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This is the tenth Bulletin to be published by the Belfast Workers’ Research Unit since its

formation in the summer of 1977. The Unit’s stated aim is ‘zo research matters of interest

to socialists and to make the results of that research freely available to all. Over the past

five years we have published research Bulletins around the following main topics: the

Queen’s Visit to Belfast; Repression; Health and Wealth; Women; the British Media’s Mis-

reporting of Northern Ireland; the Trade Unions; the Churches; and a magazine type issue

on Conor Cruise O’Brien and the Media, and other stories. We have also carried out research

on specific subjects at the request of individuals and groups, both in Ireland and abroad. We

are open to such requests in the future, and are also willing to receive suggestions about

future Bulletins or completed research articles from any of our readers. J
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INTRODUCTION

The law is the embodiment of the interests of various groups in society,
the ruling class. Other groups in society, such as the working class, can s
powerful in order to have their own interests promoted in laws. But the
advance their interests is a difficult and constant one. Consequently, ma

any society is a complex task.

This is a Bulletin about the law in the North of
has been no viable social-democratic consensus.
(The major exception was the Civil Rights camp
political reform than social reform.) Therefore,

the same scale as were emerging in other societies which had a social
1924 the Wheatley Act in Britain was a major reform in the provisi
people. The Act resulted from concerted working class pressure an
Act - the Tories” smswer to ‘homes fit for heroes’.

working class struggle for a 47 hour week in 1919
inter-war housing policy on a carbon copy of the B
council houses to be built where the local authorit

the most influential one by far being
truggle and have struggled against the
struggle of such groups to protect and
pping the history of that struggle in

Ireland. Given the origins of the Northern Ireland state, there
and no major pressure for reform from within the society.
aign of the late 1960s, which was concerned more with
throughout the history of the state there were no reforms on
-democratic consensus. For example, in
on of public housing for working class

d from the failure of the 1919 Addison
The ruling class in the NI state, despite the memory of the
, had little fear of workers’ agitation and so based their
ritish Chamberlain Act of 1923. This Act only allowed

y demonstrated that private builders could not our would

not supply houses in that area. It gave direct subsidies to private builders with minimal controls over standards
and the disposal of houses through sale or rental. The consequence was a minimal council house programme

between 1919 and 1939. Instead, the Unionist put all th
against then, namely, anti-Unionist opposition to the ve
or, more specifically, the Special Powers Act —

Later, some of those reforms which
had come about as a result of the
social-democratic consensus in
Britain began to filter through. The
paradox is that they came about
because of the Union, yet in the
face of Unionist opposition. The
prime example is the institution
of the Welfare State which was
opposed in Westminster by every
Unionist M.P. But these same M.Ps
were able to reap the political
benefits of the Welfare State by
pointing out to voters the value of
the Union to Northern Ireland.
Between the 1920s and 1969 the
establishment of the Welfare

State in the North of Ireland was
the one major influence of Brit-
ish law on how the Unionists ran
their state.

It is that complicated mixture of
Unionists avoiding reforms, but
eager to repress, and the British
periodically putting pressure on
the Unionist to institute reforms
(while themselves quite content
to come up with their own
brands of repression) that is the
key to understanding the unig-
ueness of law creation in the
North of Ireland even after 1969.

British involvement after 1969
not only produced reforms, but
also created the space for the
growth of a reformist argument

within the six counties. Although
the new-found reformists did not
emerge from a social-democratic
consensus within the society,
they saw their activities and very
existence as a catalyst to the em-
ergence of such a social-democratic
consensus here. Apart from the
dubiousness of such an argument,
we would maintain that there are
two major problems with the
reformist position. Firstly, they
are technocrats; they believe

real and radical social change can
come about through rational dis-
cussion with the ruling class. They
view the state as benign, and esp-
ecially the British state. Removed
from any connection with or com-
mitment to class struggle, they
conclude that the mobilisation of
a political movement is often an
inefficient use of resources. They
prefer to rely on their own exper-
tise . Secondly, state repression is
the “‘Achilles Heel’ of reformists.

Despite the efforts of some of them.

it is apparent that they can do
nothing as regards reforming rep-
ression in the six counties. More-
over, many are not worried about _
repression at all, and those that are
seem more often than not embarr-
assed by the nakedness of repress-
ion here. They would like to see
repression tidier, and advise the

state to that end. (See Box on
Boyle, Hadden and Hillyard)

eir efforts into laws against the one major threat

ry existence of the state itself. Repressive legislation —
was the Unionist government’s forte.

While dismissing reformism, we as
socialists support movements for
law reform. But we make a clear
distinction between the struggle
for reforms as part of a political
movement which is a weapon in
the development of class struggle,
and the reformist approach we
described above, which is based on
a set of formalistic arrangements
between administrators.

One final point: in what follows we
have refused to accept the law’s
own categories; thus, our Bulletin
is not organised into sections on
family law, housing law, etc. More-
over, we do not accept the law’s
myths about itself, namely, that

it is neutral, impartial and fair. The
law represents, for the most part,
the interests of the ruling class. It
is for that reason that the politic-
al struggle against that class must
involve an understanding of how
the law is created and operates.

‘THE LAWIN ITS WISDOM
FORBIDS THE RICH AS WELL
AS THE POOR TO SLEEP UNDER
BRIDGES AND BEG FOR
BREAD'.

Anatole France
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BENEFITS OF THE UNION?

ENGLAND

Housing Act: Introduced generous subsidies
for public sector house building.

National Assistance Act: the major develop-
ment in the mass provision of welfare benefits.

Legal Aid and Advice Act: the first time acc-
ess to the courts was made available for
persons of limited means.

Abortion Act

Sexual Offences Act: legalised homosexual
acts between consenting male adults in priv-
ate.

Matrimonial Homes Act: gave spouse right of
occupation of matrimonial home.

Divorce Reform Act: provided for much
quicker, cheaper divorces based on ‘irretriev-
able breakdown of marriage’, rather than the
fault of either party.

Children and Young Persons Act: attempted
major reforms in the processing of young
people by the courts. Stressed rehabilitative
non-punitive methods.

Housing Finance Act: Made rent rebates
compulsory.

Rent Act: provided security of tenure for
furnished tenancies, developed controlled
rents.

Children’s Act: proposed to establish a com-
prehensive adoption service, to make it easier
for long-term foster parents to adopt and to
provide for independent representation of
children in care proceedings.

Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceed-
ings Act: provided for exclusion of husband
or male cohabitee from home if woman is
physically abused by him.

Homeless Persons Act: gave local authority
duty to provide for homeless.

NORTHERN IRELAND

No provision for public sector subsidies. Very
little public housing built in inter-war years.

Introduced in Northern Ireland against the
objections of all Unionist MPs. Special res-
idence requirements for claimants introduced
to discourage citizens of the South moving
north; still in effect today.

Not introduced until 1965 when there was

still strong opposition within the legal
profession.

Not introduced.

Not introduced.

Not introduced.

Not introduced until 1978 as the Matrimon-
ial Causes Order. No provision for ‘postal
divorce’, again because of considerable oppos-
ition from the legal profession.

Not introduced.

Not introduced for public housing tenants
until 1976, and private tenants until 1978.

Not introduced.

Not introduced.

Not introduced until 1980 as Domestic Proc-
eedings Order; no protection for cohabitees.

Not introduced. Squatting has been a crimin-
al offence here since 1946 under the Summ-
ary Jurisdiction (Miscellaneous Provisions)
Act.
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