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	“Back to Uncertainty:
Considering Other Possibilities”

This billowing freedom threatens to

Smother me with euphoria.

Hand over hand eagerly I crawl

Back to uncertainty.

From “Hand Over Hand”


When John Hewitt wrote in ‘Hand Over Hand’ (1967) of crawling eagerly “back to uncertainty”, he recognised the difficulty of dealing with difference – and its sometimes awful social and political consequences.  In the poem he contrasts the euphoria of “billowing freedom” with his need to “measure things by standing near them/ and reaching toward them”. However, he recognised a truer destination: “uncertainty”.

In a society as deeply separated in its perceptions of its identities and symbols as Northern Ireland, Hewitt appreciated that the certainties of one group were challenged directly by those of the other. So, he welcomed his “uncertainty”, as his stance between two traditions, where he could appreciate both the Protestant culture of his birth as well as that of his Catholic neighbours. He described himself as Ulster, Irish, British, and European – and, in a self-conscious abandonment of absolutes, stated that to omit any one was to deny an essential part of his identity.   

As a political thinker, Hewitt was describing what is, perhaps, the only meaningful way of coping with deep differences. Rather than denying them, or elevating one identity or version of the truth above all others, he recognised success in politics as the capacity to bridge differences. And to achieve this requires the starting point of “uncertainty”, which opens the door to imagining the ‘other’ and their place. 

How then do our contemporary politicians, artists, and writers measure up to today’s challenges of history and identity?

The 23rd annual John Hewitt International Summer School, and the Eighth John Hewitt Spring Festival, invite all those interested in the future of culture and society, internationally and locally, to explore and celebrate the possibility of living with uncertainty, in the company of writers and artists – who traditionally stand outside overbearing absolutes – and of political thinkers – who pursue as clearly as they can their own particular perspectives.  
The Eighth John Hewitt Spring Festival at Carnlough on the Antrim Coast

(Sat 10th Apr 2010)
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The 23rd John Hewitt International Summer School in Armagh City 

(Mon 26th – Fri 30th Jul 2010)


