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Introduction

Protestant identities in Northern Ireland have too often been presented as essentiaist and
unchanging. Despite pointersin the literature, their socidly congtructed and adaptable nature has not
been emphasised. This paper examines the period after the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, which
dramatised recent socid and political changesin Northern Ireland, and assesses the ways in which
many Protestants are re-orientating themsalves to these, using avariety of strategies to reconstruct
their politica and religious identities. Three such politica srategies are highlighted here — assmilation,
separaion and privatisation. The first response, assmilation, is an active acceptance of the political
package of the Agreement, the second contests it, and the third is more passive and sees getting on
with dally life as more important than politics — as such the Agreement may be grumbled about, liked
or ignored, but essentidly viewed neutraly until such atime asit is seen to make adifferenceto a
person'sway of life. In asimilar way, recongtructions of Protestant identity vary. Those politicaly
assmilating are redefining what it means to be British, and what it means to be a Protestant in a
manner condstent with the new liberd mainstream. Those politicaly separating articulate more
confusion about their Britishness, and are often purifying their Protestant identities as these seem to
offer more ideological security. Amongst those paliticaly privatising, nationd and religious identities
are more individuaised and compartmentaised. Each is concerned with how Northern Irdand is
changing and where people fed they fit into these changes. All ask, if they can affect change, and if
not, how they will be affected by it. Each looks to other people, the ideas of their upbringings, their
new experiences, their perceptions of power and opportunities to try and make sense of change and
locate themsalves, and others, within it.

It is not suggested here that there has ever been areservoir of ‘Protestant identity' to which
individuas could tap into or not. In fact, historica diversty of nationd identities, politica radicalism
and consarvatism, theologicd liberalism and fundamentaism, internd class divisons and so on, are
very much part of the Protestant ‘mosaic. It is therefore not the intention of this paper to show
Protestant identity ‘was before, and how it 'is after the Good Friday Agreement, but rather to
examine the processes of identity construction in aperiod of politica trangtion. As such, the typology



discussed below deds with peoplée's present strategies in response to change, outlining their evolving
effects on British nationd, and Protestant religious, identities.

We begin with atheory of the process of identity construction. We then overview the socia and
politica changes dramatised by the Good Friday Agreement, and evauate the politica Strategies
emerging to make sense of change and their consegquences for identification. To do thiswe employ a
narrative analysis of a series of episodic interviews with Northern Ireland Protestants conducted over
the year 2000 (see gppendix). We conclude that Protestant identity, far from being fixed, is highly
responsve to political change.

Pr ocesses of | dentification

The argument here isthat identity is congtituted rather than essentid, processud rather than fixed and
isintringcaly socid — hence, the context in which this process occursis crucid. Conceptions of sdif
are condtituted in the socid world — in relationship with other people (Jenkins, 1996). Despite
upheaval and change in both our persond and political worlds, increasing the choices and options
avalableto individuas, aperson’sidentity is not merely a matter of free sdlection from agloba
culturd directory, rather, it developsin ration to his’her specific socia and politica context. People
interpret their experiencesin the present with relation to the past (Connerton, 1989; Samud and
Thompson, 1990), and in relation to their sense of placein society — at the centre, on the fringes or
somewhere in between (Cohen, 1982). Questions of place — access to resources, opportunities,
questions of where do | fit in and so on, are away of measuring one' s vaue againg that of others.
These, combined with the structure and idess provided by powerful actors and ingtitutions, congtitute
the context in which people develop their relationships with others (Colley, 1992; Jenkins, 1996,

25). It isargued here, that it isonly in rdationship with othersin society, and recognisng what oneis
not, that a person realises their own sense of who they are and where they fed they belong (Sahlins,
1981, 4; Jenkins, 1996, 80). As such, difference and familiarity are crucid factorsin the identification
process. Furthermore, these very often become entangled with moral evaluations — thet difference is
threatening, or in some way worse (Sarup, 1996)". Thisis not to say that identities are unitary, or

! |deas of similarity and difference being given moral eval uations abound in the literature. Seefor example Colley,
1992, Douglas, 1966; Geertz, 1973.



fixed in oppogtion to the other. However, whilst identities may have aspects of contradiction and
ambiguity, people generdly try to present themsdlves haligticaly, to secure an idea of sdf. Individuas
then, do host diversities and ambiguities, but these are often unsafconscious, and are mediated
through specific cultural contexts with established patterns of relationships, values and power.

| dentities then, are congtituted through experience and choice, but these are mediated through power
— actors and inditutions which structure the context in which socid and political relationships take

place.

In short, ideas of identity and difference are shaped by perceptions of both cultural and structural
power and powerlessness. Perceptions of self and other often take the form of mord evauationsina
struggle to appropriate the past and to shape the future. As such, asthe political process reallocates
and re-evaluates power and resources, group members are led to reconstruct identities to make
sense of change. Below, we examine how people draw on ideas of difference, smilarity, vaues,
sense of place, relation to power and S0 on, to check and baance various life roles with and againgt

each other to arrive at a conception of self which makes sense.

Palitical change: the Good Friday Agreement and the Protestant community

Northern Ireland politics and society has changed in many respects over the last ten or so years. In
many respects the Good Friday Agreement, supported by 71% of the population in the 1998
referenda, does not mark aradical departure from the past, but rather dramatises and confirms the
directions of palitical change. We examine briefly here the role of the Agreement in interna politicsin
Northern Irdland, in the nature of the relaionship with Britain and Ireland, and with regard to wider
negotiations of global culture in the regiort.

The interna baance of power in Northern Iredland has changed. Although there has dways been a
sense of peripherdisation and difference from mainland Britain, during direct rule snce 1972,
Protestant identities were somewhat insulated. A British nationa identity was the officia one; politica
policies and norms were essentidly British; and public debate took place within the bounds of
Britishness. Since the failed Sunningdae agreement of 1973, ideas of cross-community power-



sharing and an Irish dimension have been the preferred ‘ solution’ to Northern Irdland politics,
however, aslong as unionists could mobilise their mgority and say 'no’ asin 1974 and 1986, this
was athresat that could be defused. The preferred solution, in the present, has been to accommodate
and ingtitutiondise both unionist and nationdist identities and political agpirations within the context of
aplurdig, devolved government in Northern Irdland. Whilst British sovereignty ismaintained, it is
ba anced with a dynamic role for the Republic of Irdland in many policy-making areas. Within the
context of British regionaism, the Good Friday Agreement also provides for extra linkages between
Britain and Ireland in the Council of the Ides— however with an eye on the progress of Scottish
nationalism, thisis not seen by many Protestants as guaranteeing stability or security of identity.
Interndly, the devolved Northern Irdland Assembly is no longer mgoritarian, but consociationd, and
there is a renewed emphasis on rights and equaity of opportunity — economicaly, socidly and
culturdly.

