
Schnurr 



Understanding Adams: 
Gerry Adams and the Good Friday Agreement 












Name: Mollie Schnurr
Student Number: 0692925
Professor: Micheal Eamon
Course: UNIV 1004
Date: April 5th, 2021 
Word Count: 1942

Gerry Adams is a Northern Irish politician commonly associated with the Republican Movement in Northern Ireland. He was born in Belfast, Northern Ireland in 1948 and was the leader of the Sinn Fein Party from 1983 to 2018.[footnoteRef:0] Sinn Fein is a Republican party that advocates for the unification of the island of Ireland as one independent country.[footnoteRef:1] As the leader of Sinn Fein and as an influential figure in The Troubles, Adams was involved in the signing of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA). This agreement, signed on April 10th, 1998, was created to bring peace and to establish conditions in which Republicans like Adams, and Unionists could live and govern together.[footnoteRef:2] Politics in Northern Ireland are very complicated and controversial. As such, this essay will focus solely on the GFA and the views of Adams and other Republicans. This essay will offer brief historical context, then speak to three aspects that help to define Gerry Adams; knowledge of the GFA, knowledge of his goals for negotiation and his influence on the ratification process. This essay will argue that through these three aspects of the GFA, Gerry Adams’ political identity can be understood.  [0:  “Gerry Adams: Profile of Sinn Féin leader,” BBC News, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-northern-ireland-27238602.]  [1:  “A Scenario for Peace.” Sinn Fein. https://www.sinnfein.ie/files/2009/AScenarioforPeace.pdf. ]  [2:  “What was the Good Friday Agreement?” BBC Newsround, https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/14118775 ] 

Before understanding the GFA or Gerry Adams, the political context in Northern Ireland must first be understood. From the 1960s to the signing of the GFA in 1998, Northern Ireland was in a conflict called The Troubles.[footnoteRef:3] This was a period of sectarian violence between the Protestant Unionists, and the Catholic Republicans. The animosity from this period emerged from the 1922 separation where the six counties of Northern Ireland were partitioned, and remained part of the United Kingdom while the Republic of Ireland, in the south of the island, formed as an independent nation.[footnoteRef:4] This partition meant that the Catholics became a minority in the partitioned Northern Ireland resulting in them being unable to gain political control, and being viewed as second class citizens.[footnoteRef:5] The period of The Troubles began in the 1960s as Catholics responded to increasing civil rights discriminations and a lack of a political voice.[footnoteRef:6] The Irish Republican Army (IRA), a Republican paramilitary organization, was formed out of this fear as a physical force to resist the oppressive colonial British presence.[footnoteRef:7] However, the escalation of violence was reciprocated by the Unionists and The Troubles became a violent and dangerous time, killing more than 3,500 people.[footnoteRef:8] Adams and other Republicans saw The Troubles as a fight for national self-determination which was the ability of the Irish people to determine their own government and state.[footnoteRef:9] Sinn Fein was a political party aimed at achieving national self-determination and representing the political views of Republicans in Northern Ireland.[footnoteRef:10] Adams, as its leader during this time, was responsible for driving its objective and creating its goals. One of the main ways in which he drove the party forward was through his and the party’s participation in the creation and signing of the Good Friday Agreement.  [3:  Graham Spencer, “Motivation and Intervention in the Northern Ireland Peace Process: An Interview with President Bill Clinton,” Negotiation Journal 35, no. 2 (2019): 271, https://doi.org/10.1111/nejo.12288.]  [4:  "Crisis Continues," Scholastic News, Mar 20, 2000, http://proxy.lib.trentu.ca/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/magazines/crisis-continues/docview/212782768/se-2?accountid=14391.]  [5:  Gerry Adams, “To cherish a just and lasting peace,” Fordham international law journal, 22(4) (1999): 1180, Fordham University, School of Law. ]  [6:  Spencer, “Motivation and Intervention in the Northern Ireland Peace Process” 271. ]  [7:  David Mitchell, “Sticking to Their Guns? The Politics of Arms Decommissioning in Northern Ireland, 1998-2007,” Contemporary British History 24, no. 3 (2010): 147, https://doi.org/10.1080/13619462.2010.497253.]  [8:  "Crisis Continues." ]  [9:  “A Scenario for Peace.” Sinn Fein. https://www.sinnfein.ie/files/2009/AScenarioforPeace.pdf. ]  [10:  Nimrod Rosler, “Not as Simple as That: How Leaders Faced the Challenges of Pursuing the Peace Process in Northern Ireland,” Peace and Conflict 22, no. 2 (2016): 178, https://doi.org/10.1037/pac0000122.] 

