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Governing Ethnic Conflict

This book offers an intellectual history of an emerging technology of peace 
and explains how the liberal state has come to endorse illiberal subjects and 
practices.

The idea that conflicts are problems that have causes and therefore solu-
tions rather than winners and losers has gained momentum since the end of 
the Cold War, and it has become more common for third-party mediators 
acting in the name of liberal internationalism to promote the resolution of 
intra-state conflicts. These third-party peace makers appear to share lessons 
and expertise so that it is possible to speak of an emergent common technol-
ogy of peace based around a controversial form of power-sharing known as 
consociation.

In this common technology of peace, the cause of conflict is understood 
to be competing ethno-national identities and the solution is to recognise 
these identities, and make them useful to government through power-
sharing. Drawing on an analysis of the peace process in Ireland and the 
Dayton Accords in Bosnia-Herzegovina, the book argues that the problem 
with consociational arrangements is not simply that they institutionalise eth-
nic division and privilege particular identities or groups, but, more impor-
tantly, that they close down the space for other ways of being. By specifying 
identity categories, consociational regimes create a residual category, des-
ignated ‘other’. These ‘others’ not only offer a challenge to prevailing ideas 
about identity but also stand in reproach to conventional wisdom regarding 
the management of conflict.

This book will be of much interest to students of conflict resolution, ethnic 
conflict, identity, and war and conflict studies in general.

Andrew Finlay is Lecturer in Sociology at Trinity College, Dublin.
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Preface and acknowledgements

‘More punk less folk!’ This was the response of a Bosnian community rela-
tions worker to a sceptical remark I had made about treating culture as both 
the cause of conflict and its solution. He described the ‘typical . . . “success-
ful” interethnic (intercultural) project’ favoured by ‘international donors’ as 
one that ended ‘with a blend of folklore[s] . . . we sing each other songs, tell 
. . . jokes’. For him, this kind of project was anything but successful: ‘from 
my perspective, this is just a reproduction/reinforcement of differences’. The 
kind of cultural project he would like to develop if only he could get the 
funds would be based in ‘“alternative” (underground, countercultural, OFF, 
call it as you like) cultural paradigms, which offer . . . additional points of 
identification, potential (not necessary) transcendence of ethnic identity’. He 
thought that working with youth was particularly important because they had 
been raised in an ‘ideological’ environment where ethnicity was paramount. 
Hence: ‘more punk less folk!’ (personal communication, 4 December 2009 
and 12 December 2009).

The community relations worker’s remarks should not be dismissed 
as fanciful. Think of the role played by the ‘alternative cultural’ scene in 
Belgrade in the huge protests against the Milosevic regime in 1996 and 1997. 
Stef Jansen describes alternative music as a ‘vector of dissent’ (see Jansen 
2001: 49) during those protests, and there is evidence that it continues to play 
this role, albeit at a much lower pitch (Murphy 2008). But, the community 
relations worker quoted above was under no illusions. He was modest about 
what he thought his preferred inter-cultural, community relations programme 
might achieve:

if BiH (Bosnia-Herzegovina) is doomed to a post-war reconciliation 
intervention, and it seems it is, let’s be innovative, introduce some new 
. . . social, cultural . . . practices into those communities in small scales of 
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course. This kind of approach would not . . . transform the whole society 
into heaven of peace, it simply introduce[s] new ‘signifiers’.

(personal communication, 12 December 2009)

In any case, he was reconciled that this kind of programme was unlikely to 
attract funding from international donors; more’s the pity.

There are some who have illusions about the punk scene in Northern 
Ireland in the late 1970s and 1980s as a kind of community relations pro-
gramme avant la lettre. Martin McLoone (2004) has characterised this as 
‘punk nostalgia’: an indulgence on the part of a generation of old punks 
who now occupy influential positions in the media. The political context 
of the nostalgia he diagnoses is precise: several years after the signing of a 
peace agreement, and it appeared that sectarian or ethnic divisions, espe-
cially amongst the working class, were worse than ever. There is, he sug-
gests, a nostalgic longing for the opportunity that punk music once offered 
of, ‘an imagining beyond a sectarian politics, a rebellion against the com-
placent certainties of a sectarian political culture that had delivered nothing 
but social disharmony and communal breakdown’ (McLoone 2004: 32). 
Henry McDonald (2004) has written of a ‘spirit of rebellion and personal 
freedom unleashed in that brief but important flowering of Belfast “counter 
culture”’.

