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Northern Ireland has been considered one
of the world’s conflict-resolution “success
stories.” The 1998 Belfast/Good Friday
Agreement provided a framework for man-
aging a long-standing ethnonational conflict,
and has ushered in a period of relative politi-
cal stability. The agreement was widely hailed
as ending the “Troubles,” a three-decade-
long conflict in which more than 3,500
people were killed. The causes of the conflict
in and about Northern Ireland are contested,
with scholars emphasizing its colonial, eco-
nomic, ethnic, nationalist, and religious roots
and its durability over centuries (Liechty
and Clegg 2000; McGarry and O’Leary
1995; Ruane and Todd 1996). The “two
communities”—Irish/Catholic/nationalist/
republican and British/Protestant/unionist/
loyalist—are usually portrayed as the main
protagonists, though the British and Irish
states have had significant roles, not least
the British state with its military presence in
Northern Ireland throughout the Troubles.

The island of Ireland was partitioned in
1921 by an act of the British Parliament after
the Irish War of Independence (1919–21). It
created the six-county entity known as North-
ern Ireland, accommodating the aspirations
of the Protestant majority in the northeast of
the island by keeping those counties within
the United Kingdom. The rest of the island
became the Irish Free State, later the Republic
of Ireland, with a Catholic majority of about
90 percent. A Northern Ireland parliament
was established in Belfast, which quickly
became dominated by the Ulster Unionist
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Party (UUP). It was infamously described by
the first prime minister of Northern Ireland,
James Craig, as a “Protestant parliament
for a Protestant people.” In the late 1960s,
long-standing grievances about discrimina-
tion were expressed in a peaceful Catholic
civil rights movement. This was met with
violent resistance by some sections of the
Protestant community, and a subsequent
radicalization of violent Irish republicanism.
In 1969 the British army was dispatched to
Northern Ireland, reflecting the beginning
of the Troubles. The British government
prorogued the Northern Ireland parliament
in 1972, instigating a period of direct rule
that endured until after the Belfast Agree-
ment. A Provisional Irish Republican Army
ceasefire in 1994 created space for political
negotiations, chaired by former US Senator
George Mitchell, that culminated in the
1998 agreement. The agreement’s provisions
were organized along three strands: the
two communities within Northern Ireland,
north–south on the island of Ireland, and
east–west between the island of Ireland and
the United Kingdom.

Much analysis of post-agreement politics
has focused on whether the Northern Ireland
Assembly is an example of consociationalism,
a system for managing democratic politics
in divided societies (Taylor 2009). Defining
features of consociationalism include pro-
portional representation and mutual vetoes
on key decisions. The Assembly is elected
via a system of proportional representation,
and includes proportionality in the executive
and committees. Representatives are required
to designate as “nationalist,” “unionist,” or
“other” before taking their seats, and both the
“nationalist” and “unionist” blocks need to
approve key decisions, a form of mutual veto.
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Supporters of consociationalism argue that
these safeguards are necessary for conflict
management, ensuring that one community
does not dominate the other (McGarry and
O’Leary 2004). Critics point out that these
provisions “institutionalize sectarianism” and
disenfranchise people who do not wish to
identify with either of the “two communities.”
Critics also claim that the system has encour-
aged extremism, because there is little incen-
tive to compromise across ethnonational lines
(Dixon 2012). The largest parties are now
Sinn Féin and the Democratic Unionist Party
(DUP), who seem to have prospered at the
expense of the “moderate” parties that were
the main negotiators of the agreement—the
nationalist Social Democratic and Labour
Party and the UUP. Conversely, supporters
of consociationalism claim that the system
“moderates extremes” and that Sinn Féin
and the DUP have softened their positions in
order to exercise power responsibly.

Assessments of the effectiveness of conso-
ciationalism are often linked to analysts’
favored theoretical approaches to identity. In
general, those who favor consociationalism
tend to take almost primordial approaches
to identity, seeing identity as durable, nearly
fixed. Accordingly, durable oppositional iden-
tities require strong institutional safeguards
like those in the Northern Ireland Assembly.
Overarching, cross-cutting identities cannot
be expected to emerge soon. On the other
hand, those who critique consociationalism
favor theories of social constructionism,
arguing that identities are relatively flexible
and overlapping, and can change under cer-
tain circumstances as people interact with
each other. They often advocate “contact”
theories that emphasize that people’s iden-
tities and beliefs become less oppositional if
they engage in carefully facilitated interaction
with those they would previously have con-
sidered enemies. Rather than seeing ethnic
political parties as stable building blocks for

democratic politics, they would prefer cross-
community parties organized along left–right
political lines. The agreement contained
provisions that seemed to reflect a construc-
tionist approach, stating that people could
identify as Irish or British or both, and estab-
lishing an advisory, cross-community Civic
Forum (which has since been suspended) to
promote engagement between reconciliation
activists and government. Indeed, through-
out the Troubles a consistent strand of the
British government’s policy was informed by
contact theory, reflected in its establishment
of a Community Relations Council to admin-
ister funding and support to organizations
promoting cross-community initiatives.

