


Madge Davison Memorial Lecture | Narratives, Identity and Politics

Are political convictions a matter of 

rational calculation, or have they other 

sources? 
The core argument of the talk is that 
rational calculation may play a part in 
deeply held conviction but, that narratives 
play an even bigger part. Moreover, one’s 
sense of self, i.e. one’s identity, is a complex 
(frequently contradictory) product of the 
narratives (stories) to which a person has 
been subjected, and this is as true of the 
political as any other form of identity. 
People are hardwired to think in narratives 
- if people thought in numbers and risk 
calculation, the Lottery would never exist, 
and the bookies would be bankrupt. The 
most interesting things about people are 
the narratives that made them and the 
narratives that they make themselves.

Considering Madge Davison in that light 
reveals that she was a very exceptional kind 
of political actor - a fierce conviction that 
was reminiscent of people who learned their 
politics in the 1930s and yet a harbinger 
of the ways in which Northern Ireland 
was being slowly dragged into the 20th 
Century. Simultaneously grounded and 
practical - her imperative was always ‘work 
the problem’. The narratives that generated 
her conversion to left politics may never be 
known - a 16-year-old Protestant woman 
from Lower North Belfast in a period in 
which casual sexism and misogyny were rife 
on the Left, though Betty Sinclair made a 
similar journey 30 years earlier. However, the 
narratives she made were astonishing and 
may give us some lines for trying to resolve 
the dilemmas we currently face.

Figure 1: Margaret Bruton and Madge Davison in the NI Civil Rights office, early 1970’s



The guest speaker Mike Morrissey will 
explore the relationship between politics 
and identity, which has been central to 
the Northern Ireland political context. 
And, lately, to the so-called Culture Wars. 
It will use reflections on the early politics 
of Madge Davison as a framework for 
thinking about some contemporary political 
dilemmas. 

Mike Morrissey was a friend and comrade 
of Madge Davison in the Communist Youth 
Movement and the Communist Party. 
He spent the bulk of his working life (40 
years) teaching social policy and research 
methods, mainly at Ulster University. While 
there, Mike did work on low pay, long-term 
unemployment, the Costs of the Troubles 
and urban development. Additional 
interests include; working in community 
projects and trade unions to help frame 
anti-poverty and economic development 
strategies. On retiring from UU, he spent 
time with organisations such as the North 
and West Belfast Health Action Zone, the 
Community Foundation and CENI, after 
which he concentrated on trying to catch 
up on some of the great books unread and 
wines untasted.
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VENUE: 
Theatre in Conway Mill, 

Conway Street, BT13 2DE (Lift available)

For further information, contact: 07751951785
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