Against this, there are those who would argue that a haircut is the easi-
est form of rebellion. Des Bell has argued that it was the youth, often with 
Mohican haircuts and leather jackets and punk music, who re-invigorated 
‘traditional’ loyalist politics in the 1980s and 1990s (Bell 1990 and 1996). 
Bill Rolston has pointed out that, with one or two exceptions, the message 
of punk bands was ‘remarkably tame’ politically (2001: 65), and that this 
was precisely because ‘groups played to young people from both sides of 
the political divide’: they could not afford to alienate half their audience. He 
concludes that the notion of punk music as the beginning ‘of a new cross-
community youth culture that would lead to an end of the conflict’ was fanci-
ful (2001: 59).

My experience of punk in Belfast in the 1970s and 1980s would tend to 
support the analysis of Bell and Rolston. I recall the derision with which a 
very good friend (still) responded to my suggestion that we go to see a fairly 
well-known English punk band (my memory fails me here – I can’t remem-
ber which one), who were playing a ‘rock the [H] block’ gig in West Belfast 
as part of a broader campaign for political status for republican prisoners. I 
also recall the hostility with which friends at the Harp Bar, then epicentre of 
the punk scene, met the suggestion (the source of which I cannot remember), 
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that we should create a ‘rock against sectarianism’ on the lines of rock against 
racism in Britain.

And yet, this is not to dismiss the significance of punk. My guess is that 
escapism was probably the main thing for most, and this escapist spirit was not 
unique to punk. Nor was punk unique in its ability to bring together ‘large num-
bers of young people from different backgrounds, with kids from Catholic and 
Protestant areas mixing together freely without fear or intimidation’ (O’Neill 
and Trelford 2003, quoted in Campbell 2007). Punk was not an aberration, 
but one of a sequence of underground scenes based around different genres of 
music that ebbed and flowed after punk (and before it too I am sure): hi energy, 
electro, dance music – Belfast had its own ‘summer of love’ in the early 1990s 
(see also Rolston 2001: 66 note 25).

In the context of a post-conflict society in which the underlying logic appears 
to be that ‘good fences make good neighbours’, ‘punk nostalgia’ is seductive 
and should be resisted. But with distance, it is also too easy to dismiss punk’s 
significance. In any case, what should not be underestimated is the value in an 
ethnically divided society of bringing together people on the basis of a shared 
interest or activity where their ethnic identity is not the highest virtue. In the 
words of the Bosnian community relations worker mentioned earlier, the alter-
native inter-cultural projects he would develop if he were given the chance 
would have the modest aims of ‘creating additional points of identification, 
potential (not necessary) transcendence of ethnic identity’ (personal communi-
cation, 4 December 2009; see also Pickering 2006).

To which I would add the modest aim of encouraging friendships. Leela 
Gandhi in her book, Affective Communities: Anticolonial Thought, Fin-de-
Siècle Radicalism, and the Politics of Friendship, argues for the importance 
of ‘those invisible affective gestures that refuse alignment along the secure 
axis of filiation to seek expression outside, if not against possessive commu-
nities of belonging’ (Gandhi 2006: 10). I say ‘modest’, because friendship is 
not innocent of power, and as Begona Aretxaga has argued: ‘any readiness to 
model political relationships on the principle of friendship requires aware-
ness that there can be no good friendship when a fluid negotiation of power 
differentials in the relationship is lacking’ (2005: 282).

I am still friends with many of the people I met through Belfast’s ‘counter-
culture’: they remain my ‘affective community’. So my first acknowledge-
ment is to them, and to the places where we met: the Harp Bar, the Pound, 
Dubarry’s, Lavery’s, Jules, the Delta and the Plaza ballrooms (run by Ernie 
and Jim – two of the unsung heroes), the Carpenters, Just Books, the Anarchy 
Centre, the Crescent Centre, the Midlands, the Rathcoole Self Help Group, 
Sugar Sweet, Choice.
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Amongst other things, this book offers a genealogy of a particular approach 
to peace agreement and conflict resolution, exemplified by the Good Friday 
Agreement and the Dayton Accords. As befits a book concerned with intel-
lectual history, the research draws largely on documentary sources produced 
by international organisations, government departments, non-governmental 
organisations, and academics and consultants of various kinds. While much 
material is now available online via the Internet, libraries remain crucial, and 
not just for the obscure stuff. I would like to thank staff at Northern Ireland 
Political Section of the Linen Hall Library, Belfast and in the library at Trinity 
College, Dublin – especially the Inter library Loans Section – for their help 
and advice.