Theremova of British dominance, which was the linchpin of the previous system, has implications for
the entire spectrum of relationships in Northern Irdland (Ruane, 1999, 154). After the Good Friday
Agreement, the British Labour government has shown thet it has little favouritism towards unionism.
British government decisions againgt Orange Order marchersin Drumcree® for example, or progress
towards reform of the RUC*, confirm suspicions thet Britain is running out of sympathy for the
Protestant community. Moreover, unionism has failed to come up with aunited politica strategy in
response to this, splitting amost down the centre over support for the Agreement. At the same time,
the Catholic community have dramaticdly raised their political and economic profile. After civil rights
and with the gradud reduction of officid discrimination in Northern Ireland, Catholics have now
entered the middle classes en masse, nationalism has ceased to be adirty word in public discourse,
and Sinn Fein® have dramatically come in from the political cold. However, inequaity persigsin
some arenas, and as such, reform, equality and quotas continue to be prominent in public discourse
and policy. Of course, by no means al Protestants are concerned about this, some think it islong
overdue — but many others perceive a srong Catholic community, confidently represented, and

% For amore substantial account of changes, see Ruane and Todd eds., 1999, After the Good Friday Agreement.
® Protestant Orange Order marchers claim that Drumcree is one of their traditional marching routes. The residents,
predominantly Catholic, oppose the march. The British government have refused to allow the march to go ahead.

“The Royal Ulster Constabulary are the predominantly Protestant police force.
® The republican party led by Gerry Adams, associated with the IRA .



continuing to push ahead for more palitica 'gains. There has been then a change in the balance of
power in Northern Ireland (or at least the potential balance of power), restructuring the context in
which individuas must understand their lives.

Furthermore, the Good Friday Agreement confirms that the nature of the British and Irish Sates have
changed. Britain is decentrdising, and is increasingly secular and plurdigtic. British identity, dwaysa
tricky concept for Scots, Welsh and Northern Irish aike, has been further problematised in the |atter
case because of differing experiences during conflict, and because of various British government
policies and attitudes which have cast Northern Irdland as ‘ a place apart’® — interpreted by many as
betrayal and abandonment. Ireland too has changed. Most recognise that traditiona associations of
the state with the Catholic Church are no longer accurate, that 1rish Catholicism has many more
libera and plurdigt strains than before, and that many have withdrawn their loydty from the churchin
the light of sex scandals and secularisation (Hardiman and Whelan, 1998). Irdland too, is dowly
becoming more plurdigtic, and has rapidly become very economicaly successful. Also, the
relationship between the two states has changed. In both diplomatic and persond relations, they are
now partners, if not alies, in seeking solutions in Northern Irdland politics. Of course, fedings of
Britishness pera<t, as does reluctance for a united Ireland — however, these concepts are more
ambiguous than ever before, and Protestants in Northern Ireland are often compelled to revise their

identities and ideas in relation to these changes.

Findly, there have been wider globd poalitical and cultural changes which directly affect identification
in Northern Irdland. With membership of the EU, and agreet deal of American attention under the
Clinton adminigiration, local politicsin Northern Ireland has received ever more internationd
attention. To alarge extent, the rules of the game have changed, and liberd, plurdist democracy
represents the new politica norm. These rules are unforgiving to Protestants who gppear not to want
to share power and resources or move beyond the issues of the 'past’. They are particularly
unforgiving of Protestants who seem to have problems with Catholics on rdigious grounds, and

whose religio-palitical language is seen as bigoted and pre-modern. The media has dso played an

® For example, former prime minister Harold Wilson calling Northern Protestants “ spongers”, former British
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Sir Patrick Mayhew saying Britain would release Northern Ireland “with
pleasure” or Margaret Thatcher stating that unionists were “too patriotic”. There have been policy differencesin
many areas, for example, the Poll Tax, civil rights, availability of abortion.



important role in this respect, bringing these views into sharper contrast with dominant liberd
mainstrean’. This is a phenomenon which many Protestants are very aware of today, and it has
created a climate of socia pressure to be 'reasonable’ and accept the norm. Thisis aso the case with
strong forms of politica opposition to the Good Friday Agreement: its objectors clash with current
ideas of socia respectability — they are seen, not moraly upright as they see themsalves, but as
extreme, and worse, as 'againgt peace. Many other Protestants, assmilated to the liberd
mainstream, aso find those with a strong religio-poalitica discourse unappeding; and unionist dites
have proved very adept at exchanging the language of Protestant resistance to one of internationd
law and human rights (Lane, forthcoming). The consequence for the Protestant community asa
whole however, isthat public discourse has anew set of guidelines— reasonable, libera and pluraist

— and thistoo has necessitated arethinking of identity and ideology (see aso Coulter, 2001).

The Good Friday Agreement does not wholly represent a sea change in these processes. Rather it
serves to dramatise political and cultura evolutions— in Northern Irdland, Britain, Irdland and
beyond — which were dready well underway before 1998. As a political framework, it has famoudy
been described as'Sunningdale for dow learners®, and its core structural proposals have been the
basis of the search for a solution for many years. At a psychologicd level however, the Agreement
does represent a distinctive change, in that it was properly negotiated by awider range of Northern
Irdland political actors than ever before, it has brought the most lasting peace in Northern Ireland for
many years, that it was endorsed by such alarge percentage of the population and that it is accepted
by most as the new political norm.

Reconstructions of Protestant identity
In the 1991 census, 50.8% of the population identified themsalves as Protestants. Not all,

Protestants in Northern Irdland are unionists, but only atiny minority are nationdists’. Moreover,

contrary to popular wisdom, not all Northern Ireland Protestants see themselves as British — but only

" There was al so something of amedia blackout on DUP-style predictions of doom during the negotiations of, and
leading up to the referendum on, the Good Friday Agreement.

8 Seamus Mallon, SDLP, Deputy First Minister in the Northern Ireland Assembly.

% Recent data shows that 76% saw themselves as uni onist, 1% as nationalist and 23% as neither, Northern Ireland
election survey, 1998.



2% identify themsdlves as Irisht®. Neither do al Protestants agree in their analyses of the Good
Friday Agreement. Overal, asmal minority (1%) fed that the Good Friday Agreement benefits
unionists more than nationdigts, 35%, that the Agreement benefits both communities equaly, and
65%, thet it benefits nationalists more than unionits™. What we can conclude from this, is thet whilst
there are variations of identification within the Protestant community in Northern Irdland, by and
large, their salf- perception is not as nationdigt, not as Irish — and overwhelmingly, the Good Friday

Agreement is not seen asapalitical gain.

Viewed as such, Protestant identities may appear rather fixed in opposition to the other. However,
this belies the varied range of politica responses which are evolving in relation to the Good Friday
Agreement. Thisisin part due to differing interpretations of the text, which was ddiberately designed
to be broad and ambiguous. But more importantly, differing responses are informed by individud's
perceptions of change, based on their own ideas and experiences, and on the public palitica debate.
We turn now to an assessment of the various politica strategies which Protestants are using to make

sense of change and the resulting reconstructions of Protestant identities.

