
Northern Ireland 



Background 
In the 16th century, King Henry VIII accelerated the process of settler-colonialism in Ireland via the 

resettlement of English and Scottish Protestants, some forcibly, some willingly. The usual tactics of 

settler-colonialism followed. Settlement necessitated the territorial dispossession of the indigenous 

Irish, the vast majority of whom had been Catholic since St. Patrick had peaceably Christianized the isle 

around 400 A.D. The Irish language, Gaelic, was virtually eradicated. Catholic children were forcibly 

reschooled; Irish cultural traditions were replaced with Anglican ones. Settlers industrialized the 

Northern part of the island and Catholics  were proletarianized, either as farm laborers or as factory 

workers for Protestant owners.  By the 17th century, settlers’ vice grip on the government, economy, and 

culture was referred to as the Protestant Ascendancy (which did not, it should be noted, include all 

Protestants—Presbyterians, the bulk of those forcibly resettled, suffered a status comparable to the 

Catholics).   

 In 1916, the Easter Rising launched the Irish people’s most successful gambit for independence  

from British colonial rule. The conflict lasted until 1921 and resulted in the partition of the Irish isle—

between the free and independent Republic of Ireland, comprising the territorial and populational bulk 

of the island in the south and northwest, and six counties in the northeast, where the vast majority of 

Protestants had settled (referred to as Northern Ireland by Irish Nationalists (or Republicans), and as 

Ulster, or the Six Counties by Protestant Unionists). After the partition of the isle, Protestants 

established a devolved government in Northern Ireland, called the Stormont Parliament. Between 1921 

and 1969, Britain effectively left Northern Ireland to its own devices, and the Stormont Parliament 

continued to exclude Catholics from government and voting, tax them at disproportionate rates, 

encourage discrimination against them in hiring, and discriminate against Catholics in government-

allocated housing and other social services. An all-Protestant police force, the Royal Ulster Constabulary, 

was established, and swore allegiance to the King and Queen of England—an authority fundamentally 

rejected by most Catholics in Northern Ireland.  

 In 1969, inspired by leftist agitation in the United States and anti-apartheid activism in South 

Africa, a loose coalition of workers and leftists, primarily Catholic but including many poorer Protestants, 

demonstrated peacefully for civil reform in Belfast and Derry, the two largest cities in Northern Ireland. 

The RUC and Protestant civilians brutally beat protesters, sparking the Troubles, a decades-long civil war 

that did not end until 1998. Protestants resurrected the Ulster Volunteer Force, a militia originally 

founded in the 1920s conflict, and drilled in the streets to intimidate Catholics. The Irish Republican 

Army1, also a holdover from the earlier war, reformed soon after to protect protesters, but undertook 

no nationalist agenda of independence. The British military was deployed in 1969 to “stabilize” the 

region and occupied Northern Ireland until 2007, the longest continuous deployment in British military 

history. Though Catholics were initially optimistic that the British military would improve the situation, 

                                                           
1 I am simplifying a bit here—internal disputes led to the splintering of the IRA both within Northern Ireland, and 
between the IRA in the Republican of Ireland and the North. The Republic has always nominally supported the 
unification of Ireland, but largely abandoned Northern Catholics as the Republic’s government had little incentive 
to incorporate the North’s Protestants, who were (and are) hostile to the idea of being separated from the UK and 
becoming a minority group in a united Ireland. The main IRA party in the North were the Provisional IRA, but I use 
IRA here to refer to all the republican groups in the North, as I doubt the distinctions will be terribly relevant for 
NPTE debates. 



the fact that the military was deployed to “problem” areas—mainly Catholic neighborhoods hosting 

demonstrations—meant that the military killed and injured a disproportionate amount of Catholic 

civilians. The British introduced indefinite internment without trial and, in a rather unusual tactic, 

censored just the voices of Irish revolutionaries, so that their words were dubbed over by voice actors 

when they appeared on television. The IRA saw the British military presence as an occupation and 

changed their agenda to an overtly nationalist one, aimed at a unified, independent Ireland. In 1971, the 

UK dissolved Northern Ireland’s parliament and reinstated Direct Rule, which lasted until 2007. Though 

the conflict—called the Troubles--was at its bloodiest during the 1970s, violence continued until the 

Good Friday Agreement in 1998 (fully implemented in 2006). The Good Friday Agreement is generally 

seen by historians as a victory for Unionist principles, as it further entrenched Northern Ireland’s 

inclusion in the UK and foreclosed most any possibility for a unified Ireland (it required the Republic of 

Ireland to remove the provision of its Constitution stating its mission to achieve a unified Ireland), but it 

was popularly supported across all of Ireland and the DUP was the only political party to oppose it.  