It was the literature on the Dayton Accords, especially the critical litera-
ture, that inspired me to work on this book, and it has benefited from several 
trips to Bosnia-Herzegovina and conversations with some of the authors of this 
literature: academics, journalists and community/civil society activists. I am 
grateful to Nicholas Whyte of Independent Diplomat, Allan Little of the British 
Broadcasting Corporation and Elana Haviv of the Children’s Movement for 
Creative Education for introducing me to people in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Of 
the various people that I met, I would especially like to thank Asim Mujkic, 
Ugo Vlaisavljevic and Dino Abazović of the University of Sarajevo; Svjetlana 
Nedimović, Edin Hodžić and Tarik Jusić of Puls demokratije; Adnan Ramic; 
Ivona Letic; Ismet Lisica, drafters of the Youth Constitution of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina; and Nebojsa Savija-Valha of the Nansen Dialogue Centre, 
Sarajevo. My visits to Bosnia-Herzegovina were made possible by funding 
from the Higher Education Authority, Programme for Research and in Third 
Level Institutions (PRTLI) though the Global Networks Project, Institute for 
International Integration Studies at Trinity College, Dublin.

In addition to the work conducted as part of the Global Networks Project, 
the book also draws on various other bits and pieces of research conducted in 
Northern Ireland over the years. With this in mind I would like to acknowl-
edge the support at various times of the Department of Education for Northern 
Ireland, the Amalgamated Transport and General Workers Union and the Arts 
and Benefaction Fund at Trinity College, Dublin. I would also like to thank 
Dick Hunter for making available to me the transcript of his interviews with 
Jack Macgougan.

I owe a particular debt to Mick O’Broin who I was lucky enough to have 
as a Research Assistant for a short time, paid for by the Higher Education 
Authority, Programme for Research and in Third Level Institutions through 
the Global Networks Project. Mick also read and commented on an early 
draft of this book, and I am grateful to him for his comments on the draft and 
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for the ongoing conversation. Likewise Robin Whitaker who also read and 
commented on an early draft of the book.

It was Marie Smyth who suggested I try submitting my book proposal to 
Andrew Humphrys at Routledge, so thanks to her for that. Thanks also to 
Máiréad Nic Craith and Helena Wulff who read and offered very useful com-
ments on a draft of the book proposal. Comments made by the anonymous 
referees and the series editors, Tom Woodhouse and Oliver Ramsbotham 
were also very useful. Thanks are also due to Andrew Humphrys and Rebecca 
Brennan for their help in the preparation of the manuscript. Any errors are my 
own.

Finally, thanks to Orla O’Brien for her kindness and support throughout 
this writing project.





1 Introduction

The idea that conflicts are problems that have causes and therefore solutions 
(rather than winners and losers) is a quintessentially modern idea, but its 
application to intra-state conflicts was belated. The delay is usually attributed 
to the Cold War, when the international community was less concerned with 
ending civil wars than with the possibility of world war (see Ramsbotham 
et al. 2005 and Pugh 2002). Since the end of the Cold War it has become 
more and more common for third-party mediators to intervene in intra-state 
conflicts in the name of liberal internationalism (see McGrew 2002). These 
third-party peace makers – United Nations agencies, small neutral states and 
non-governmental organisations – have done much to promote the idea that 
conflicts can be resolved or at least managed; peace kept, made and built. 
They also appear to share lessons and expertise (Darby and MacGinty 2003). 
Bell (2008: 105) suggests that a common set of techniques for peace-making 
is emerging such that ‘peace agreements across conflicts evidence strikingly 
similar arrangements and devices (or “frameworks”) for accommodating the 
competing demands of the conflict’s protagonists’.