Assimilation

Political assmilation describes the acceptance of new palitical norms in Northern Irdland, and in
some cases, an attempt to shape their terms. Thisis based on an understanding that the political
gtuation has fundamentally changed, and that a new public language and policies of liberdiam,
pluralism and peace are now dominant. As such, the Good Friday Agreement is seen asagood
thing, bringing peace, development and progress. Whilst people may not like everything, they
express support for the overdl direction of political change.

Amongs this group, significant recongtructions of Britishness are taking place. It isbeing recast as
indusive, plurdigt and multicultural — an identity which can accommodate diversity. Although none of
those | interviewed presented themsalves as British pluraists, in many cases the concepts were
implicit. The lack of sdlf-conscious presentations of pluralism can perhaps be explained by the fact

19| n the same survey 78% said they were British, 2% Irish and 21%, other (Ulster, Northern Irish).



that political assmilation hasjust begun to be articulated at ite level in unionism (Lane, forthcoming),
and has not yet established itself as a popular political discourse. There is arecognition by many
liberd unionists and other Protestants thet Britain is changing, and that their relaionship with Britain
must change too. Many essentialy fedl loyad to Britain, but know that the UK isin a process of
trangtion, and fed that they need to carve out their own role before the politica Stuation changestoo
much. Assmilation is particularly amongst the unionist middle classes, who have enjoyed extended
professond and cultural contacts with Britain (Coulter, 1997). However, thisis more of amodern
British regiona and pluralist identity than it is based in older idess of loyalty and contract. It is
characterised by actors such as Dermot Neshitt, David Ervine and David Trimble** —who poignantly
transformed the old adage of Stormont® as"a Protestant parliament for a Protestant people”, into
the Northern Irdland Assembly as "aplurdist parliament for aplurdist people” (1998).

Furthermore, the impact of trave, particularly amongst those who have gone to work or study
elsawhere in the UK and who have returned to Northern Irdland, can have implications for British
identity. Victoria™ says she considers hersdf British — but in England she was considered Irish. She
explansthat she dill fet British, but not in the same way English people, and as aresult, was driven
to redefine what Northern-Irish Britishness meant. This sameis true of Phillip™ whosetimein
Sootland, mixing with English people and coming into contact with Scottish nationdist ideas of
Britishness, he says made him fed more Irish. Thisis acommon experience for those Northern
Ireland Protestants who leave for the mainland, feding that they are essentidly British. When
confronted with people who are English-British, and with many who consder al people from
Irdland, south and north, as 'Paddies — people often return to Northern Ireland with are-negotiated
idea of Britishness — often retaining the identity, but adding extra dimensions of Irishness or Northern

Irishness.

1 Of these, 50.5% said nationalists were alot better off, as opposed to alittle - Northern Ireland Life and Times
Survey, 1999.

2 David Trimble and Dermot Neshitt belong to the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), which is divided over the
Agreement. David Ervineistheleader of the Progressive Unionist Party (PUP), which is associated with
Protestant paramilitaries (UVF) but which supports the Agreement.

3 The Stormont parliament in Northern Ireland (1921-1972) was dominated by Protestants.

1 Victoriais ayoung artist from Belfast, who has studied in England, lived in Europe and is now working in
community work back in Belfast. She voted yes for the Good Friday Agreement.

*all names have been replaced and occupations changed to similar.
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As British identity is adaptable to new politica norms, so too is Protestant religious identity.

James'®, a Church of Ireland minister from Newry, has been influenced by his time spent in
theologica college in the south of Ireland, and he contrasts Protestant/Catholic rel ationships there
very sarkly with those in the north. In the south he says thereis trust, no sense of threat and
accommodation — in the north, no trust, a need to defend one's own, afear 'giving in' and a sense of
hurt. He says, having lived in Dublin for three years, | relate to Catholics differently, because
the Catholics in the south relate to Protestants differently than Catholics relate to Protestants
in the north. This captures well a sense of reflexive sdf-identity — how one's identity is constructed
in relationship with other people. Other peopl€e'sideas about me, how they treat me, feeds back into
my sense of who | am. James sdlf-presentation is one of a"moderate’, a"bridge- builder" — opposed
to "hard-liners’ on dl sdes. Furthermore, his experience of Catholicism outside of Northern Ireland
is presented as the impetus for his openness and he couches his narrative of Catholicism in terms of
liberdisation after Vatican Two, "progressive Catholics' — some as brothers and sigtersin the
Chrigtian faith, and, despite treditional conservative Catholics whom he mixes little with, he says he
experiences much co-operation. Whilst James says that his church "has its truth which we bdieve is
the truth", he says he does not judge other people for believing differently. What we see in James
narrative is articulation of strong faith, but one which is held in such away that it does not preclude
relationships with those whose beliefs differ. Hisfaith is presented as secure. He focuses on God's
love, lack of judgement, equality, support, welcoming, sharing experiences and so on. He has
concluded from histime in the south that there is nothing inherently persecuting about Catholiciam,
and hetriesto find awide centre ground where he can meet with Catholic moderates in the north,
despite the context of misirugt. Politicaly too, themes of moving beyond the past, giving and taking

on al sdes predominates.

In such away we cannot say that religious identity for James is compartmentalised, but rather
negotiates with other life roles. James articulates politica assmilation and religious toleration — both

15 Phillip is ayoung engineer from Co. Down, who studied for five yearsin Scotland, and who hasjust returned
home to live. He supports the Good Friday Agreement, even arguing that he now thinks aunited Ireland may be a
good idea.

18 James isarecently inaugurated minister, originally from Co. Antrim. Heisin his40's, and locates himself within
the ecumenical evangelical Protestant tradition. Heis enthusiastic about the Good Friday Agreement.
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an acceptance of new liberd plurdistic norms. Despite the fact that he presents his religious bdiefs as
the "truth”, these are framed within the context of equal acceptance of difference. Strong religious
beliefs then, need not lead to damaged socid and politica relationships with Catholics. Rather it

depends on how they are framed, and on a person's experiences of others.

Aswe have seen, many Protestants perceive nationdists as benefiting more than unionigtsin the
Good Friday Agreement — but not al of these voted againg it. One such sgnificant (but margind)
exception is Simont’, a company manager and a non-church-going SDLP'® member. He feds that
religion in Northern Irdand is "ritudigtic and bigoted”, and dthough he had ardigious upbringing, Hill
sometimes thinks about faith, and says he is "probably a Protestant”, he feds that essentidly "lifeis
your jobs and your interests’. As along established member of Bdfast's business community, he
obsarves that the last twenty years have seen a sgnificant increase in the numbers of Catholics
amongst the professiona classes. However he does not fed threatened by this, saysthet his
professonis"very open”, and that the people he works with largely do not care about religious
background. His analysis of the Northern Ireland economy is importarnt,

Belfast and its business community is more like a village than a city, and friendship is what
matters. All the big British companies, Marks and Spencers, Halifax— that isn't going to be
the case with them, and they appear to me to be scrupulously fair in who they employ. | would
say that as we become a community whose employers are external to Northern Ireland, there

will be neither positive nor negative discrimination — it will just be the best people get the jobs

Simon's andysis of the Stuation in Northern Ireland islocated with reference to the globa and
corporate world in which he operates. Hislack of concern abouit traditiona communa politics— as
evidenced by his atraction to the civil rights movement in his student days and his present
membership of anationdist politica party, have been reinforced by experiences of ‘neutrd’ multi-
nationals externa to Northern Irdland, and meritocracy in hisworking life. His self- presentation is

Y Simonisin his40 s, from Belfast and livesin Co. Down. He had a strict religious and unionist upbringing, but
now is uncertain about matters of faith, and strongly dislikes unionism.