 Today, Northern Ireland is generally safe, but the legacy of the conflict is very much alive. 

Protestant and Catholic neighborhoods in Belfast, Northern Ireland’s largest city, are divided by “peace 

walls” covered in UVF and IRA heroes. 95% of children in Northern Ireland go to religiously segregated 

schools. Amnesty was never granted to former paramilitary fighters, inhibiting historical knowledge of 

the conflict as many former fighters won’t speak to researchers for fear of arrest or reprisals. In the early 

2000s, an oral histories project by Boston College came to an early end after previously-gathered 

testimonies were released to the British military and Northern Irish police under a post-9/11 

antiterrorism treaty. The release created a chilling effect, as researchers had promised interviewees that 

their records would remain sealed until their deaths. The UK’s stance is that as soon as a majority of 

Northern Irelanders vote for a unified, independent Ireland, they will support it, but this stance is called 

the “Protestant veto” by Catholics because the border was drawn in 1921 to protect a strong Protestant 

majority in the North. Forming a domestic government in Northern Ireland grows increasingly difficult 

with each election. Because the Good Friday Agreement stipulated that the domestic government must 

be formed via a coalition of the largest Unionist and largest Nationalist party, voters have grown more 

extremist in anticipation of interparty negotiation (each side fears that their side’s moderate parties are 

more likely to capitulate to the other side, so they increasingly elect hardliners). As a result, Sinn Fein 

and the Democratic Unionist Party, formerly fringe parties and the political wings of the IRA and UVF 

respectively, have become the largest political parties in Northern Ireland, and the two parties 

frequently fail to form a coalition government. Since the election in the spring of this year, there has 

been no government in Northern Ireland as the two fail to come to an agreement over Brexit, gay 

marriage, and abortion, and the threat of reintroduction of Direct Rule looms.2 

 Now, Brexit threatens the tenuous peace established outlined only 20 years and fully achieved 

only in the last ten years. Though a majority of Northern Irelanders voted against Brexit, they will suffer 

its most severe consequences. At the heart of the Good Friday Agreement was the opening of the 

border between the Republic and North, which had previously been highly militarized and prone to 

violence. Now, there is free movement between the two parts of the isle, and much economic 

commerce depends upon the open border. After the UK’s snap elections threatened Theresa May’s 

mandate for Brexit, she struck a deal with the DUP to support it. Around 60% of Protestants support 

                                                           
2 Both gay marriage and abortion are legal in the rest of the UK. Sinn Fein supports both and the DUP opposes 
both. 



Brexit, compared to 85% of Catholics who oppose it. If a hard border is reintroduced, it will potentially 

devastate Northern Ireland’s economy, which depends on barrier-free trade with the EU, the Republic of 

Ireland especially and will undercut the main cultural achievement of the Good Friday Agreement. If the 

border is left open, Protestant backlash is highly likely, as many Protestants oppose any gesture toward 

inter-Irish unity: even the establishment of non-governing inter-Ireland cultural advisory councils by the 

Good Friday Agreement was opposed by the DUP, along with other provisions of the Good Friday 

Agreement they viewed as conciliatory toward Catholics. In sum, peace and the possibility of 

governance are both highly tenuous in Northern Ireland at the moment and there are many possible 

outcomes as to Northern Ireland’s domestic government and its status within the UK and EU, all likely to 

inflame internecine tensions.  

