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"WHAT RIGHTS SHOULD MINORITIES HAVE?'

by Conor Cruise O'Brien

As Roland Oliver has told you, I am not going to be talking to you all

the time about Ireland, but I am going to say a little about Ireland at the
start of my remarks, and then wander further afield

Sometimes the only right a minority seems to want 1s the right to
become a majority;. and sometimes the minority achieves this through
changing the political context. I have experienced such a change in my
own lifetime, I was born a member of what was, juridically speaking, a
minority -- the Irish in the old United Kingdom of Great Britain dnd Ireland,
in which the predominant partner, in the language of the time, was England.
But I grew up as a member of a majority in an autonomous and later independent
Irish state, I was brought up also to think of myself not as a member of a
majority in that juridical unit only, but of a majority legitimately entitled
to rule in the whole island of Ireland considered as a natural geographical
unit, a cultural unit from very ancient times, and treated as a distinct

political entity even under centuries of foreign rule. That is what I was
brought up on,

The partition of the country in this view was an artificial innovation .
and therefore illegitimate, The so-called majority in Northern Ireland was
in reality an Irish minority and had no more right to secede from the nation
than, say, Yorkshire would have to secede from England, We meet similar
concepts in relation to minoritysmajority problems in many other parts of the
world. All those propositions were accepted as axiomatic 1in the culture I
grew up in, which felt itself to be not a minority but a majority culture.
The group which was in an actual minority inside Northern Ireland, the
Catholics, generally felt itself, as 1t feels 1tself on the whole today, to
be,of right,part of that majority, They also were conscious 1n a more
pressing and uncomfortable way of being in a de facto minority, and their
consciousness and character developed in somewhat different ways from those
of the more comfortably situated majority of the majority, to which they
actually felt themselves to belong, as well as of course differently from

that other majority, the Protestants, under whose unsympathetic rule they
actually lived. -

However, Protestant axioms (I am using the terms 'Protestant' and
'Catholic' here as they are used in Ireland referring to Irish Catholics
and Ulster Protestants, and without any element of theological generalisation)
define the context differently, and Protestants emerged from their own
definitions, just as Catholics did, as a legitimate majority, For them the
primary unit was not the island of Ireland but the archipelagd, the British
Isles, ITeland, they pointed out, had never been politically unified
except under the British crown, The unity of the British Isles and Ireland
had been broken by the secessionist movement of the Catholic inhabitants.
Ulster Protestants had no part in that movement, and in response to their
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legitimate demand to remain British, the British Parliament had, legitimately,
to set up their home territory as a political entity, Northern Ireland.

Within that entity they were a local majority while also remaining part of
the overwhelming British majority in the archipelago,

Many of you will have read -- I hope -- Mr.Harold Jackson's admirable
short monograph "The Two Irelands", published as Report No,2 of the Minority
Rights Group. Mr.Jackson uses an illuminating subtitle here: "The Problem

of the Double-Minority", 1.e. the Protestant minority in Ireland and the
Catholic minority in Northern Ireland.

But what exactly is that problem? The problem is that neither end
of the double minority sees itself as a minority at all, The rights that
both claim are majority rights in the same area, and they cannot both have
them. And that of course is a civil-war formula |

Now, I start from that particular case because it is where I start
from and also because it is something that I am forced to think about every
day in my daily life, and it affects the way I also look at other problems
-- I hope it does not distort it: it certainly affects 1t, and probably
does 1in some ways distort it, What rights should such minorities have,

apart from the rights they actually claim? Or can such a separation be
- maintained in practice at all rigidly? Certainly there is no use telling a
minority it should have rights which in fact it does not want, or which 1t
feels to be irrelevant to its actual needs and situation. And the rights
which minorities have actually claimed vary very widely 1ndeed.