18 The Social Democratic and Labour Party, led by John Hume, isamainly Catholic constitutional Nationalist
Party.
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one of openness and liberdism. His comments on the Good Friday Agreement are the most reveaing
of dl,

| think that what the Agreement offers on paper and what it offers on a more spiritual or
emotional level are two different things. There was a lot of detail that tried to be so fair to
everybody that it didn't say very much — however on a spiritual and emotional level, it gave
the opportunity for a fresh start — some sort of progress to mutual understanding...I think that
the psychological subtext of what was going on, was that if you were voting yes as a
Protestant, you were inherently apologising for what had gone in the past, you were
identifying yourself with the fact that it was right and just to have an equal society, it was
right and just to be pluralist, it was right and just to have involvement from every level inside
the community, and you wer e effectively turning away from your bigoted heritage. | think as a
Catholic, you voted yes as a nationalist — you were saying that there is a space on this planet
—thereisa space in Ulster —for northern Protestants as well as us, and we would like you to

be involved in what we are doing

Simon voted yes. Thisis an example of assmilation to new palitica norms— the language of
plurdism, rights and judtice. It is interesting to note that Smon's presentation of the Catholic
community is as active, and the Protestant community, passive. The former invite Protestants to "be
involved in what we are doing", and Protestants are accepting this and apologising for the past. But
far from perceiving persond 'loss in the Agreement, Smon hopes that Northern Irdland is becoming
"norma”. Overdl then, Simon sees the world as changing, the economy as modernising, and
Northern Irdland as pluralisng — and these ideas are given reference by his experience of the socia

world.

Political assmilation to new plurdigtic norms amongst Protestants in Northern Irdland isin itsinfancy.
This transformation has been enabled by the changing priorities and language of Britain, interna
economic change, increased mobility and trave, the liberdising influence of the mediaand
internationa involvement and asmilar opening up of nationdist ideology. Those who articulate

assimilation tend to have had positive socia experiences with Catholics and tend not to fed
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persondlly threstened by nationdist ‘gains *°. In other words, the rdlational and spatial aspects of the
identification process comeinto play — when differenceis not seen as threatening, or when a person
perceivesther place in the socid world as safe, identity can be more easily opened up and
transformed. Britishness can be recongtructed as inclusive, and Protestantism as opertminded. As
such, the Good Friday Agreement is more likely to be seen as a positive change, creating an

opportunity to transcend the exclusiveness of the past.

Separation

Political separation describes a sense of politica dienation from the maindream. It impliesa
fundamentaisation of political pergpective in response to a perception of the ultimate isolation of the
'Protestant peopl€, ideas of exclusion from the centres of power, and is the most oppositiona of the
emergng politica drategies. It is characterised by anti- Agreement unionists who excluded
themsdlves from poalitica negotiations and who continue to make a point of segregation in the political
process™. |t presents Protestant identity as under attack in Northern Ireland and in the wider world;
the decline of society and morality, and persecution of the righteous are key themes; and the policies
of the Good Friday Agreement are interpreted as confirmation of this downward spirdl. Political
separation, and often a paralel reliance on rdigious savation from these threets, are responsesto a
perception of hopelessness and of inability to change the political Situatior?”.

¥ This holds from a bottom-up perspective. Of course those elites who articulate pluralism may do so for other
reasons — not least to harness a fashionable language to gain international approval whilst continuing to pursue
majoritarian goals.

% A total boycott of the Northern Ireland Assembly is now seen, even by the generally exclusionist Protestant
DUP, as palitically pointless. Whilst they oppose the Good Friday Agreement, they do not go asfar as Sinn Fein
did under Direct Rule by refusing to take up their seats. Instead they have decided to participate, work to
undermine the Agreement from within, but still try at every opportunity to make a point of separating themselves,
particularly from Sinn Fein. For example, DUP poaliticians continue to refuse to talk to Sinn Fein representativesin
the same television studio, although they sit with them on local councils. Separation then isnow symbolic more
than physical.

1| argue here that both separation and privatisation are responses to an inability to change the situation. The
difference isthat some Protestants feel that their personal position and values are directly challenged by the
Good Friday Agreement, whilst others may not like change, but focus on the private sphereinstead. These
perceptions, the resulting strategies, and the consequences for identification differ.
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A politica regponse of separation has serious implications for British identity. In fact, it is here where
we see the most problematic recongtruction of Britishness. Heler?? expresses a deep sense of
abandonment at Britain's role in Northern Ireland today, arguing that the Good Friday Agreement
only made the Situation worse. She despairs at the current politica Stuation, blames the British
government for pandering to terrorism, and repeats the common fear that Britain does not want

Northern Ireland Protestants any more —

[there are] a million Protestant, I'm not going to call it Christian, I'm going to use Protestant,
people living in Northern Ireland who have no identity. Britain doesn't want them, and they
don't want to be part of the southern state...there is no British identity within Northern
Ireland, | think the British section within Northern Ireland have totally lost their identity, they

don't know which way to turn.

However, there are many contradictionsin her narrative. Whilst pinpointing the source of the threet
to her identity as the British government, she frequently identifies herself as British, and states |
believe in Britishness'. Her assertions of Britishness are strongest when she is talking about
Irishness. Her self-presentation is not one of wishing to withdraw her loyalty, or to protest against
Britain, rather it is one of abandonment and confusion. She feels let down by Britain, and says she
does not know "which way to turn”. Thisis a very ambiguous recongtruction of Britishness— it both
reproduces the traditiona insecurity of a British identity, but abandons the defiance which haslong
been its counterpart, replacing it with akind of hopeess confuson — she saysthat, “what [she sees]
today is people dtting back, wringing their hands and accepting what they see asinevitable” In fact,

2 Helenisin her late 30 s, worksin the public services andlivesin Co. Down. She went to Sunday School when
shewas achild, but only ‘became a Christian’ (born-again) two years ago. | have chosen to focus on Helen's
narrativein this section because it is both dramatic and representative, and because it gives the opportunity to
present at |east one person here more holistically. For extended presentations of the others, see my forthcoming
PhD thesis, Religion in Northern Ireland after the Good Friday Agreement, UCD.

