
How will the humanities change the world?  
 
 

The Good Friday Agreement and Brexit 
In recent times, the humanities have increasingly been dismissed as being ‘weaker 
subjects’. The growing impact and use of technology in our society has meant that 
technology is the focus; this is what is seen as ‘the future of our world’. It is 
undoubtedly true that technology and science are vital (one must only take a glance 
at the events of the recent pandemic to establish this) however, as a society we must 
remain cautious to not dismiss the humanities. At the core of all modern problems, 
such as war, climate change and political unrest, lie human beings. Science is, for 
obvious reasons, of great significance when it comes to solving these issues, however 
in order to properly understand them, we must engage in the humanities. History, 
Geography, Theology, Politics and Ethics. George Santayana wisely observed, and 
later Winston Churchill repeated, ‘those who do not learn from history are bound to 
repeat it.’1 
 
Throughout this essay, the importance of the humanities and how they will ‘change 
the world’, will be demonstrated through the examination of the conflict in Northern 
Ireland, often referred to in Ireland as “the Troubles”2. I shall examine the Good 
Friday Agreement3 of 1998, the strides the agreement made for peace in Northern 
Ireland, and the threat that Brexit poses to this precarious peace. The Good Friday 
Agreement made possible a level of cooperation that during the height of the conflict 
in the 1970s would have seemed unfathomable. We must engage with the 
humanities and learn from the Good Friday Agreement to understand that whilst 
Brexit could cause the peace in Northern Ireland to crumble, it does not have to do 
so. Remembering the lessons learnt from the historic agreement is essential in 
ensuring that Northern Ireland’s future is one of peace, co-operation and harmony.  

A Brief History of Northern Ireland 
In order to understand the Troubles, the Good Friday Agreement, and the threat that 
Brexit poses to this peace, we must first examine the history of Northern Ireland and 
why this history is so divided. In 1921, the Republic of Ireland was granted self-rule 
from the United Kingdom, resulting from the Irish War of Independence and the 
Easter Rising. However, a border was established by the British separating Northern 

 
1  https://liberalarts.vt.edu/magazine/2017/history-
repeating.html#:~:text=Irish%20statesman%20Edmund%20Burke%20is,Churchill%20wrote%2C%20“Those%20
that%20fail Virginia Tech, College of Liberal Arts and Human Sciences.  
2  https://www.britannica.com/event/The-Troubles-Northern-Ireland-history By Jeff Wallenfeldt, 29th May 
2023. 
3  
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1034123
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Ireland, often referred to as Ulster (where there was significant Loyalist support and 
a protestant majority), and the Republic of Ireland.4  

5 
The conflict in Northern Ireland is very much rooted in both religious and national 
feelings. Due to the Protestant majority of Northern Ireland and its position as part 
of Britain, the governing party with the majority was the DUP or Democratic 
Unionist Party. During the course of the 20th Century, the Catholic communities 
within Northern Ireland were heavily discriminated against as a result of this 
Protestant, British rule.  
Catholics were discriminated and disadvantaged in the workplace, in education and 
in the housing market6. During the American Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, 
Catholic Communities began to rise-up, demanding equality in the country and 
fighting for Northern Ireland to be united with the Republic of Ireland. After the 
battle that became known as the ‘Battle of the Bogside’, the British Army were sent 
into Northern Ireland in order to attempt to control the growing riots and civil 
unrest7.Since the 1960s, there was an emergence of many paramilitary groups on 
both sides of the Conflict such as the IRA and the UDA8.  
The Good Friday Agreement was the legislation to end the decades of fighting and 
civil violence. The legislation outlined ideas such that Northern Irish citizens could 

 
4  https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/irish-war-independence  
5  https://retopea.eu/s/en/item/7867  
6  https://alphahistory.com/northernireland/northern-ireland-civil-rights-
movement/#:~:text=Workplace%20discrimination,-
Workers%2C%20the%20vast&text=Catholics%20had%20endured%20discriminatory%20hiring,gave%20prefere
nce%20to%20other%20Protestants. By Rebekah Poole and Jennifer Llewellyn, August 2020.  
7  https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/what-you-need-to-know-about-the-
troubles#:~:text=The%20Troubles%20is%20a%20term,traced%20back%20hundreds%20of%20years. The 
Imperial War Museum.  
8  Ibid.  
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have both English and/or Irish citizenship, as they choose, border checks would be 
abolished (meaning that the only thing changing driving from the Republic to 
Northern Ireland would be the colour of roads and the speed measurements), the 
Agreement would also remove the British Soldiers from the country and require 
paramilitary groups to destroy any weapons.  
It is clear from this that the Good Friday Agreement was revolutionary and gave 
hope that would have once been inconceivable. Brexit has placed a threat over many 
of these extraordinary agreements. In the times of negotiating Brexit Deals, border 
and trading agreements, it is imperative that we remember the lessons learnt from 
the revolutionary peace agreement of 1998.  