  



Resolutions 
1. The Republic of Ireland should annex Northern Ireland. 

a. Ground: The affirmative has good colonialism ground, but such a move is almost certain 

to cause a war or at least a substantial amount of violence across both Irelands. This 

also means there are hopefully good framework debates to be had over whether you 

vote affirmative for “the principle of the thing” and ignore the postfiat impacts or not. 

The negative is not also necessarily excluded from the moral high ground; plenty of 

Catholics enjoy the rights of British citizenship and are derisive of the passionately anti-

imperialist rhetoric of Republicans, given that anti-Catholic discrimination has largely 

eroded, at least officially.  

2. The United Kingdom should substantially increase support for the Irish language in Northern 

Ireland. 

3. The United Kingdom should exempt Northern Ireland from Brexit./ The UK should maintain 

the Common Travel Area in perpetuity. /The United Kingdom should agree to maintain the 

Common Travel Area in the event of a British exit from the European Union./ The United 

Kingdom should agree to maintain the Common Travel Area after it exits the European 

Union./The United Kingdom should acede to one or more demands outlined by the European 

Union in its paper “Guiding Principles for the Dialogue on Ireland/Northern Ireland” as part of 

Article 50 negotiations. /The United Kingdom should acede to one or more demands outlined 

by the European Union as part of Article 50 negotiations./The United Kingdom should acede 

to one or more demands outlined in the European Union’s “Guiding Principles for the 

Dialogue on Ireland/Northern Ireland.”   

a. Obviously I’ve had trouble wording the topic as “Brexit” seems too informal, but what 

I’m trying to get at is a resolution that would allow the affirmative to envision a Breixt 

agreement that keeps the border relatively open.  

4. The United Kingdom should grant amnesty to former members of paramilitary groups in 

Northern Ireland. 

5. The United Kingdom should dissolve the Parliament of Northern Ireland and reinstate Direct 

Rule.  

a. As colonialist as it sounds, the affirmative isn’t as screwed on this topic as they might 

appear to be—given that there’s no domestic government in Northern Ireland at the 

moment, and hasn’t been in months, there’s an argument to be made that Direct Rule 

would be advantageous. 

6. The United States should remove the Provisional Irish Republican Army from its list of terrorist 

organizations.  

a. Neg ground probably includes biopower/arguments about state-sanctioned knowledge 

& categories being bad. 

7. Northern Ireland should require 50% of its Police Service to be Catholic. 

a. Neg ground also includes biopower. 

b. The Good Friday Agreement replaced the Royal Ulster Constabulary, the all-Protestant, 

crown-loyal police force with the nonsectarian Police Service, but a majority of police 

officers are still Protestant. 

8. Northern Ireland should ban former paramilitary fighters from serving in parliament. 



a. A large number of former paramilitary fighters are now prominent politicians in 

Northern Ireland, including Gerry Adams, once the leading figure of the PIRA. Some 

admit it, some don’t, but for the most part, former membership is an open secret. 

Affirmative ground includes arguments that terrorism is bad, and that banning former 

paramilitary members would allow for an actually-collaborationist government not hung 

up on old tensions. It would probably force more moderate parties to be elected, since 

the DUP and Sinn Fein were both political wings of Protestant and Catholic 

paramilitaries, so large swathes of those parties would be unelectable. Negative ground 

includes critiques of antiterror rhetoric, biopower, and a shortage of qualified 

candidates.  



Ground 
The affirmative ground includes anticolonialism, intellectual freedom and historical accounting, and 

economic advantages about both the EU, the Republic, and Northern Ireland. Negative ground on every 

topic includes angering Protestants, (which truly is likely to cause violence and conflict), politics DAs 

about the Republic, EU, and Northern Ireland, economic disadvantages, or going harder-right and 

arguing that IRA “terrorism” isn’t totally dead and that granting amnesty would be wrong or dangerous. 

The negative could even contend the affirmative’s fantasies of decolonization are themselves colonial, 

as it is true that Irish American interest in a reunified Ireland is often far more passionate that most Irish 

Catholics, who are by and large tired of violence after decades of conflict. The fact that Irish Americans 

are spared the horrors of war does inflame their sense of righteousness. Ground arguments unique to 

individual topics are noted above.  
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