% For example, Q: What do you associate with 'Irish'? H: well, that's a difficult one... Irish...that's a real tough
question because | mean I'mlooking at it from a British perspective, so | can't say. ...when | look at Irish, | see
complainers...when | look at Irish | seeIrish dancing, Irish culture, Irishflag, Irish music, Irish, Irish, Irish! And
even myself, who has a British passport, classes herself as British- Ulster British- I'm called Irish- Northern
Irish. | don't see myself asIrish...when | go to Dublin, it actually feelslike a foreign city to me, and when | come
back up to Northern Ireland, It's such a relief to get home. They don't feel like they're my people...but they're
going to have to take on board that there are over a million people up herein Northern Ireland, who view
themselves as part of this Britishness. And we're here to stay, because we've nowhere to go. And we will not, |
don't think, fit into a concept of Irishness, likely, or very well. Because | have no bond with Irishnessat all. |
still hope to be able to have my British identity here.
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Helen, like many others, actudly turnsto Protestantism to give her a stronger sense of identity, and
usesthis, rather than Britishness, as a means of understanding her situation in Northern Ireland today.

Helen has in recent years become a born-again Christian, as wel as switching her political preference
from UUP to DUP* &fter the Agreement®. Her narrative is one of encroaching nationalism, and the
growing power of the Catholic community is a congtant theme. Although she thinks that Catholic
parents aso struggle to give their children amora upbringing, she congantly presents mordity as
Protestant morality, the source of threet to which comes from "aggressive Irish nationdism” —a
phenomenon in which Catholics are implicated in throughout her narrative. When asked what it
means to be a Protestant today, Helen replies,

unwanted, unvalued, and definitely discriminated against...I'm not assured thereis a place for
Protestants and their beliefs and culture in Northern Ireland today...you know Snn Fein talk
about the British presence - well I'm the British presence in Northern Ireland. You know |
didn't come from another country — I was born in Northern Ireland and I'm not going

anywhere. And we're here to stay, because we have nowhere to go.

She has heard second hand that someone in Sinn Fein said, if they got their way, Protestants would
be pushed north into the sea.and would have to learn how to swvim. She saysthat thereisan
“atempted eradication” of Protestantsin Northern Ireland, and lists examples of towns where
Catholics have “driven out” Protestants. In Helen' s narrative there is an overwhelming feding of
sege. Her presentation of nationdism is as aggressve, pushing, driving, forcing, attempting
eradication — and her presentation of her own community is as passve, losing, converting, becoming
extinct?®. Moreover, it is not only unionism or Britishness, but very much the Protestant faith which is

24 The Democratic Unionist Party, led by Rev. lan Paisley, articulates the strongest message of no compromise
with nationalism and republicanism.

# |tisimportant to note that her perception of an increased threat to Helen’ s British identity corresponds with a
personal religiousrevival. Of course there could be many other factors which have contributed to her spiritual
renewal, however, it issignificant that in her narrative, she incorporates religiousimagery and fearsinto her
analysis of the political situation. It is not argued that the Agreement has caused Helen to become born again,
however there does seem to be a connection.

| reproduce along excerpt herein full, to allow the reader to assess itsinterpretation: there has been an
eradication in Northern Ireland there's no doubt about it — an attempted eradication, an attempt to drive
Protestants out. Border areas are a prime example. We have gradually been pushed back to areaslike
Banbridge, they don't exist in Newry any more, there'sa very small Protestant population in Newry. My friends
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the object of nationdist encroachment. She saysthere isa Stuation of “religious gpartheld’. What is
aso driking in her narrative, is the physical sense of place — the perceived ability of nationaism to
geographically push Protestants around. The analogy of Protestants being pushed into the sea and
having to swim is not uncommon, and is very sgnificant. It gets to the heart of questions of
identification and sense of place — but for many, thisis not just peripherdisation, but adoomsday

scenario of ‘eradication’ .

This perception of identity under Siege has been heightened for Helen by the Good Friday
Agreement. She saysthat it isin recent times she finds hersdlf supporting the DUP, asthey provide
the strongest protection againgt the threets to her principles. The andlogy Helen uses regarding the
Agreement isgrong: if you were being raped, you continue to say no until somebody stops, and
that's how | look at the DUP. She again makes the comparison of the Good Friday Agreement
with rape later in her narrative®. The mord evauations contained within this andogy are weighty.
The Agreement, which she sees as appeasing nationalism/republicanism, is presented as rape — one
of the most serious violations of purity. To be raped isto be deprived of power. Helen's andysis of
the politicd then isarticulated then in terms of purity and corruption, marginaisation and helplessness.

there get aterrible time. So don't let anybody tell you that in Northern Ireland it's going to belikeitisin
Southern Ireland, where the Protestants and the Catholics are living side by side. There'sgoing to bereal grief
in Northern Ireland and | think that even asregards the South. | have many Protestant friends that, unless their
familiesintermarried with Catholics they've lost their faith, or their faith wasn't that strong anyway. Sometimes
it'san easier option that trying to maintain their faith down there because it doesn't go down very well in
certain quartersif you weren't practising the Catholic faith, it was frowned upon a wee bit so it was the easiest
option sometimes to convert to the Catholic faith rather than maintain your own faith. So, generally right
acrossthe board in Banbridge, | give Banbridge another3 or4 years, maybe not even that, and | think you're
going to see big, big changesin Banbridge, you might well find that Banbridge too is a town where a | ot of
Security forcesliving here, you might find that they have to move further and further up again. Gradually |
suppose we're being pushed right along to the edge of the sea when you think about it. Belfast Lough and all
down round there you find big groups of Protestants living together. If people... I'd love somebody to look and
actually present the facts and say ‘thisisa migration of the Protestant population of Northern Ireland, and
now why are they migrating like this? What's driving them out? Aggressive Irish Nationalism.

%" A strong articulation of Protestant identity amongst Protestants separating was the fear of ethnic cleansing
There was an emphasis on numbers: numbers of Protestant declining in the south; numbers of Protestantsin
border townsin the north having to move; and numbers and quotasin Northern Ireland. Other interviesees talked
of "ethnic cleansing”. The Protestant population declining in the Republic - variously attributing the causeto ill-
treatment, inter-marriage and conversion Alan, aborn-again Christian shop owner from Co. Down, saysthat if the
Gravaghy Road residents get their way and Orangemen do not walk, "it will branch out and get deeper and deeper
until therewill be very few places|eft”. The pictureis one of impending Protestant ghettoisation. Similarly, in
respect to the marching issue, Donald (see below) talks about the Roman Catholic community in Belfast: "they
crept up from the Markets area [in Belfast], they crept up to the Union bridge...and they crept up to the Ormeau
bridge". The picture hereis of Catholics, creeping, almost sneakily, into traditional Protestant areas. Thisagain, is
avery physical example of the perceived changing balance of power in Northern Ireland.

% Mr Trimble would say...yes[to the Agreement], even if he was being raped at the time, he'd put a smile on his
face and say yes.
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As such, she refuses to give her support to the “corrupt’ new political structures of Northern Ireland,
and like others with zero-sum ideas of mordlity, she sees political separation asthe only viable

option.

