What was the impact of John Hume on Northern Ireland up to 1993?

1. Early Life and Community Work
John Hume was born in the Bogside area of Derry in 1937. After receiving a Master’s degree from Maynooth in 1964, he returned to Derry as a teacher. Hume has always claimed that he was lucky to have been born at a time in Northern Irish history when the Welfare State ensured that Catholics had the opportunity to have a free public education. A lifelong supporter of community work, Hume helped to set up the Derry Credit Union (Northern Ireland’s first such union). It grew to be a huge success and Hume, as President of the Credit Union League of Ireland, now had a national profile. 

2. Political Beginnings
Given the serious housing shortage in Derry at the time, especially for Catholics, it was no surprise that Hume helped in founding the Derry Housing Association in 1964. The DHA contributed to the building of many Derry estates but the practice of gerrymandering (manipulation of council boundaries for electoral gain) meant that much of their work was delayed or undone. Hume gained success on this issue in 1971 when Westminster (i.e. the British government) created the NI Housing Executive to decide on such matters (not local councils). Hume was also central to the ‘University for Derry’ Campaign (as its chairman) when the issue of where to locate a new university campus in Northern Ireland was being decided in the mid-1960s. Derry citizens had wanted the existing Magee College campus to be chosen while the Lockwood Committee decided on the nearby town of Coleraine as the greenfield site for the project. While the campaign was unsuccessful, it highlighted the willingness of Derry’s citizens to engage in non-violent protest as a viable alternative to radical Nationalist groups. 

3. SDLP and National Politics

Hume turned to the example of his role-model, Martin Luther King for political reform. He was one of the founders of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) and in particular the practice of non-violent protest. Hume came to national attention once again while arrested for attending such a protest in Derry in 1968. (He appealed the decision successfully). In 1969, Hume entered national politics and won a seat in the Parliament of Northern Ireland at Stormont by defeating the Nationalist incumbent. In 1970, Hume was one of the founding members of the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), a Nationalist party which advocated non-sectarian (i.e. non-religious) politics. Throughout the period of ‘direct rule’ (when the Stormont parliament was suspended and the British government in Westminster ruled from London), Hume was constant in his non-violent campaigns although, overall, hard-line Nationalist politicians did much better in elections than the moderate SDLP. 

4. Sunningdale

As a key member of the SDLP, Hume was named as Minister for Commerce in the power-sharing executive established following the Sunningdale Agreement in December 1973. The general election in February 1974 was a landslide victory for anti-Sunningdale Unionists – now joined together as the United Ulster Unionist Council (UUUC) – who won 11 of the 12 Northern Ireland seats. Only Gerry Fitt retained a seat for the SDLP. However, Hume came to prominence in an unexpected way during the Ulster power workers’ strike in May 1974. He suggested that the impact of the strike could be lessened by using power from the Coolkeeragh Power Station in Derry, as the majority of its workers were Catholic (and presumably pro-Sunningdale). In any case, the suggestion was dismissed by the Secretary of State, Merlyn Rees. 

5. Europe

In fact, the ongoing violence and slaughter of the 1970s in NI and the appeal of radical politics – Republican and Loyalist – as a solution led Hume to look towards Europe as a new platform for his political message. In 1979, Hume was elected MEP for Foyle and followed this shortly after with a victory for the leadership of the SDLP. Again, Hume was to the fore in convincing key players in the European Union to aid the peace process in Northern Ireland. 
6. Anglo-Irish Agreement 1985

In 1983, Hume was elected to represent Foyle as M.P. in the House of Commons at Westminster. Only the SDLP and the Irish government took part in the New Ireland Forum in 1984. It was an attempt to open multi-party talks on the future of Northern Ireland and the Republic. However, Unionist parties felt it was simply a ‘united Ireland in disguise’ while Sinn Fein felt it did not go far enough. Hume now looked to the USA to break the deadlock. By appealing to the powerful Irish-American lobby in Washington and winning traditional support away from the IRA, Hume was able to attract the attention of the Conservative government under Margaret Thatcher. In addition, he began talks with both the Irish and British governments, all of which led to a new era of negotiations, culminating in the Anglo-Irish Agreement, 1985. The AIA was notable as it stated that the Irish Government had ‘an advisory role’ in the governing of Northern Ireland. The agreement stated that there would be no change in the constitutional position of Northern Ireland unless a majority of its citizens voted to join the Republic of Ireland. It also laid out the plans for shared ‘consensus government’ in Northern Ireland and the need for both governments to confer on ‘matters of mutual interest.’  
7. Hume-Adams Talks and the Downing Street Declaration 1993

Hume had, in fact, maintained dialogue with Republican paramilitaries in secret, namely with Sinn Fein President, Gerry Adams since 1988. Many commentators, particularly Unionist politicians were critical of Hume’s engagement with paramilitary representatives but Hume replied that he did not care ‘two balls of roasted snow’ for such criticism. However, it is generally acknowledged that these talks and Hume’s determination were instrumental in bringing Sinn Fein to the negotiating table and persuading the British and Irish governments to listen to them. Ultimately, the Downing Street Declaration 1993 repeated many of the points that John Hume had made since the 1970s: the principle of self-determination and the need to engage with any parties willing to find a ‘peaceful settlement of relevant issues.’ In effect, this ‘opened the door’ for paramilitaries in general and the IRA in particular to engage in the peace process. This was hugely significant for the Provisional IRA, as it removed much of their argument for violent struggle- at least on a political level. For its part, the Irish government accepted that the Protestant communities in Northern Ireland would not be coerced into any form of government to which they were opposed. 
8. Political Legacy

Hume’s political impact on Northern Ireland up to 1993 was immense, especially when one considers that his contribution to the 1998 Good Friday Agreement, the recognition of these efforts as a joint Nobel Peace Prize winner with the UUP’s David Trimble and his leading role in the re-constituted multi-party Northern Ireland Assembly were all in the future. He retired from front-line politics in 2004 but he is still a huge figure in Irish, European and world politics. As former US President Bill Clinton has said, "He [Hume] is Ireland's most tireless champion for civil rights and its most eloquent spokesman for peace." 
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