse shape. Many of its constituent voters 

say it concentrated too much on keeping the peace process going and 

thereby compromising its own interests.  

Sinn Fein is now perceived as the party that delivers results by moving the 

UUP to make concessions simply by boycotting negotiations. Detractors of 

the SDLP say that the party has too much of the ‘three M’s – too male, too 

middle classed, too middle of the road’1. In contrast to Sinn Fein the SDLP 

has a weak leadership and is lacking grass root support in many provinces.2 

An interesting reason brought forward is that the STV voting system could be 

favoring the more radical parties in elections3. The system has a relatively 

high number of seats per constituency. This allows parties with as much as 7 

percent of the first preferences to win a seat and explains how the DUP could 

win a seat in West Belfast an area with a Catholic majority. These factors 

contributed to the outcome of the election. But one phrase out of the Irish 

Times may have scored the strongest point: ‘It’s the guns, stupid’.4 The guns 

are the reasons Unionists switched from UUP to DUP and that Sinn Fein 

became so popular. The governments of Ireland and Great Britain have acted 

as if the IRA has given up its weapons. ‘Five and a half years of these 

charades have left Northern Ireland more bitterly divided than ever, the 

Belfast Agreement not functioning, devolution suspended and Paisleysim and 

the political wing of the IRA on top of the electoral heap.’5  

                                   

Consequences for the peace process 

       

To continue the peace process was one of the objectives when the British 

government scheduled the election for the Assembly for November last year. 

Hopefully, a re-instituted Assembly and Home Rule would appease radical 

                                      
1 Cowan, R. Poll could put SDLP on the road to oblivion, say critics, The Guardian Nov 24, 
2003 
2 Cowan, R. Poll could put SDLP on the road to oblivion, say critics, The Guardian Nov 24, 
2003 
3 O’Malley, E. A voting system that works against the centre parties, The Irish Times Dec 10, 
2003 
4 Kennedy, D. Opinion And Analysis: It’s the IRA, stupid, that is to blame for everything – 
What would happen if Gerry Adams was to tell us the IRA has gone away, and all guns were 
to be handed over to be put out of use? asks Dennis Kennedy, Irish Times Dec 08,2003     
5 Kennedy, D. Opinion And Analysis: It’s the IRA, stupid, that is to blame for everything – 
What would happen if Gerry Adams was to tell us the IRA has gone away, and all guns were 
to be handed over to be put out of use? asks Dennis Kennedy, Irish Times Dec 08,2003 
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groups.  Further, the relatively quiet period since the beginning of the Good 

Friday Agreement should have influenced the public to vote for moderate 

parties as they would be able to best pave the way forward for a calm rather 

than violent development.  At the beginning, after the election victory of the 

DUP and Sinn Fein became apparent, the prevailing opinion expressed in 

media commentaries and by political rhetoric was that this outcome could 

adversely affect the peace process. Symptomatic for this was Paisley’s 

shouting at a TV reporter that he and his party would not talk with Sinn Fein 

and that he would expel any dissenting party members1. Gerry Adams was 

quick to reply that Sinn Fein would insist on participation in the government as 

provided by the terms of the Agreement1. In practical terms this ‘no talks’ 

tactic would mean a boycott of any political movement and would torpedo the 

Good Friday Agreement which mandates that the First Minister (FM) and his 

deputy (DFM)2 must be elected together and must be from the leading party 

of each side. Based on the election outcome the FM would be designated to 

the DUP and the DFM to Sinn Fein.  A potentially dangerous situation 

appeared to be developing. Without an election of the FM and DFM it is 

unlikely that Britain will end the suspension of the Assembly which may give 

hard-line groups an excuse for violence.  

However, the future political development in Northern Ireland, specifically the 

peace process, should not be seen as depending only on the election 

outcome and the resulting hard-line majority.  Influences by other factors may 

prevail.  The six year period of ‘no violence’,  a significant improvement of the 

economic situation for all social classes and also such developments as the 

European Union and globalization should be taken into consideration3. These 

developments have changed the public from being interested in nationalistic 

issues to more individual concerns such personal security and prosperity. 

Also, significant advances in communication have provided people with more 

knowledge and better ability for judgment. Following this theory, there are 

certain clues that the DUP may not be as hard-line as it acts. While in front of 

the camera DUP politicians refuse to talk to or even to notice members of 

                                      
1 author unknown, Gewinne für die Radikalen, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung Nov 28, 2003 
2 McGarry, J., Opinion And Analysis (Idea Of Using D’hondt To Elect Top Jobs Could Attract 
Over 60% Support): Despite 70 per cent support for the Good Friday Agreement, no 
Executive can be formed in the North     
3 Hamerla, M., Titanic – Symbol für den Wandel, Rheinische Post, Jan 24, 2004  
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Sinn Fein, the scene behind them is quite different as an article in ‘The 

Guardian’ suggests: ‘Away from the public gaze – on local councils – the two 

parties are pairing up successfully to collect rubbish, refurbish leisure centers 

[…] and ensure that out-of-town shopping malls do not threaten town 

centers.’1 For a compromise in the Assembly there needs to be more than 

secret meetings. The DUP will have to say farewell from its election rhetoric 

of not working with Sinn Fein and start to publicly engage them. But will they 

be able to shed their successful election strategy? Another article in ‘The 

Guardian’ suggests that the DUP may be happy with some kind of direct rule 

from London.2 Even if Ian Paisley can lead his party in a new direction Sinn 

Fein would have to move along too. 