The intellectual history or genealogy of this emerging common approach 
to peace-making is what concerns me here. My case studies are the Good 
Friday Agreement (GFA, Northern Ireland 19981) and to a lesser extent the 
Dayton Accords (Bosnia-Herzegovina 1995). I’ll explain my approach to 
intellectual history and the significance of these case studies in a moment, 
but let me begin by sketching the common technology of peace-making.

If there is a common technology of peace, its self-styled ‘engineers’ are 
‘consociationalists’ (see Lijphart 1995 and McGarry and O’Leary 1995). 
Consociationalism is a theory developed mainly within political science. 
Some have claimed it to be the ‘dominant’ or ‘default’ response of the inter-
national community when it comes to conflict resolution (see Taylor 2009; 
Anderson 2006). Consociation is conventionally described as the sharing of 
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power between the leaders of the contending groups or segments (Lijphart 
1977), each of which usually granted power of veto. But it might be just 
as accurate to describe consociation as the disaggregation of power (Bell 
2008) for it also involves the proportional distribution of posts not just in 
the executive, but in the legislature and bureaucracy such that these can-
not be dominated by any one group. And consociational agreements grant 
autonomy to each of the contending groups: self-rule in ‘matters of profound 
cultural consequence, with the institutional recognition that principle entails’ 
(O’Leary 2006: xviii).

The influence of consociational theory can be seen not just in the GFA and 
the Dayton Accords but in many of the key peace agreements of the recent 
period; for example, the Ta’if Accords (Lebanon 1989), the South African 
interim constitution (1993–96), the Ohrid Agreement (Macedonia 2000) and 
the Iraqi constitution (2005). But we should note that each of these agreements 
have provisions above and beyond those inscribed in consociational theory. 
The common technology of peace usually includes human rights provisions, 
community relations policies, arrangements for policing, the decommission-
ing of weapons and dealing with the past; though the latter has proved espe-
cially problematic. More than that, some of these agreements begin to redefine 
the state, sovereignty, belonging and citizenship in quite novel ways.

As Bell argues, these peace agreements are ‘not merely a common set of 
conflict resolution techniques, but . . . a distinctive form of constitutionalism’ 
(2008: 287). To which we might add: there is more to the emergent technol-
ogy of peace than consociation. If I use this awkward term and its derivatives 
it is for convenience and for want of a better one. The shorthand is permissi-
ble if we remember that actually existing consociational agreements involve 
more than power sharing, proportionality and cultural autonomy.

My training is in anthropology not political science or law, so what 
prompted me to study the intellectual history of this form of peace-making? 
Something like a consociationalism had been tried in Northern Ireland in 
1974 (the ‘Sunningdale Agreement’), which made the place a test case for 
consociational theory. I don’t remember that well, but later on in the 1980s 
when I was working in trade union and cross-community projects I remember 
being puzzled when the government began to invest large resources in proj-
ects that seemed to endorse communalism: work with what were to become 
known as ‘single-identity’ groups. The liberal state appeared to endorse 
forms of conflict resolution and community relations work that ran counter 
to liberal principles. I wasn’t the only one to be puzzled, and the apparent 
contradictions gave rise to a critique and a response that has become increas-
ingly tired and routinised. So in addition to offering an intellectual history of 
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an influential approach to peace-making, I hope this book will also illuminate 
a puzzle and contribute towards a more productive critique. And it turns out 
that anthropological conceptions of culture and what is now called identity 
are central to both of these tasks.

In the 1990s a new generation of consociational revisionists, led by John 
McGarry and Brendan O’Leary, pitched themselves against the liberal analy-
sis of ethnic conflict as an expression of backwardness or regression and 
against the liberal prescription for dealing with ethnic conflict; namely inte-
gration. ‘The goal of liberals is straightforward’, say McGarry and O’Leary 
(2004: 169; first published 1995): ‘the erosion of ethnic solidarities, at least 
in the public realm and the promotion of a more rational state and society 
based on equal individual rights’. Against this, consociational prescriptions 
assert that ethnic groups exist and have rights.

