owens: One of the things that has

been striking in reading about your
history is the power of female leadership
in Ireland—not only your remarkable
fourteen-year tenure as president, but
also your administration following that of
another remarkable female president. Is
there something specific about Irish poli-
tics or culture that makes this possible?

mcaleese: | don't think that it’s
necessarily any di erent from other
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ment in the North and the government
in the South. There appeared to be a
settling of the conflict and particularly,
in the light of Vatican I, more talk about
ecumenism; but of course then that all
went horribly wrong with the stirring up
of the sectarian dragon by Dr. lan Paisley
and his cohorts and by Protestant para-
militaries. It all blossomed again. But |
have to say, that sectarianism was always
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really working to try and find a coherent
way of living in a neighborly way. So
that’s what we started down the road of
doing: to see how we could become good
neighbors.

owens:
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Irish Peace Tower in memory of all Irish
men who died. Suddenly it's di erent.
Now people who regarded themselves as
quintessentially British, not at all Irish,
in Northern Ireland were saying, well,
we were a little bit Irish. And people who
regarded themselves as quintessentially
Irish, not at all British, were saying, well,
maybe we could be a little bit British.
And, maybe more importantly, we could
use this story to create a platform of
shared memory and not one of division.

So this is where education is important.
Education ought to tell the truth about
things and not enter a gigantic conspir-
acy, as it had done for generations. I'm
always very wary of every historian who
claims to be objective, because ultimately
they tell an edited version of history. In
divided societies, history is told in a way
that serves to maintain the toxin of dif-
ference. Where there is history of conflict
and violence, regrettably, you'll find in
the history books the spores that outcrop
in one or two generations down the road
in more violence.

These are important things that we are
now beginning to get a grip on in the
North and South. We look at curriculum
now. We have looked for a long time now
for ways in which our children, though
they go to separate schools, can engage
with one another. Historically, they didn’t
play the same sports, so they were never
going to play on the same teams. Prot-
estants played rugby; Catholics played
Gaelic football. A huge amount of work
has been done to try and find common
ground in this divided community—ei-
ther from the past that was deliberately
obscured, or to create new common
ground. Take sports as a classic example:
schools now are making an e ort to be
more inclusive in their sporting endeav-
ors so that Catholics will run across
Protestants, Protestants will run across
Catholics, and children will have an op-
portunity for friendship building.

Growing up, we did have some oppor-
tunities. Martin and | were involved in

debating, which was the one area where
there was a chance, strangely enough.
But even there, it was di cult to talk

real politics, because, having grown

up in divided communities, we hadn’t
learnt the proper language of respect-

ful engagement, and there were always
dangers around those debates. So those
debates always managed to carefully
avoid dealing with the kinds of subjects
that might be identity ridden or about
which we might be cholerically passion-
ate. They concentrated perhaps more on
international politics or issues that would
not divide us. But those were also good
things, because we made a lot of friends
through debating, as we did also at uni-
versity. University was one of the very few

4 | the boisi center interview: mary mcaleese

no such thing as peace without justice, in
my view. We use expressions, for exam-
ple, like “parity of esteem.” There would
never have been a Good Friday Agree-
ment in Northern Ireland had it not been
underpinned by an infrastructure that
guaranteed to the citizens of Northern



couldn’t be defeated in a way because,

in the past, they’d pulled against each
other, neither working together, to a

di erentbeatandtoadi erentdrum.
The government in Britain is saying, if
Northern Ireland ever decides to be part
of the Republic, we won’t stand in their
way. That’s a big sea change. And then
the government of Ireland is saying, well,
that being so, we’re prepared to accept
that Northern Ireland is now part of the
United Kingdom and will remain part

of the United Kingdom until such times
as people, by referendum, change their
minds—if they ever do. These were co-
lossal sea changes, great compromises on
both sides, which were of course vindicat-
ed then in the Good Friday Agreement,
because they were put to referendum. Did
the people agree with this leadership? Yes
they did, in huge numbers, which gave
the political extremes food for thought.

The Catholic political extremes identified
by the IRA and Sinn Fein were on board
for the Good Friday Agreement, but the
political extremes of Paisley’s DUP and
the Protestant paramilitaries were not.
They were outside the process. But once
it started to deliver, once it started to

work, they began to see the value of it.
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