Many minorities have asserted and maintained for periods of varying
length a right to rule over majorities, The British 1in India, the

Afrikaaners in South Africa, East European Communist parties and the West

Nile soldiery in Uganda are all examples of this assertion of that kind of
right, ' |
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This claim of right has been grounded in theory on genetic, theological
and ideological conceptions, and in practice most often on superior fire-
power, It may be sald that the right of a particular minority to rule over
a majority is no right at all but an arrogant pretension. In terms of
liberal and democratic values this is certainly so. But some uncomfortable
considerations enter here, For 1s not a commitment to liberal and democratic
values in itself a characteristic of a minority, quite a small minority, as
1t would appear, of the inhabitants of this planet? That being so, by
exactly what right do we,(that is, our kind of people -- the kind of people
interested in coming to this kind of meeting, in various countries) tell or
try to tell or think about telling other minorities what their rights are
and what they are not. By what right? Not by any democratic right,
certainly, We tell, let us say, the Tutsi that the right he fancies he
possesses to dominate the Hutu is not a real right. He replies in effect
that as far as his culture is concerned, it 1s a right, (I am taking Tutsi
and Hutu virtually at random, and I hope no expert in that area of the world
will take me up too literally: We should guard our flanks at ail times:)
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We tell him it 1s not a right, because it is contrary to democracy, to which
our ancestors became converted in the nineteenth century, along with
imperialism (although we might leave that out so as not to confuse the Tutsil)
He says his ancestors did not become so converted, and are we claimning that
our ancestors were superior to his? Now, that is a forked question, and we
have to be very careful how we answer it, If we say, '"No, no, of course not,
my dear fellow,'" he can ask us: By what right then are we telling him that
he must act according to the acquired convictions of our ancestors who are
admittedly no better than his own? If, on the other hand, we say, yes, our
people represent a more advanced stage of civilization than his do, he
replies that this is exactly his own position in relation to the Hutu,

That is an imaginary discussion, but it does, I think, illustrate --
in I hope what you will not feel is too flippant a way when we are discussing
a very serious question -- a real difficulty inherent in attempting to define,
from within a particular historical phase of a particular culture, norms
applicable universally in respect of minorities or anything else, in widely
scattered and diverse human conditions and situations about which, generally
speaking, our knowledge has to be --and most certainly mine is - very limited.
It would take the nerve of an early nineteenth-century missionary explorer
to set about such a task with full conviction. We do not have that kind of
nerve any more, but neither, fortunately, have we acquired the opposite kind
of nerve, the nerve to say, with Nietzche, "There are whole peoples who have
failed'", and to be entirely indifferent to their lot. European ideas about
the underdeveloped world have, I think, never been so uncertain and so-
tentative as they are now. The certainties of imperialism are gone -- I
think -- but so are the certainties of anti-imperialism: the bright hopes
of decolonisation, the notion of the transforming power of technical aid, the
charisma of a great convergence of a world revolution. All these ideas are
still around, but one senses a certain lack of conviction in relation to then.
We are groping, not quite certain that we have even the right to grope, and
more than half afraid of the things we may find among 'them', 'the other' and
1n ourselves. Yet we cannot help groping, sending and receiving faint and
ambiguous signals. Sometimes, as in the case of Biafra, of Bangladesh, of
the Uganda Asians, we or a number of us, are sufficiently moved by a particular

signal to try to help in some way. And sometimes also, when we look back on
that, we cannot be sure whether what we did actually hindered or helped.

The cases which have touched imaginations and consciences in Europe
and America are mainly cases of minorities -- not ruling minorities of course,

but underdogs -- people harassed in varying degrees and kinds ranging from
the quiet but terrible social ostracism which surrounds the Burakumin in

Japan to the waves of violent persecution experienced in turn by Bengali and
Bihari in East Pakistan/Bangladesh, to take only fairly recent or
contemporary examples, It 1s of these endangered or stigmatised minorities

of course that we generally think when we ask what rights minorities should
have,

Even 1n relation to such minorities only, and leaving aside the
ruling kind, this question remains extraordinarily hard to answer. The
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rights which such minorities, or at least their spokesmen, have historically
sought, include -- and this is not an exhaustive list -- first of all, social
integration into the wider soclety, claimed at various times by certain |
American negro- groups, Jews in nineteenth-century Germany and elsewhere and
in the twentieth-century Soviet Union - at least at one time - Algerian
Moslems in France at one time, Catholics in Northern Ireland at the time of
the campaign for full British rights (1967-69) and West Indians in Britain at
one time. We may take it too that this is what the people such as the
Burakumin in Japan want, and that without this particular right other rights
1n their context can have little meaning for them. And this is a right
which neither domestic law nor international convention can secure for them.
In certain circumstances, however, some display of international interest may
help. American blacks certainly benefited from this from the time of Little
Rock on, and so also, although more ambiguously, did Northern Irish Catholics,