Since the late 1990s a substantial strand
of research has developed that has examined
the conditions under which identities in
Northern Ireland have changed, in various
directions, such as hardening into opposition,
moderating, or transforming into something
new or unexpected (Ruane and Todd 2010;
Todd, Rougier, and Canas Bottos 2008). This
work has provided empirical, qualitative
evidence that in some cases contact can
prompt identity change. It also emphasizes
that identity change is rooted in a capacity for
self-reflection and self-critique. Surprisingly,
given that many scholars have reduced the
role of religion to an ethnic marker (McGarry
and O’Leary 1995), researchers have found
that religious activists, especially evangelical
Protestants, have been among the most effec-
tive in transforming oppositional identities
(Brewer, Higgins, and Teeney 2011; Ganiel
2008; Mitchell and Ganiel 2011). Their work
resonates with Steve Bruce’s (2007) argument
that evangelicalism provides much of the raw
material for the “core” of Protestant ethnic
identity, which explains the Reverend Ian
Paisley’s unique successes in establishing
both his own denomination (the Free Presby-
terian Church) and political party (the DUP).
As such, evangelicalism’s wider resonance
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among non-churchgoing and nonevangelical
Protestants allows evangelicals to speak with
credibility to their wider community, increas-
ing their potential to contribute to change.

Evangelical Contribution on Northern Ire-
land (ECONI), a peace-building organization
formed in the mid-1980s as a counter to Pais-
leyism’s mix of religion and politics, is one
of Northern Ireland’s best examples of how
religious activists have contributed to iden-
tity change among individuals. ECONI was
self-critical of evangelicalism, using the Bible,
which is held in high regard within evangel-
icalism, to critique the way Northern Irish
evangelicalism had aligned itself with political
power. For ECONI the populist slogan “For
God and Ulster” became “For God and His
Glory Alone” when its members published
an open letter in the Belfast Telegraph and a
booklet by this name. In addition, ECONI’s
self-critical reflection led to repentance.
ECONI did not ask the “Other” to repent but
rather admitted the “sins” of its own commu-
nity. This opened doors for relationships with
people from Catholic backgrounds. Other
explicitly ecumenical groups such as the
Corrymeela community and the Irish School
of Ecumenics pioneered reconciliation work,
with Corrymeela providing cross-community
summer schemes for inner-city children at
its base on the Antrim coast. Other research
has examined how oppositional identities
have been broken down, notably among ex-
combatants. Finally, the 2010 Northern Ire-
land Life and Times survey reported a historic
high of 29 percent of the population choos-
ing to identify as “Northern Irish,” perhaps
indicating the emergence of a shared identity.

But Northern Ireland is a long way from
moving beyond its violent history and tran-
scending the sectarian structures that shape
almost all aspects of social and political
life. Unlike many other postconflict societies,
Northern Ireland has not had a truth commis-
sion or a public and comprehensive process

for “dealing with the past.” Anniversaries
of atrocities and contentious events remain
fraught. The desires of many victims and
survivors for information about what hap-
pened to them or their loved ones, and
public acknowledgment of their suffering, are
unfulfilled. Primary and secondary school
education remains largely segregated along
religious lines, with no significant growth
in the cross-community “integrated” school
sector. Residential segregation is increasing,
with people now more likely than they were
before the agreement to live among their
“own” community. The infamous “peace
walls” that divide large swathes of Belfast,
separating Catholic and Protestant areas,
continue to be reinforced and heightened,
rather than dismantled. New walls have been
built since the agreement, with the total in
Belfast now at ninety-nine and including
barriers that divide a park and a churchyard.
There have been no significant government
initiatives to counter increasing segregation.

Identification as “Northern Irish” is frag-
ile, as demonstrated in the 2012 Life and
Times survey, which demonstrated a drop
to 22 percent. The decline was steepest
among Catholics (from 26 to 17 percent) and
may have reflected Catholic unease at the
behavior of loyalist protesters in response
to Belfast City Council’s December 2012
vote to fly the British flag at City Hall on
designated days throughout the year rather
than every day. In 2013, members of the
Orange Order and marching bands taking
part in the Belfast Twelfth of July parade,
which commemorates the military victory of
the Protestant King William in 1690, were
prevented by police from passing through
a Catholic area on their return route. In
response, loyalists established a roadside
protest camp that remains in place as of
July 2015. At the same time, “dissident”
republicans continue a sporadic paramilitary
campaign. In December 2014, the British and
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Irish governments and main political parties
negotiated the Stormont House Agreement.
It promises to address the past and other
key issues, although it has not yet been
implemented. So the seeming “success” of
the Northern Ireland peace process has been
limited, producing a fragile stability based on
entrenched ethnonational positions rather
than reconciled relationships or the trans-
formation of sectarian structures. As such,
directions for future research on North-
ern Ireland include the politics of symbol
and ritual, the dynamics of identity change,
consociationalism and governance by ethnic
political parties, the role of religion in rec-
onciliation, the role of victims/survivors in
reconciliation, the role of ex-combatants in
reconciliation, transitional justice (dealing
with the past), and peace process lesson
sharing.
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