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Introduction 
 
There is an assumption in Irish society that reunification is the natural conclusion of our 
national narrative. This essay will consider the possibility of a United Ireland, and 
analyse the costs of maintaining that option open for future generations. The argument 
is that keeping the 'Republican Dream' alive is not worth the damage wrought to the 
society of Northern Ireland in the interim. 
 As long as the national question is left on the table, politics will continue to be 
drawn along sectarian lines in Northern Ireland. Republicans will not be committed to 
making certain elements of their state work, seeing them as temporary institutions and 
mechanisms. Political partisanship will frame each and every issue of governance, and 
stifle much-needed progress for the people of Northern Ireland. In keeping the 
'Republican Dream' alive, we are doing their entire people a disservice and obstructing 
the development of their state. 
 The fear that reunification inspires amongst Unionists should not be under-
estimated. The removal of territorial claims to the entire island was a sine qua non for the 
Good Friday Agreement in 1998, without which Unionists would not have negotiated 
alongside the government of the Republic. The difficulty was that interested parties 
could not possibly oversee the peace process. Thus, the symbolic removal of Articles 2 
and 3 from the Irish Constitution demonstrates the Republic's willingness to place the 
demands for peace ahead of nationalist philosophy. That process is not complete. 
 
I. The Present 
 
Let us discuss the damage wrought by the 'Republican Dream' to the following elements 
of Northern Ireland – politics, communities and the peace process. While uncertainty 
over the national question continues, progress in these areas will be hampered. Fear of 
reunification stems from the same self-identity that leads Republicans in Northern 
Ireland to pursue it. While we have the assurance from the Good Friday Agreement 
that all parties will employ “exclusively peaceful and democratic means” to achieve their 
political ends, this does not make those ends any more palatable to the relevant actors. 
 In the most extreme case, this may explain why some loyalist para-militaries 
have still not embraced disarmament, despite the IRA giving up their weapons as 
verified by the Independent Monitoring Commission in 2006. However, there are very 
many other people who will staunchly oppose movement towards reunification. As long 
as Unionists fear the possibility, sectarianism will subsist in politics. These people are 
unwilling to risk turning around in years to come, only to find that the structure they 
relied on to ensure partition has disappeared. The necessity of maintaining an organised 
political opposition to reunification will prevent the party boundaries being redrawn. 
 Consider the shift in support to the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) after 
revival in support of the radical separatist Sinn Féin. Voters moved away from the more 
moderate Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) because they were intimidated by the changing 
political landscape, and sought refuge in the DUP. It may be claimed that this 
polarisation has been partially undermined, but not nearly to the extent necessary and 
progress is extremely slow. Politics in Northern Ireland are hugely partisan. Each 
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question of governance is framed within that conflict. The dominant perception amongst 
people of Northern Ireland is that political gains for any single group comes at the 
expense of another group losing ground, as evidenced in opinion polls and public 
dialogue. 
 The current coalition government in Northern Ireland barely functions. The 
minor partners speak out against the actions of the government, while Sinn Féin and the 
DUP are constantly at each other's throats. Government was only ever achieved because 
so much was at stake. Since the threat to Northern Ireland of failure to co-operate is less 
immediate and pressing, the parties are now free to bicker and fight once again. For a 
long time, each election has been in effect a referendum on the national question. In the 
Northern Ireland Assembly, relatively innocuous pieces of legislation become bitter 
conflicts between Sinn Féin and the DUP. For example, the debate over the Irish 
Language Bill became the source of significant ire between the ruling parties, variously 
portrayed as something sinister or employed as propaganda. While uncertainty rules, 
each concession comes at great cost and advantages are jealously guarded. Sectarian 
politics will only be abandoned when Unionists have nothing to fear, and Republicans 
have nothing to gain. Meanwhile, communities continue to be divided along these lines. 
The abandonment of these political ideologies could do a great deal towards proper 
healing of the social rift. 
 The illusion of transience that the state of Northern Ireland suffers has effects 
elsewhere too. It colours the behaviour of members from both communities. The St 
Andrew's Agreement in 2006 begrudgingly secured the support of Sinn Féin for the 
Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI). At their Ard-Fheis, members voted to 
support the force. However, the official line belies the reality. Republicans today are still 
untrusting of that organisation. Full control has not been handed over to the 
government of Northern Ireland. Reservations unfortunately persist as the Patten 
recommendations have not yet entirely been fulfilled. Although progress is slowly being 
made in areas such of recruitment, that lack of faith has harmful consequences for law 
and order in the interim. 
 Sinn Féin stubbornly refused to engage with the PSNI, because to do so would 
be to embrace the status quo and work towards making more tolerable the prospect of 
Northern Ireland within the framework of the United Kingdom. It would work entirely 
against their own interest, and reduce the incentive for reform. Perhaps it is to the 
credit of Sinn Féin that progress has since been made, although political pressures 
would make any alternative stance unsustainable. This is the most clear manifestation of 
refusal to engage with the institutions in Northern Ireland by Republicans, although 
other examples abound. While the national question is still open, they will not be wholly 
committed to the state of Northern Ireland in its current form. The subconscious belief 
is that the current framework is only temporary. It encourages them to tolerate certain 
institutions and not invest in them. 
 Finally, it could be argued that the national question damages the peace process. 
Unionists could be forgiven for believing that engagement with the peace process from 
some parties may be cynically-motivated. It could conceivably be seen as a means to an 
end, as progress towards reunification could only happen once the atrocities perpetrated 
during the Troubles had been forgiven and atoned for. In some corners, this attitude 
may create scepticism towards the peace process and the atonement for the terrible 
things which happened. Until all parties genuinely believe in the repentance of those 
who sinned against them, there can be no true closure in this arena. In its more extreme 
form, it could be used to justify violence against those former actors who never learned 
their lesson. At the very least it creates greater understanding for the perspective that 
led to such acts, which is an inherently bad thing. 
 