The second form of rights which minorities have sought and seek include
economic, technical and functional integration including equality of access
to training and promotion, but without much demand for
The Chinese of North America, the Pakistanis of Britain, are examples here,
But in fact I think that most of those who have sought or seemed to seek
social integration have also at different times been interested in this kind,
and perhaps in some cases more in this kind than in the social integration
that they seemed to be looking for. There can be notzble ambigulities and
deceptive appearances in this area. For example, when Northern Irish
Catholic spokesmen demanded full British rights in 1968-69, they were not
really, as they seemed to be, looking for assimilation into the British
community; what they were really doing was more tactical: it was to turn
the Ulster Protestant claim, "Ulster is British", into a weapon against the
1nternal realities of the Ulster Protestant state. Only four years later
the right claimed by the same spokesmen was opposite in form: that of
1ntegration into a united Ireland. And it could reasonably be argued that
the very different and contradictory rights indeed sought at different times
were really instruments used, to secure the only right that could have much
practical meaning in the lives of those concerned, namely, economic and
functional integration as defined here. In practice also the line between
economic and social integration is hard to draw. To the extent that education
1s 1n common, it works, though imperfectly, towards social 1ntegration. it
education is separate, the majority will not be easily convinced, or easlily
admit, that the schools of the minority can really give an adequate training

to warrant the kind of access to jobs and promotion that the minority will
accept as constituting equality of opportunity.

The third case is this: sometimes the right to which the minority
comes to commit itself, often having tried other things with what it feels
to be lack of success, is the diametrical opposite of integration, i.e.

political secession., The same minority coping with different conditions
may at one stage be committed to total integration and at another to complete
secession, The Ibos of Nigeria are perhaps the most classical case of this:

in recent times,

fuller social integration.
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Secession is of course the most doubtful and controversial of all
minority rights, with the exception of the right claimed by certain
minorities to rule over majorities. I am sure you will wish me to give
particular attention to the question of whether, and if so, in what cir-
cumstances secession can constitute a right of a minority., This question
affects the whole area of minority rights discussion. It is the dimension
(1f you like) which makes this so sensitive a subject, | o

Secession is a very unpopular idea, naturally so, since it threatens
the life of a state and threatens public order, Yet hardly anyone I think
would claim that there is no such thing as a right to secede in any
circumstances at all. The nearest thing one gets to that position 1is, I
think, in certain circles in the United States, where for more than a
century the dominant tradition in the United States - that of the Northern
victors in the Civil War - has of course been strongly anti-secessionist, yet
could hardly deny the right of the American colonies to secede from the Enpire
of George III, or of what are now the Latin-American states to secede from
Spain with the help of the United States., For a long time the distinction
was made that it was all right to secede from the things called empires but
all wrong to secede from things called republics.: This distinction stood
Woodrow Wilson in good stead when at the end of the First World War he threw
1n that great secessionist fragmentation bomb, the principle of the self-
determination of nations (which was not, I may note in passing, applicable to
the Irish at the time, though they made good use of the propaganda value of
this declaration). In the wake of the First World War this was used to
break up the defeated empires and after the Second World War it was applied
to the territories of the British and French empires. But there was a
difference. In the post-First World War division an attempt was made to
build the new states as far as possible around historical, cultural and
linguistic groupings, such as we have been accustomed to describe as nations.
In the case of the post-Second World War division, hardly any corresponding
effort to sort out peoples was attempted, and the arbitrary assumption was
made, perhaps had to be made, that the various colonial administrative
territories, all of short duration and some of vast extent, now constituted
nations and were exercising self-determination. (You note that the meaning
of the word 'self-determination' perceptibly changed at this point in time,)
In fact some of the peoples included in these new nations, and some of those
later anxious to escape from them, at least for a time, were more numerous
than the population of some of the new states set up in Europe under self-
determination at the end of the First World War.

It is hard to see, if we are putting the question on a moral plane
(as I suppose we must if what we are attempting to discuss is rights), why
self-determination should be right in the one case and necessarily wrong in
the other, I believe that secession is an evil, or rather the recognition
of an evil, a breakdown in human relations. I also believe that no minority
is likely to have recourse to it, with all its dangers, unless the pressures
on 1t are felt to be intolerable, and unless also other conditions apply in
terms of numbers, terrain, diplomatic conjuncture and other apparently
propitious factors. It would be uselessly pedantic, I believe, to draw up