However, it is righteousness which is being persecuted — and thisisakind of mord power. Itisas
though she is under attack because of her purity. She says, you know, we're not all lunaticsin the
DUP, most of us are hard working, law abiding, God fearing, people, and again we're sneered
at because of that. This sgIf- presentation is very revealing — Helen has strong religious and political
beliefs but is very conscious of how others may interpret these. She makes very clear and repesated
ditinctions between right and wrong, but congtantly justifies hersdlf, saying that sheisnot " anutter”,
despite the fact that others think sheis. She argues that nationaists and republicans have used the
media very effectively, that the media has tried to sllence DUP supporters, and that the "word-
language" of anti- Agreement politics needs to change because if sated starkly, it leadsto a
misunderstanding of their message — i.e. as againgt peace. She fedsthat others judge her harshly and
she expresses hurt at these prescriptions. Frequently, she presents her own faith as attacked, but
more meaningful, more pure. John™ too, a religioudy fervent and anti-Agreement unionist, says heis
afraid to speak his mind because he will be portrayed as againgt peace, which is socidly
unacceptable. What we are seeing here then, isliberd mora norms mediating the politica context in
which identity is constructed. In these cases, it is causing people to fed isolated and different from
their peers—which hasin turn led to a purification of a Protestant religious identity.

The consequences for Helen' sreligious identity are striking. As she tries to understand what is
happening in Northern Irdland, the rdigio-politica interpretation is used to explain, to justify and to
give hope of ddiverance,

the thing that always sticks in my mind is what the Lord says, ‘the truth ismine, and | will
repay’, and | really do hold on to that because | do believe that ultimately he will stop it this

time. Not just the Agreement, but generally [immoral, corrupt] society.

2 Johnis ayoung university student from Co. Down. He stresses the importance of his religious beliefs, favours
the DUP and frequently refersto hisfeeling of difference from his contemporaries.
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Heen implies that truth will triumph in thisworld. The book of Revdation, which isvery doseto the
heart of many evangdicasin Northern Ireland, spesks of the find days of the world, the tests and
trids that the faithful will be subjected to — but ends with judgement and salvation. For those who
believe in biblicad inerrancy, and who perceive wider socid and mora decay asindications that the
end of the world is near, the Good Friday Agreement may be another "sgn of thetimes', asHelen
putsit. It may not just be an unsatisfactory dedl, or another nefarious plot againgt Northern Ireland
Protestants, but also one of the tribulations spoken of in Revelation. Thisis an explicit themein

Helen's narrative — and is present, to alesser extent, in that of other interviewees™.

What is happening here, is that identity is being reconstructed in relation to the new context of power
in Northern Ireland. Politica insecurity is degpening after the Good Friday Agreement, but traditiond
politica defiance is transforming into an isolated helplessness. This is because changing British
government policies, unionist disunity and nationdist strength, mean that a drategy of defiance will
not work. Furthermore, atraditiona strong religio-paliticd identity conflicts with new plurdist norms.
Those *politically separating’ cannot assmilate or privatise, because they fed persondly under attack
by the policies of the Good Friday Agreement — whether these be equadlity (which is seen asreverse
discrimination), power-sharing (with “unrecongtructed” terrorists which is seen as moraly wrong —
confirmed by the lack of decommissioning of wegpons), relationships with the Republic of Irdland
(which is seen asadippery dopeto aunited Irdand in which civil and religious liberties will be
threatened) and so on. The political process does not have room for ‘extreme’ views like Helen's,
and has continued to make progress despite the efforts of anti- Agreement unionists. As such, thereis
double exclusion — people exclude themsalves because they do not approve, and they arein turn
ignored.

A further form of politicd separation isthat which istypified by the salf-destructive defiance of an
ideologicaly chaotic, violent, unpopular and highly unsuccessful combination of loydigs. Thisisthe
frustrated, disenfranchised underclass of Northern Ireland loyalism, and the remnants of religious

¥ For example Alan, who says of Drumcree“it’s like the final battle...if we don’t go in here, we are finished” —
once again — the final battle possibly with overtones of Revelations Alan also saysthat we arein the “end times”,
and his narrative has frequent apocalyptic overtones. For example, he argues that we are all under surveillance
from CCTV cameras, and that our personal details are recorded on a database — controlled by the EU, which ison
turn part of a Roman Catholic conspiracy for world hegemony. Sam says the only thing that can salvage the
political situation after the Agreement is*“divine intervention”.
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protestors. Again, thisis defiance without hope of victory, asis epitomised by banned marches at
Drumcree. Ideas of Britishness are again highly contradictory. Thereis an attempt to win back
Britain's sympathy, as evidenced by dogans on loydis t-shirts, ‘ Our only crime— loydty’, and by
presenting failed marches and protests as victimisatior™. However, the Britishness they hark back to
is now amemory, and their actions— not talking, not listening, not compromising — very much
separate them from not only the Catholic community, but many other Protestants and the British
government. The Good Friday Agreement — proof of the redlity of aplurdist and secular Britain —is
too difficult to accept, 0 thereisa pardld afiliation to an imagined idea of Britishness and rebellion
agang itsvery red actions. Again we see changes in the balance of power and policy mobilising
politicaly separatist srategies and more ambiguous recongtructions of British identity.

These are then very ambiguous recongtructions of Britishness — taking on board the fact that thereis
no specid placein Britain's heart for Ulster Protestants, and trying to square this with even more
dienation from an Irish identity. Often thisleads to a prioritisation of the Protestant faith —which can
prop up an insecure British identity, providing explanation, judtification and assurance of pogtion.
Both create a sense of difference from the mainstream. Neither have an influence on the current
political process. This hasresulted in, not only a sense that ‘my voice is not equd to others', but also,
that ‘my voice is seen as extreme and unacceptable’ . Once again, this gives a sense of reflexive
identification — internalising, and reacting to, other peopl€ sideas of onesdf. As such, palitical,
religious and socia separdtion are intengfied — to be true to our principles, because mordity is zero-
sum, because we are being attacked, and because no-body likes us anyway.

Privatisation

Politica privatisation describes those who evauate politics after the Good Friday Agreement insofar
asit rdaesonly to ther private lives. Thereis atendency to focus on the persond benefits of peace,
and not bother much about wider politica issues unless they were to affect the way apersonis
accustomed to living their life, This group is characterised by people who are not very interested in

%' McKay cites one typically militant Portadown Orangeman’s sense of political hopel essness regarding the
banned Drumcree march, and hisresulting craving for the status of victim, When the British people see British
subjects being battered on the streets of Portadown, when they see British blood running down the faces of
peoplethat is only looking to go down the Queen’s highway, they will think, hold on, those people areright.
Thiswill be our Bloody Sunday (2000, 119-20). She gives many examples of Protestants portraying themselves as
"thereal victims' of conflict, e.g. 156, 229, 249.
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politics, those who prioritise peace on any terms, those who fed they are powerless to influence
events anyway, and by those who find meaning more in the private than the public sphere.