Cooperation  
Cooperation is a major and possibly the greatest lesson that must be learnt and 
considered as a fundamental component that went into, and ultimately made 
possible, the Good Friday peace agreement. Whilst of course the cooperation of the 
major political leaders of the country and other political groups was vital -s uch as 
the roles of David Trimble (leader of the UUP), John Hume (Leader of the Northern 
Irish Social Democrat and Labour Party), Gerry Adams (Leader of Sinn Fein), Bertie 
Ahern (Taoiseach of the Republic of Ireland), Tony Blair and Mo Mowlam9.  
The will, co-operation and work of all of these key individuals was vital in ensuring 
the negotiations of the peace agreement resulted in a promoting a peaceful new age 
for the country. What’s more, the cooperation and willingness of the general public 
and population of both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland was 
imperative. There was a vote held in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland over whether or not to implement the proposed terms of the agreement. The 
outcome of the Peace Agreement vote was an impressive majority of 71 percent in 
the North and 93 percent in the Republic, meaning the terms were subsequently put 
into law. 
This vote must be seen as a fundamental milestone in Northern Irish peace, it 
signified the coming together of the ‘two sides’ and the willingness of so many to 
work and strive for peace. This clear willingness to cooperate and and desire for 
unity must be remembered in the times of uncertainty after Britain voted to leave the 
European Union, hence bringing into question many of the terms that characterised 
the Good Friday Agreement, leading to frustration amongst different groups within 
Northern Ireland and jeopardising the peace of the nation.  
Disparity can be seen within the Brexit referendum in Northern Ireland, John Garry 
explains that ‘There is a strong division behind this outcome, different ethno-
national groups voted very differently on the Referendum…..85 percent of Catholics 
voted remain compared to only 40 percent of Protestants, and 88 percent of people 
who described themselves as ‘nationalist’ voted remain compared to only 34 percent 
of ‘Unionists’.’10 It is clear that there is a great difference in the way in which 

 
9  https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/news-events/news/2018/04/good-friday-agreement-ten-key-
people-who-helped-bring-about-peace-in-northern-ireland-20-years-ago/  Dr Connal Parr, Northumbria 
University.  
10  https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2018/02/21/in-northern-ireland-there-is-a-strong-division-in-how-different-
ethno-national-groups-voted-in-the-referendum/ John Garry, Queens University Belfast.  
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different communities voted in the Brexit referendum. This could bring into question 
the peace of Northern Ireland. There is particular concern as to the question of a 
‘hard’ or ‘soft’ border between the two countries. Should a hard border come about, 
there would be a controlled border between the Republic and the North and there 
would be specific crossing points. For people who identify as ‘Nationalist’ and feel 
that they are Irish and Northern Ireland should be part of the Republic, having a 
distinctive and monitored border in the country would for obvious reasons create 
discontent. Whilst there is general agreement amongst the population that a hard 
border should be avoided, the logistics of such a feat would be difficult.  
For instance, it has been suggested that although Britain is leaving the EU, that  
Northern Ireland should be given ‘special status’ within the EU. However, people 
who feel that Northern Ireland should remain part of Britain may feel that this 
would isolate Northern Ireland from the rest of the country and undermine its 
‘Britishness’11.  
 
As is evident, Brexit poses many problems as to the future of Northern Irish peace. 
In order to prevent any return to the violence that characterised much of the 20th 
Century, we must learn from the cooperation that was employed in the Negotiations 
of the Good Friday Agreement and bring this spirit of Good Will, cooperation and 
overlooking differences to ensure that Brexit does not have negative consequences 
for the peace of Northern Ireland.  

Education  
Education is vital in order to ensure peace continues in Northern Ireland. Growing 
up in England, the only way in which I knew much about Northern Ireland and its 
situation as part of Britain was through my family. My mum grew up in Dublin in 
the 1970s and 80s in the height of the troubles, and my dad served as a soldier in the 
British Army on tours in Northern Ireland. Hence, of course I grew up with 
awareness of Northern Ireland’s position as part of Britain and the controversy that 
came with this. However, until this essay, I had never done any formal research or 
education surrounding Northern Ireland, the conflict or the Good Friday Agreement. 
Luckily, as mentioned, I had awareness of the issue because of my family 
background, however this of course is not the case for everyone. There is so little 
education in Britain (especially in England) over the events that occurred in 
Northern Ireland, the civil war that happened in our own country. Of course there is 
the famous instance of people often mistaking that the Republic of Ireland is part of 
Britain, or believing that all of Ireland is a republic. These are all innocent mistakes 
that mean noharm, however they do clearly display a lack of discussion and 
education – and therefore understanding - about Northern Ireland in the curriculum. 
It could be asked why learning about Northern Ireland’s complex history could in 
any way minimise the threats Brexit poses to their peace and to understand this, we 
must circle back to the humanities. Education is vital both so as to understand why 
the Troubles were so significant and why their impact on Northern Ireland, the rest 
of Britain and the Republic of Ireland continues to this day. During the course of the 
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https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9736/