The literature on the pros and cons of consociation is large and not all of the 
criticism comes from ‘liberals’. As Christopher McCrudden acknowledges 
many of the critics are from ‘left . . . and feminist traditions’, but he still 
refers to the critique as ‘liberal’ (2007: 316–17) and it is true that, whatever 
the ideological position of the critic, the fundamental criticism is similar. 
The fundamental problem with consociational peace agreements is that they 
entrench or institutionalise ethnic divisions and thereby sustain antagonism 
or at least inhibit reconciliation (Langhammer 2000; McCann 2001; Finlay 
2001a and 2004; Horowitz 2001; Taylor 2001; Finlay 2004; McVeigh and 
Rolston 2007; Wilson 2009b; Farry 2009). Some of the critics go further 
and argue that this defect in consociational agreements is the expression of 
a defect in consociational theory, which ‘assumes that identities are primor-
dial and exclusive rather than malleable and relational’(Wilson and Wilford 
2003: 6).

The consociational riposte is equally straightforward. McGarry and 
O’Leary (2004: 32) argue that ‘there is a major difference between think-
ing that identities are durable and maintaining that they are immutably 
primordial’; that is, some kind of cultural essence handed down intact from 
the ancestors generation after generation. ‘Liberals’ may not like it, but the 
fact is that ethnicity is durable and a force to be reckoned with. The ‘insti-
tutional accommodation of rival groups’ can bring peace and an ‘extensive 
period of cooperation between them is more likely to transform identities 
in the long run than any . . . [liberal] integrationist options’ (McGarry 2001: 
124). John McGarry calls this ‘the consociational paradox’.

The rhetorical opposition between consociationalism and liberalism 
now seems odd given that for practical purposes consociationalism has 
become the liberal state’s default approach to conflict resolution. From an 
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anthropological perspective, the debate seems even stranger. Consociational 
theorists wish to hold on to the notion that the conflicts with which they are 
concerned are conflicts of ethnic or ethno-national identity, but so keen 
have they become to avoid the taint of primordialism that they disavow the 
culture concept altogether and retreat further into ‘new institutionalism’; 
that is, an emphasis on the socio-structural rather than the cultural roots of 
conflict. I found this attempted disavowal of culture interesting because it 
flew in the face of what I already knew about the pioneer of consociational 
theory, Arend Lijphart, and of my experience of actually existing consocia-
tional agreements.

Chapter 2, goes back to Lijphart’s work and shows the importance of both 
anthropological theory and the case of Northern Ireland to the early develop-
ment of consociational theory and practice. For Lijphart, Northern Ireland is 
‘the most unambiguous instance of a plural society . . . in the Western world’ 
(1977: 134), and anthropologists were then the foremost theorists of plural 
society. We find that Lijphart was frank about the debt he owed to anthro-
pological approaches to pluralism, including cultural pluralism, and indeed 
to primordialism. We trace his subsequent efforts, and those of the younger 
generation of consociational ‘revisionists’, to distance themselves from a pri-
mordial or essentialist view of ethno-national identity by developing a conso-
ciational practice that would allow people to determine their own identities. 
In line with this they elaborate a distinction between ‘corporate’ consocia-
tions typified by the Dayton Accords and ‘liberal’ consociations typified by 
the GFA. The chapter ends by looking at the GFA, and showing how far short 
it falls of liberal ideals: people in  Northern Ireland have no right to individual 
self-determination, self-identification, or even of exit from their designated 
ethno-national group. Ethnicity seems normative.

And yet these peace agreements continue to enjoy the support of the liberal 
state. How so? This question is approached in Chapter 3. To answer it, we 
take a wider perspective than consociational theory and practice, and look 
at the history of the pluralism upon which it ultimately draws. Crucial here 
is what Susan Wright (1998) has referred to as the ‘old’ anthropological idea 
of culture. The ‘old’ idea of culture is associated with a relativistic view of a 
world made up of discrete peoples, each with their own distinct way of life. 
In this worldview, cultures are spatially located and based on inherited mean-
ings that are shared equally by all the members of the culture. This concept of 
culture justifies a conflation of individual and collective communal identity 
such that the former is understood as dependent on the latter. The respect that 
liberalism traditionally accords to the individual is thereby extended to the 
group of which s/he is a member. Irrespective of the revisionist disavowal, it 
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is precisely this concept of culture that enables the liberal state to embrace the 
theory and practice of group autonomy that consociationalism shares with 
liberal multiculturalism.