Commonly, for those privatising, there is a persstence of British identity alongside acceptance of the
ideathat Britain does not redlly care — the ideatha Britain'slack of enthusiasm for unionigtsis
nothing new, and it does not make much difference. Some said that athough they would not like a
united Ireland, they would not be able to stop it, and would just get on with their own lives. Some
even sad in the light of Irish economic growth, unity may not be a bad thing. When asked, what do
you associate with being a unionist, Jonothar™ answers, well, staying part of the union —with
Scotland and Wales, even though they don't want us...being loyal to the Crown. Dondd® says,
| think the government would do anything to keep bombs out of London. | think that is the
essence of political life in England. | think that as far as most of them are concerned, if
Northern Ireland could be torn out into the Atlantic and sunk, they would be quite happy.
However, in both cases, a British identity was seen as the Satus quo, and was not redly
problematised in their narratives. Jonothan says "l think that's the big issue — peopleliving”, kegping
busy with day to day issues and seeing beyond the big issues. In other words, as ayoung middlie
class professond, hefedsit is possble for him to live his own life the way he wants after the Good
Friday Agreement. He presents his socid relationships as cordid, his job as rewarding and secure
and ‘trouble’ as exaggerated. Interestingly, he says he learned a an early age not to talk about
religion or politics to others, because it is not polite to risk causing an argument. Overdl, what
Jonothan, a slf-styled "reasonable, middie of the road" Protestant, articulatesis a palitical
privatisation — alack of ideologica argument and adisdain for the big communa issues in favour of
getting on with life and being reasonable.

Whilst Donad is more concerned about Protestant loss in the Good Friday Agreement, he voted for
it, but as a peace agreement rather than a politica agreement. Although he is unhappy about many
details, he saysthat he does not know whether he would fight to stop a united Ireland as heisa
pacifist, and people must ook forward to the future. Interestingly, he says he would still vote yes.

%2 Jonothan is achurch-going professional from Co. Down in hislate 20's. He says he is not overly interested in
politics, but would vote for the UUP.

33 Donald is now retired. He expresses little confidence in the political system and parties, but reluctantly voted
yesfor the Good Friday Agreement. He argues that voting yesis different from believing init.
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Agan in Dondd's narrative there is a shift from focus on Britain — whose lack of enthusiasm istaken
for granted — and a correponding increase in emphasis on peace in Northern Ireland. Thisisahighly
rationa response from unionistis who are increasingly aware that the union is changing, thet they
cannot do much about this, but who fed reasonably securein their individud Stuations. The
perception isthat the dternative to Good Friday Agreement would not be arestoration of direct rule,
but some kind of Joint Authority — in which atraditiona unionist position would be worse. As such, it
is better not to oppose change, and instead make the most out of peace and one's own persond life,

Jane™ expresses this same sense of Britishness, along with the idea that she cannot make a difference

to the way things are going, and decides that getting on with her life is more important,

| was born British and | want to remain British. But at the sametime | can remain British, and
if, god | hope it doesn't, it became an all Ireland, then | would still be British —on Irish soil —
but | don’t want to give up my own citizenship — | feel very strongly about that now, and not
for political reasons, just for obvious reasons...I mean | suppose if it went either way — my
husband would chop my head off if he heard me saying this — but at the end of the day as long
asit doesn't affect me, I'm quite happy to live my life through that — aslong as |’ m happy.

We see here, the possibility of aunited Ireland being faced, and a response formulated. Janeisa
privatised Protestant, who takes meaning in close relationships rather than in the political. She does
not fed less British — on the contrary, we can see she continues to fed very strongly about her
nationa identity. Neither is her idea of Britishness ‘recongtructed’, in the sense that in her overdl
narrdive it is very much associated with traditiona symbols like the Crown, the Union Jack, not
being Irish and so on. It shareslittle with a New Labour-esque British identity. But at the sametime,
it has not become more oppositiond. Rather, it is being trandformed into a private identity. Jane does
perceive Protestant loss in recent years — however, she continually refers back to “me and my own”
as her firg priority. Living in a Protestant housing estate which she describes as a “refugee camp”,
she has seen the consequences of violence first hand, and has concluded that Protestant politics, as

¥ Janeisin her 40'sand livesin aBelfast housing estate. She has no firm opinion on the Good Friday Agreement,
disagreeing strongly with some things— like the sections on equality and the legitimising of Irish identity.
However, sheisalso critical of unionists and loyalists, saying she feels let down by the political processin
general, and that she has stopped caring.
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well as commund poalitics, isineffective and divisve. She therefore reassesses what would and would
not affect her personal happiness, and makes her politica decision (to not actively oppose politica
change) based on the assumption that the Good Friday Agreement has not the power to change her
British identity, and the more important consideration of her private life and happiness.

Protestantism too has been transformed into a private identity for many. Thisistruefor avery
substantia number of people who till say they are Protestants, but have no formal connection with
the churches. It is dso the case for some Protestants with strong religious beliefs. Itisa
misconception that astrong religious identity leads inevitably to bad socid and palitica relationships.
In Fionas® case, fears of aunited Ireland on religious grounds are articulated — however, in generd,
hersis not a narrative concerned with politics or pogition. Her faith is strong, but she says she does
not get "too fussed” about politics. She does not like the idea of a united Ireland because "thereés no
doubt about it", that they would "clamp down on the Chrigtian Church big time" — she thinksit would
be made harder for Protestants to go to church and practice their faith. However, she aso says that
she thinks there would be equa opportunitiesin a united Ireland and that aslong as she can live her
life as she does now she will not worry. She says everybody has the right to live as they wish. On

politics

| just basically keep my mind on my life and my church and my football, and stuff the rest of
it, until it actually happened and then I'll start to worry about it, you know. | just want to live
my life day by day — you never know what's round the corner. | could be worrying about this
united Ireland and walk out and be hit by a bus, so | just live my lifeasitis, | just live day by
day.

Her narrative then is one of palitica privatisation. In the socid aswell as the politica, Fionas strong
views about her faith do not make conflict inevitable. She congtantly repeats that she accepts other
people's biefs, that her friends accept hers, that if not for her parents she would have no problem
dating a Catholic (and has done so in the past), and that "people are just people™®. She says she

% Fionaisin her early 20's, livesin aloyalist area of Belfast, and has recently lost friendsin the loyalist feud of
summer 2000. Her narrative needsto be seen in the context of the chaos and loss of this period.

% A story Fionatells about afamily occasion demonstrates thiswell: | reproduce an extract here to pre-empt
criticism that Protestant evangelicals may say they live easily with Catholics, but act in avery different way: my
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used to think Catholics were “ ginger-haired squinty eyed diens’ until she went on a cross-
community trip to America, where she made many Catholic friends and redlised that there was “no
difference’. She now plays football for a Catholic team. She shares her faith with like-minded people
around her, but says she sudioudy avoids getting into conversation about issues which may cause
socid conflict. In other words, her faith is a persond thing: it is not oppositiona. Church for Fiona
was a sanctuary from alife of drink and drugs and paramilitarism, and she uses words like "home,
welcome, happy, security, safety, trust” to describe it. Her sense of place in the world then is
positive. She refuses to adopt a political identity because she associates this with conflict — this
association has been fostered by her experience of socid relaionshipsin her violent loydist housing
edtate. She has no redl view on the Good Friday Agreement, because she does not think that it
affects her daily life. However, just as she thinks politics has failed her, she feds that faith has saved

her.

