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Martin McGuinness, the senior Catholic in Northern Ireland’s unity government, has announced that he is running for president in the neighboring Republic of Ireland.  This announcement came after leaders of the Irish nationalist Sinn Fein party formally endorsed him.  The October 27 election will decide who succeeds President Mary McAleese as Ireland’s symbolic head of state.  Historians and Irish government leaders say that the 61 year-old McGuinness was a commander of the outlawed Irish Republican Army for more than three decades but he has never admitted to this.  

Following is an extract of an opinion article published by the Guardian newspaper on 

October 10, 2011:  “In the Irish Republic, the latest Irish Times poll now puts Sinn Fein as the second largest party.  McGuinness has been elected three times to Westminster and five times as an assembly member.  In 2007, he was nominated deputy first minister in the Northern Ireland assembly.  McGuinness’ candidacy is proving popular, especially among Ireland’s poor and has his rivals’ supporters reaching for apocalyptic

rhetoric.  One said that putting McGuinness in charge of the state ‘would leave us looking like a banana republic.’  His panicky warning coincided with the return of McGuinness from the U.S. with further promises of investment for the North.  Far from having investors running for cover, McGuinness is well regarded in New York and Washington.”

“What galls McGuinness’ detractors is that Sinn Fein has been so staggeringly successful.  Forty years ago, it barely existed in anything other than name.  Thirty years ago, it was confined to republican heartland in Belfast and Derry.  Twenty years ago, its leaders were still subject to censorship in Ireland and Britain, and its members and elected councilors were ostracized and with suspected state collusion, on occasion assassinated.  Now its candidate for president has a real chance of winning.

Principled and effective, McGuinness’ popularity with his supporters comes from a mix of integrity, straight dealing, and refusal to be compromised by the trappings of success.  Born into a large, poor Derry family, he has avoided airs and graces.  Like all Sinn Fein’s elected representatives, McGuinness gives his public salary to the party and takes an average wage in return.

The violence in Ireland was appalling.  McGuinness has already said that much of it was unjustifiable but it was not the work of killers addicted to killing.  Many reached for the gun in those strange, idealistic and angry days.  Martin McGuinness was one of them but he put the gun down and persuaded the British government to address the issues that sparked the conflict.  The North is a better place because of him and the Republic can be too.” 