 

A DUP ready to compromise would still be more demanding towards Sinn 

Fein than the David Trimble’s UUP. The Irish Times wrote: ‘There are no 

circumstances which can be envisaged where the DUP would enter a 

devolved executive with the party [Sinn Fein] without the standing down of the 

IRA. […] Gerry Adams has now received an historic mandate to prove that 

the political process can produce results.’3   Sinn Fein would necessarily have 

to use their ties with the IRA to persuade it to make significant progress on 

the decommissioning of their weapons. As with the willingness of the DUP to 

talk to Sinn Fein it is questionable if Sinn Fein will be willing and be able to 

make the IRA give up their weapons. Although the pressure from the DUP 

combined with the will of Sinn Fein to stay in power may make a compromise 

possible. 

 

Sinn Fein, at least its mainstream, from the time since negotiating the Good 

Friday Agreement has undergone a significant change to moderation from a 

party once being outlawed to a party with solid democratic principles 

participating in the Northern Ireland government and being committed to co-

existence with opposing groups4.  With this political image the party would 

probably lose a lot of votes in future elections if it would be suspected to have 

                                      
1 Chirsafis, A., Sworn enemies – or sparing partners?, The Guardian, Dec 06, 2003  
2 Bew, P., Paisleyism cannot be appeased, The Guardian, Dec 04, 2003  
3 unkown auther, Irish Times Editorial, Nov 29, 2003, from press review, The Guardian Dec 
01, 2003 
4 author unknown, Gewinne für die Radikalen, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung Nov 28, 2003 
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sympathized with a return to violence.  To prevent this from happening Sinn 

Fein now has to influence the IRA to come to reason and to put violence and 

terrorism to an end.   

 

Such change to moderation and to law and order observing behavior when 

assuming government responsibility have been seen on other occasions as 

well.  A good example may be the ANC party (African Notional Congress) in 

South Africa.  After having been assured of government power as the 

expected outcome of the negotiations to end apartheid the ANC has, prior to 

the first democratic election, changed its program from communist and 

revolutionary to democratic and law abiding. Today, South Africa is a model 

democratic and non violent society in spite of a large portion of the population 

living at poverty level and a high crime rate by any standards.   Improvements 

to poverty and social situation are sought via the democratic process in 

parliament. Recently implemented legislation for ‘Black Empowerment’ can be 

stated as an example.   

 

In Northern Ireland the situation remains fragile. The DUP has openly 

demanded that the ‘Good Friday Agreement’ be re-negotiated.   However, this 

has received some positive comments. Many have questioned the 

galvanizing effect the Agreement’s institutions have on the people of Northern 

Ireland. ‘The whole basis of the agreement was to institutionalize the divisions 

between the two communities.’1 The institutions the Agreement created  tend 

to make the denomination  differences more obvious. One example is the 

Assembly where members have to designate themselves as Unionists or 

Nationalists. Such rules tend to block reconciliation between the two 

communities which is a key factor for finding peace in Northern Ireland. A re-

negotiated Agreement could help to solve that problem. 

 

The recent election could also lead to a radicalization of the political 

landscape of Northern Ireland. If the DUP and Sinn Fein continue to stay high 

in the polls the UUP may turn to Jeffery Donaldson a UUP member of the 

                                      
1 O’Malley, E., A voting system that works against the centre parties, Irish Times, Dec 10, 
2003 
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Assembly who advocates a harder course towards Sinn Fein similar to that of 

the DUP. The SDLP may not be able to reorganize itself and could loose 

further against Sinn Fein. 

 

As indicated by so many different quotations and theories, on balance it is 

difficult to answer the question what consequences the election results will 

have on the peace process. It may be appropriate to draw the following 

conclusions:  

 The peace process will likely take longer to come to a positive end, 

simply because compromises are more difficult to be achieved 

between hard-liners.  

 On the other hand the hard-line parties have now been placed in a 

position of responsibility. This may moderate their views. Without given 

government power,   they may be tempted to resort to violence as a 

demonstration of protest.   

 Also in Northern Ireland people have benefited from economic 

development. As an article1 about vacation in Belfast in a German 

newspaper shows the stability in  past years has brought investments 

and prosperity into the land. Because both groups, Unionists and 

Nationalists are benefiting from these circumstances they would not 

support a new wave of violence that would threaten what has been 

achieved in the past.  

  Finally and hopefully, the developments which have taken place and 

experiences made since the Good Friday Agreement came into effect 

should continue to push nationalism to an issue of lesser importance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                      
1 Hamerla, M., Titanic – Symbol für den Wandel, Rheinische Post, Jan 24, 2004 
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Timeline of the History of Northern Ireland 

 

1169 Normans begin to land in Ireland 

1171  Henry II king of England claims Ireland 

1603  Presbyterian Scotts settle in Ulster, begin of the religious divisions in     

Ireland 

1919-1921  ‘War of Independence’ against Britain 

1921  In the cease-fire ‘Irish Free State’ accepts the British rule in Ulster 

and remains in the Commonwealth 

1922-1923  Civil war between the ‘Free Staters’ and the ‘Irish Republican Army’ 

1949  ‘Irish Free State’ leaves the Commonwealth and becomes the 

‘Republic of Ireland’ 

1966  The Civil Rights Movement begins in Northern Ireland 

1969  Radical Protestants attack protesting Catholics in Londonderry 

1972  The Stormont is suspended, direct rule from London 

1994  Cease-Fire 

1998  ‘Good Friday Agreement’ End of direct rule from London 

2002  Assembly is suspended due to allegations of being spied by the IRA      

 

Abbreviations 

IRA  Irish Republican Army 

DUP  Democratic Unionist Party 

UK  United Kingdom 

RUC  Royal Ulster Constabulary 

STV  Single Transferable Vote 

UUP  Ulster Unionist Party 

SDLP Social Democratic Labour Party 

FM  First Minister 

DFM Deputy First Minister 
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