Privatisation then is occurring at the level of both palitica and religious identities. For alarge number
of Protestants, the changing relationship with Britain is not welcomed, but accepted as redlity, and
drategiesto ded with it are emerging — whether thisis afocus on peace or on private life. Britishness
is il an important aspect of identity, but is something which is seen to be less dependent on political
reinforcement for many people. Furthermore, Protestant politica identity can be muted and private
even for those who have religious problems with the direction of change. To alarge extent, these
recongtructions of more privatised British and Protestant identities are made possible by people’'s
perceptions of others, and of their place in society after the Good Friday Agreement. None fed they
redlly have access to power or can change the political Stuation — however, neither do they fed that
change implies untoward persond loss. As such, peace, family and getting on with life are stressed a
the expense of ideology and palitics. In away, politica privatisation isastriving for agood lifeina

dtuation one cannot change.

cousin got married to a Catholic and he got snubbed something shocking by our family. They were really cruel
to her. There was me and a few others who didn't mind...at my grandfather's funeral, he wasreally creaming
it...and | went down in a Rangerstop, and he sort of looked at me...and | changed it because | didn't want him
tofeel...| mean he wasreally nervous and | went over to talk to himand | says, don't worry, 1've nothing
against you. | wasraging at my family. | talked to him for an hour and a half about the Celtic/Rangers game
that weekend. He said you didn't have to take that top off, and | said but | didn't want to make you feel
uncomfortable.
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Conclusion

Thereisonly one Good Friday Agreement, however interpretations of it, within just the Protestant
community, are dramaticaly different. The differing politica strategies adopted by Northern Irdland
Protestants at the moment — assmilation, separation and privatisation — may seem to chalenge the
generd assumption that there actudly is a‘ Protestant community’ worth spesking about. Indeed, this
fragmentation may be the direction in which socia and political change istaking us. However, the
Good Friday Agreement isinitsinfancy — and it remains to be seen if various policy changeswill be
followed through, never mind being effective. It may be that currently privatised Protestants may
decide at alater date that they will not be able to get on with their own livesin the way they want if
the Good Friday Agreement were to evolve into awider set of changes — the indications are certainly
present in this set of interviews. Those assmilating dites may find, as Trimble is finding now, thet the
language of pluraism sounds good but does mean making more sacrifices than perhapsis
comfortable. On the other hand, if the effects of the Agreement appear to be more benign than
expected, those politicaly separating may eventudly be enticed in from the wilderness.

Also widdy variable are the evolving definitions of Britishness and of Protestant identity. Thisis
because dthough Northern Irdland Protestants comprise such asmal community — they do not
share the same socid world. Differing experiences, perceptions of power, socid relationships— and
choices based on these — have differing consequences for identification. A negative assessment of
others and of place can lead to a sense of separation, confusion over British identity and often a
purification of Protestant identity. A positive evauation of one' s place in the midst of changein
Northern Ireland, and good experiences of the other, generaly fuses with an active assmilation to
new plurdigt idess of Britishness and faith. A benign interpretation of change — that it is not apalitica
gain, but it does not (yet) have a negative effect on my life and who | am — often resultsin the
recondruction of British and religious identity as privete.

Despite this divergity, what is shared, to alarge extent, are the processes of identification — the
weighing up of on€' s position in the light of subgtantid political change, evaduation of socid
rel ationships and experiences, the assessment of other peopl€e’ svalues and of their attitudes towards
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onesdf —do | fed accepted, or do | fed threatened? What we arrive &, is an understanding of
Protestant identity as socidly constructed, highly responsive to the political, and as such, neither a
unitary nor fixed phenomenon. Interna struggles of unionism to define Britishness and Protestantism
are taking place within the context of anew political process, the changing nature of Britain and
Irdland themselves, globd change and with an eye to internationd gpproval. As such, we see British
and Protestant identity as chalenged by, responsive to, and struggling to understand, salf and group
not only localy, but in the wider context of post-modernity.

Appendix

Methods

Interviews:. thisis based on a series of long episodic interviews with sixteen Protestants from Newry
(predominantly Catholic), Banbridge (predominantly Protestant and Belfast (mixed) in the year 2000. these were a
mixture of narrative and semi-structured forms of interviewing — where participants are invited to narrate/recount
situations, episodes or experiences, followed up by more pointed questions, trying to draw out interviewees'
subjective definitions and meanings. In other-words, situations are recounted and concepts are defined by linking
narratives and question and answer sequences.

I nter viewees. Sampling was not statistical, but neither was it wholly theoretical — in the sense that people were
not handpicked for their relevance to the project. Rather, certain broad categories were designed — church-going,
age, and geographic region— and evenly represented. Getting arange of political views and support for parties
was another aim, but was not specifically written into the sample design. Interviewees were not pre-sel ected,
rather invited to take part on an on-going process, according to who could practically be contacted, and the
existing balance of categories. Asthe subject matter was often quite personal, in all cases, the priority was that
someone was happy to participate, and that there was a degree of trust as aresult of the avenues through which
they had been contacted. As such, richer data could be generated.

Data: The data produced by these was sixteen long interview transcripts. In thistext, all names have been
replaced, and occupations changed to similar.

Attitudesto me as perceived asa Protestant: All these interviewees were approached through personal contacts,
my own and those of family and friends. Whilst, if asked, | made my own views known, on account of the social
networks and contacts | used, nearly all Protestant interviewees assumed | was also a Protestant (which isindeed
part of my cultural background in Northern Ireland). Some interviews took on an unintentional, almost
conspiratorial tone— and in most cases, particularly with locals with familiar faces, | think that the assumption that
| was sympathetic to their point of view allowed for greater freedom of expression of sometimes controversial
opinions.

Analysis: Thisisanarrative analysis, which examines how people talk about/present themselves, and how they
present other people. We refrain from going outside the boundaries of what people have said themselves. We ask
how context has influenced self-presentations and the reasons for a self-presentation — but we cannot say, what
people ‘really mean'. Therefore, thisis a contextualised analysis of how people see themselves, see others, and
seetheir placein the world. Welook at peopl€’ s narratives holistically, accepting their contradictions, piecing
together different aspects of their stories. Texts frequently highlight actors, agents who perform actions—in
other-words, self and other are often presented as active/passive, and very relevant in this case, as
victors/victims. Also, we look at the type of language people use to talk about themselves, others and the
political situation—and how this constructs values and identity. Some bigger chunks of text are footnoted here;
most are smaller excerpts. Effort has been made to provide some background information about people, however
spaceistoo limited to allow room for more. For further details, see Claire Mitchell, Religion in Northern Ireland
after the Good Friday Agreement, PhD thesis, University College Dublin (forthcoming).
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