The first aspect to be considered in understanding Gerry Adams is through knowledge of the GFA. This will be discussed in two parts, through understanding the political situation surrounding the GFA, and the two main policies that he felt were of primary importance. The GFA is an agreement that was signed between the governments of the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.[footnoteRef:11] The citizens of the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland then voted on this agreement and it was ratified in a referendum.[footnoteRef:12] While not a ceasefire agreement, it brought an end to the majority of the violence in Northern Ireland from The Troubles.[footnoteRef:13] The main actors in the signing of this deal were Gerry Adams as leader of Sinn Fein, John Hume as leader of the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), Albert Reynolds as Taoiseach (Irish Prime Minister), Bill Clinton as American Presidential Candidate, Tony Blair as British Prime Minister and George Mitchell as the mediator.[footnoteRef:14] Adams wanted this agreement ratified in this way in order to gain support from both the Unionist and Republican communities in Northern Ireland, as well as the approval of the citizens in the Republic of Ireland. Adams saw this agreement not as a peace settlement, but rather as a framework in which conflict could be addressed without violence and the country could be ruled with representation from both communities.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  Spencer, “Motivation and Intervention in the Northern Ireland Peace Process” 282. ]  [12:  Ibid, 282. ]  [13:  Adams, “To cherish a just and lasting peace,” 1180.]  [14:  Ibid, 1990. ]  [15:  Ibid, 1990. ] 

The second part to be considered is the two main policies that Adams fought to have included in the GFA. The first was the introduction of a joint executive. This would include a First Minister provided by the largest political party, and a Deputy Minister provided by the second largest political party.[footnoteRef:16] The structure of this executive ensured that the minority Republicans were represented.[footnoteRef:17] The second major policy that the GFA introduced was the ability of individuals and elected representatives to choose their national identity. Individual citizens could choose their identity through choosing their citizenship; British, Irish, or both.[footnoteRef:18] Elected representatives also could choose their identity through self declaration as Republican, Unionist or other, upon election.[footnoteRef:19] This enabled them to choose how to define themselves, and ensured that there was cross-community support for any legislation introduced.[footnoteRef:20] These two policies allowed there to be representation of all identities and assurance that every voice would be heard in government. Understanding these policies helps to understand Gerry Adams better as it allows for an understanding of the exclusionary political environment he was raised in, how political inclusion was valued, and how being able to freely identity was powerful and seen as important and integral to an identity being accepted.  [16:  John Lloyd, “Ireland’s Uncertain Peace,” Foreign Affairs 77, no. 5 (1998): 116, https://doi.org/10.2307/20049054. ]  [17:  Mitchell, “Sticking to Their Guns?” 357. ]  [18:  “The Belfast Agreement (Good Friday Agreement) Policy Paper” Northern Ireland Office. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-belfast-agreement.]  [19:  Ibid. ]  [20:  Ibid. ] 

The second aspect to be considered in understanding Gerry Adams is through knowledge of his goals for the GFA negotiations. This will be discussed in two parts, through understanding the goals that he was able to achieve, and through examining the objective which he was unable to obtain. Sinn Fein and Adams entered the negotiations with four main goals. The first goal was for fundamental constitutional and political change.[footnoteRef:21] Prior to the GFA the parliament of Northern Ireland had been run through a system of Westminster Democracy, where the majority of the people can rule the country without regard to the minority.[footnoteRef:22] This allowed the Unionist majority who made up 55-60% of the population to rule without input from the Republican minority.[footnoteRef:23] Adams wanted the GFA to create a system where the minority would have to be consulted for all decisions.[footnoteRef:24] The second goal was for demilitarization.[footnoteRef:25] As discussed earlier, The Troubles were a violent time. They were dominated by violent terrorist and extremist groups that either supported the Unionists or the Republicans. Adams wanted demilitarization and de-escalation of the situation so that both communities could live in peace.[footnoteRef:26] The third goal was the implementation of the equality agenda.[footnoteRef:27] Republicans felt like second class citizens as they were treated badly by the Unionist majority and denied a political voice. They wanted an equal political voice and a structure to ensure they were treated fairly in all aspects of life.[footnoteRef:28] The fourth, and most controversial goal of the negotiations, was the release of political prisoners.[footnoteRef:29] This was controversial as while both Republican and Unionist prisoners were set to be released, there were more Republican prisoners commonly considered terrorists, a danger to society and thus unfit for release.[footnoteRef:30]  [21:  Adams, “To cherish a just and lasting peace,” 1184. ]  [22:  Lloyd, “Ireland’s Uncertain Peace,” 116.]  [23:  Ibid, 109. ]  [24:  Adams, “To cherish a just and lasting peace,” 1184. ]  [25:  Ibid, 1198. ]  [26:  Ibid, 1198. ]  [27:  Ibid, 1199. ]  [28:  Christine Bell and Robbie McVeigh An Dúchán, “A Fresh Start for Equality? The Equality Impacts of the Stormont House Agreement on the ‘Two Main Communities,’” Reconciliation Fund of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 14,
http://www.equalitycoalition.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/A-FRESH-START-FOR-EQUALITY-FINAL-2.pdf ]  [29:  Ibid, 14. ]  [30:  Lloyd, “Ireland’s Uncertain Peace,” 115. ] 