Northern Irish Conflict (measured from 1969-2015) it is believed that 3387 people 
lost their lives ranging from police officers to British Army Officers to Civilians12. 
This is a shocking number and clearly displays why it is vital that there is education 
surrounding the topic of the Northern Irish Troubles. Brexit is threatening the peace 
in Northern Ireland and we must make efforts to ensure the situation never reverts 
to that in which thousands of people lost their lives. Further, Brexit has also lead to 
many people feeling separate from the rest of the UK due to proposed sea borders. If 
people in the UK do not know about Northern Ireland and its history, the problem is 
marginalised and seen as irrelevant; further fuelling the discontent amongst 
Northern Irish citizens. Geography must teach where Northern Ireland is and where 
the Republic of Ireland is, History must enable us to learn, teach and understand 
about the Plantations of Ulster13 and why the country has a protestant majority 
(different to the Republic). There must also be further education and understanding 
about the historic wrongs of England in regard to its rule in Ireland. The famine, the 
restrictions on Catholic worship and the oppression of the people. These are all 
examples of the problematic British rule of Ireland that are often glossed over or 
simply not mentioned. Further, to ever truly understand the situation of Northern 
Ireland, the Good Friday Agreement or the implications of Brexit, the history of the 
battle for Home Rule must be understood. Possibly the subject at the heart of the 
conflict and divides in Northern Ireland is Religion and its history. We must teach 
and learn about different religions (or branches of religion) in order to avoid division 
and opposition in favour of harmony and cooperation.  
 
 
 

A Change of the Media Narrative and Bias 
Given the growing platforms of social media and online news networks, media and 
the narrative it presents, is vital in all areas of politics and society. The media can 
influence the way in which people vote, the attitudes people have towards certain 
groups and of course the knowledge the public has over various current or historical 
affairs. For this reason, the way in which media presents and comments on Northern 
Ireland was, and still very much is, vital in influencing the peace of the Nation.  
In a recent Channel 4 Documentary exploring the attitudes of different young people 
in Northern Ireland, 19 Year old Joel Keys said, when referring to recent Loyalist 
riots in Belfast, ‘All they’re being told and all there getting answers from is fighting, 
all this media attention, what is it from? Fighting. It’s not from politicians, it is not 
from community representatives, it’s from the fighting. That tells people that 
fighting works, and what they need is to be presented with an alternative.’14 This 
comment brings into focus the role and influence that media can have on 
encouraging either peace or violence. As mentioned earlier in this essay, many 
people in Northern Ireland feel, as a result of Brexit and the possibility of a sea 

 
12  https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/ni/security.htm#05  
13  https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Plantations_in_Ulster.PDF  
14  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WwfqtM9iMDA Channel 4 News, Joel Keys.  
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boarder, forgotten and left behind from the rest of Britain. As Keys interestingly 
comments, if when riots occur these draw in attention from the media and this is 
broadcast and published in the rest of Britain, it appears that the violence works in 
getting the message of discontent across. This is, undoubtably a problematic 
narrative and one that leads to an increase in violence and civil conflict, however the 
question is, how can this course be changed. Once again, we must circle back to the 
humanities.  
First of all, we must understand the history of Northern Ireland and examine the 
mistakes made by previous leaders of different nations, we must understand these 
mistakes to ensure they do not happen again. Further, as Keys suggests, ‘people 
must be presented with an alternative’. Peace talks need to happen, representatives 
need to understand people’s frustration and give answers through diplomacy and 
compromise. This must be reported on and be shared meaning that violence is not 
the only way in which the message of discontent in Northern Ireland is presented 
and shared with the world. We need to establish peace talks and cooperation 
between different groups however, media coverage of these peace talks is vital in 
reinforcing this message of harmony. It is imperative that the media ensures that 
violence isn’t the only way to spread a message and that it is certainly not the most 
effective.  
 
 
To conclude, the humanities are vital in firstly understanding the historic conflict 
and division in Northern Ireland, secondly the Good Friday Agreement and its 
positive effects, and finally the threats Brexit poses and how we must use the 
humanities to minimise these potentially catastrophic effects. 3387 people were 
killed in the Troubles15 and even more families were destroyed. The fragile state of 
peace is evident in the murder of Lyra Mckee in 2019 by the New IRA16 - in the 
words of Fr Martin Magill “Why in God’s name does it take the death of a 29 year 
old woman with her whole life in front of her to get to this point?”17. I suggest it is 
not STEM subjects that will take us beyond this point, but the humanities – history, 
geography, religion and politics – combined with understanding, tolerance and 
empathy.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
15  https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/ni/security.htm#05  
16  https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2019/04/23/news/dissident-republican-new-ira-
group-admit-murder-of-journalist-lyra-mckee-and-offer-sincere-apologies--1603611/  By Connla Young, April 
23rd 2019.  
17  https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/why-in-gods-name-does-it-take-the-death-of-a-29-year-old-to-get-
us-to-this-point-lyra-mckees-funeral-hears/38046993.html  By Kevin Doyle, 24th April 2019.  
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