II. The Future 
 
Let us consider the changes that would be necessary to pass the reunification 
referendum in Northern Ireland. Although it is believed that Catholic and Protestant 
populations will achieve parity with the next twenty to thirty years, even the most 
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generous population estimates would not see these changing demographics shift 
massive political control into the hands of Republicans. The political will necessary to 
pass the referendum would be absolutely immense. Meanwhile, each generation that 
passes is likely to have reduced resolve to endure the inevitable strife that would 
accompany the movement towards reunification. As time passes, young people will 
become more and more removed from the question. Moreover, the opposition from 
those who strongly identify themselves as British will not be subject to the same 
change. 
 The people of the Republic meanwhile base their perception of the political 
landscape of Northern Ireland on flawed heuristics. The commitment to tolerance, most 
apparently manifested by the “co-operation” of Sinn Féin and the DUP, would be 
severely shaken by any genuine shift in political power. Thus, genuine dialogue on the 
national question amongst political leaders is sensibly stifled. The political sensitivity 
leads to the absence of debate on the issue, which in turns allows the latent nationalism 
to subsist. However, the fact that Unionism is not as commonly expressed ignores the 
satisfaction that most people in Northern Ireland enjoy within the current arrangement. 
 The people of the Republic bemoan the injustice of self-identified Irish being 
denied control over their own destiny in Northern Ireland, and yet they would be 
perfectly happy to impose the same fate on British Unionists if the opportunity arose. 
Unfortunately, there is no solution that satisfies everyone in Northern Ireland. It may 
be that the status quo is the best outcome possible. The current reality has a place for 
Irish Republicans in Northern Ireland, who can express their identity and political 
desires as part of the United Kingdom. The geography, their cultural connections with 
the Republic, all-Ireland institutions, Irish citizenship; all of these factors facilitate 
greater satisfaction amongst these people with the reality of their political situation. 
 The 'Republican Dream' has no such ability to accommodate British Unionists, 
who fear the prospect of being tourists in their own country. There can be no doubt that 
identity within the United Kingdom is more inclusive than that of a United Ireland. 
Those compromises have not least arisen from the many years of debate and 
negotiation, and allow both traditions to exist side-by-side in Northern Ireland. It is no 
small achievement that all parties are comfortable with the current arrangement, and 
this should never be forgotten. 
 Considering the damage done to current institutions and politics in Northern 
Ireland, it is difficult to argue that the prospect of a United Ireland could ever justify 
such harms (even if we ignore the possibility that reunification will just never occur). 
The aforementioned injuries are being incurred by the people of Northern Ireland right 
now, while the Republican Dream seems less capable of accommodating the two peoples 
comfortably than the status quo. It doesn't seem worth it. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
If the uncertainty over the national question could be removed from the politics, the 
landscape would change dramatically. The spectre of reunification inspires fear amongst 
Unionists, and hope amongst Republicans in Northern Ireland. However, the status quo 
serves no-one. Both parties are constantly striving to out-maneuver each other, but 
their political machinations are entirely pointless. They are ultimately working against 
their self-interest in allowing sectarianism to dominate their political divide and 
partisanship to cripple the progress that can be achieved by their government. By 
keeping the door to reunification open, even though we do not know whether it will 
ever be possible or desirable to go through it, we are permitting Northern Ireland to 
suffer. 
 Political exigencies may have brought mainstream parties in the Republic to 
rediscover their nationalistic roots, now that the philosophy is less tainted by its 
association with physical-force republicanism. This was in response to the revival in 
support for Sinn Féin. However, the 'Republican Dream' can only stay alive as long as 
people in the Republic support the plan in principle. 
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 If they truly care about the welfare of those living in Northern Ireland, they will 
place the proper running of their state above the vestiges of nationalism. As the prospect 
of achieving that dream fade, the shackles of history will be removed from the people of 
Northern Ireland and their society can finally move forward into the future. 
 