The second part to be considered is an idea that was an objective for Adams and Sinn Fein, but not a goal for the talks. This was the idea of an independent United Ireland.[footnoteRef:31] While a United Ireland was the ultimate goal, Adams knew this was impossible in the framework of this negotiation. However, he did see the GFA as a stepping stone to Irish unity, and set up mechanisms to allow for a simple majority referendum to allow Northern Ireland to leave the UK.[footnoteRef:32] While Sinn Fein and Adams were not able to achieve their objective of Irish unity, they were able to achieve all four of the goals with which they entered negotiations. These four goals demonstrate what Adams wanted politically and give voice to his political ideology. [31: Adams, “To cherish a just and lasting peace,” 1186. ]  [32:  Ibid, 1186.] 

The third aspect to be considered in understanding Gerry Adams is through examining how he influenced the ratification process of this agreement. This will be discussed in two parts, by looking at the ratification process that he created, and by understanding how he convinced voters to support the GFA. Ratification is the process by which an agreement is approved and in this situation it was ratified by way of a referendum which included the people of Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. Out of the four main political parties in Northern Ireland three supported the GFA; the two Republican parties, Sinn Fein and SDLP, and the Unionist party, the Ulster Unionist Party The fourth political party, the Democratic Unionist Party, opposed it.[footnoteRef:33] Gerry Adams was able to gain the support of 87% of Republican voters for the GFA while 57% of Unionist voters approved of it.[footnoteRef:34] This demonstrates that while some cross-community support existed, there was still a split between Unionist and Republican support. Adams was able to influence the support of voters in the Republic of Ireland with 94.4% voting in favour.[footnoteRef:35] As there was widespread support for this agreement it was ratified. This cross community support makes the agreement easier to uphold. Adams influenced this agreement by creating the ratification process to ensure the agreement was passed with cross-community support.  [33:  David McCann, “Managing Orderly Decline? Nationalism in Northern Ireland Since the Good Friday Agreement (1998),” The Political Quarterly 88, no. 2 (2017): 241, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.12350.]  [34:  Ibid, 241. ]  [35:  Ibid, 242. ] 

The second part to be considered is the way that Adams influenced this agreement through convincing Republicans to support it. A key tenant of the ideology of many Republicans is no British rule.[footnoteRef:36] However the GFA maintained some British rule, and Britain retained sovereignty over Northern Ireland. Although not ideal, Adams saw this situation as better than the war of The Troubles.[footnoteRef:37] He was able to present this agreement as a good way for Northern Ireland to end the conflict, and as a stepping stone for Irish unity, as the British had been forced to make some concessions.[footnoteRef:38] Through this dual approach, and through the immense influence that he held as leader of Sinn Fein and as a leader in the Republican movement, he was able to convince the majority of Republicans and Catholics to vote in support of this agreement. Through examining how Adams insisted on an agreement being ratified, and the arguments that he presented to convince citizens that this was a satisfactory agreement, the ideology of Adams seeking cross-community support and Republican support for this agreement can be seen.  [36:  Gerry Adams and Barry McCarron, “Lessons from the Irish Peace Process: An Interview with Gerry Adams,” Georgetown Journal of International Affairs 16, no. 1 (2015): 222, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43773684.]  [37:  Ibid, 222. ]  [38:  Lloyd, “Ireland’s Uncertain Peace,” 115. ] 

In conclusion, Adams was greatly influential in the Good Friday Agreement, and through looking at this pivotal moment in Northern Irish politics, the political identity of Gerry Adams can be understood. The GFA allows readers to understand the political situation that Adams was experiencing, what his political ideology was, and how he influenced both the creation of this agreement, encouraged its signing, and the ratification of it by citizens. The GFA was one of the most influential moments in Northern Irish politics because it ended the majority of the violence of The Troubles, and established a more equitable political environment for the people of Northern Ireland. This agreement was monumental in Adams’ life. It changed him from a leader who was seen as leading a mere front to the IRA, to a political leader on the world stage who charted a difficult peace process.[footnoteRef:39] Since the signing of this agreement Adams has remained influential through his writings and political influence in Northern Ireland and in the Republic of Ireland.[footnoteRef:40] Despite remaining influential, none of his policies have been as influential or as revealing of his political motivation as the GFA. Thus, the Good Friday Agreement should be seen as both a defining moment in the career of Gerry Adams, and through understanding it, his political ideology can also be understood.  [39:  “Britain: Bagehot: Gerry Adams’ Promised Land,” The Economist (London) 354, no. 8157 (2000): link.gale.com/apps/doc/A59363213/AONE?u=ocul_thomas&sid=AONE&xid=b2409a95.]  [40:  Stephen Hopkins, “The Life History of an Exemplary Provisional Republican: Gerry Adams and the Politics of Biography,” Irish Political Studies 33, no. 2 (2018): 261, https://doi.org/10.1080/07907184.2018.1454666. ] 
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