Implicit in these two chapters is an approach to intellectual history derived 
from Foucault, known as genealogy. In line with this approach, my reason 
for tracing the implicit reliance of consociationalism on pluralist theory and 
notions of cultural identity isn’t because I favour culturalist explanation of 
ethno-national conflict, still less because I wish to replace an ‘old’ outmoded 
concept of culture with a better one. In line with Foucault’s genealogical 
approach to intellectual history, I do not regard the human sciences as some 
separate scholarly realm in which knowledge progresses though a cumula-
tive process of research and theorisation. Rather I am interested in the rela-
tionship between knowledge and power within the human sciences, and the 
influence of these sciences on the practice of peace-making. Genealogy is a 
form of critique, but it is not unremittingly negative. Yes, power is understood 
to work through the regulation of behaviour, but it is not only repressive: 
power is also understood as productive, working by influencing conduct and 
through subject formation and identification.

In this approach ‘identity’ is understood as a matter of government not 
culture, though cultural identity is the current regime of the person through 
which government works (Rose 1996). By foregrounding power/knowledge 
and understanding it as a productive potential, genealogy enables us to create 
some movement in a debate about consociational peace agreements that has 
become tired.

It is at this juncture that the Dayton Accords begin to figure more in the 
discussion. As case studies in consociationalism, the Dayton Accords and 
the GFA are a good pair: the former as an example of what consociational 
theorists call a corporate consociation and the latter as an example of lib-
eral consociation. When possible I draw comparisons between these peace 
agreements, their implementation and their critique, but I hesitate to call this 
a comparative study. My hesitation is twofold, stemming from an anthro-
pological appreciation of the importance of context and language. First, 
while the two peace agreements share in an emergent common technology 
of peace, the conflicts which they sought to end have very different histories 
and drawing parallels here is a dubious enterprise (see Brendan Simms n.d.). 
Second, I do not know Bosnian with the obvious limitations in terms of both 
written sources and who I could and could not speak with when I visited the 
former Yugoslavia.2 More than anything else, the literature coming out of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina in English has been a source of inspiration: the critique 
of the Dayton Accords seems richer and more assertive than the critique of 



6  Introduction

the GFA, and it provided the starting point for the analysis developed from 
Chapter 4 on.

It was while reading the literature on the Dayton Accords that I hit upon 
the notion of ‘normative ethnicity’, though Paul Gilroy’s ‘ethnic absolut-
ism’ (1990) was also significant. Chapter 4 starts with a quote from Asim 
Mujkic, a Bosnian political philosopher who describes ethnopolitics as a 
form of biopolitics. The term ‘biopolitics’ is taken from Foucault’s History 
of Sexuality (1980). Biopolitics, together with the term ‘biopower’, alludes 
to forms of politics that are concerned with the population, its well-being and 
reproduction or survival. In Chapter 4 we discuss the relevance of these terms 
to Northern Ireland starting with the demographic arguments that fed into the 
peace process. This leads to a discussion of censuses, employment legislation 
and the elaboration of official practices and techniques whereby individuals 
can be allocated to ethnic groups without their consent. These techniques 
are subsequently elevated to constitutional status in the rules inscribed in 
the GFA that require members elected to the new legislature to designate an 
identity as unionist, nationalist or ‘other’. Throughout the chapter, the focus 
is on the expert knowledge and the claims to truth that underpin ‘normative 
ethnicity’.

Foucault’s discussion of biopower/biopolitics in the History of Sexuality 
is part of a larger genealogy of power in which he traces the emergence of a 
modern liberal governmentality that relies less on repression and coercion 
than on practices and programs that seek to influence conduct by ‘cultivat-
ing particular types of individual and collective identity as well as forms of 
agency and subjectivity’(Inda 2005: 10). This is the productive potential of 
power/knowledge that I mentioned a moment ago. Chapter 5 explores the 
idea that consociationalism can be understood as a form of liberal govern-
mentality.

In developing this argument we must confront again the old ‘liberal’ cri-
tique of consociation. In Chapters 2 and 4 we traced the development of poli-
cies that require the allocation of people to communal groups without their 
consent and force elected politicians to designate an identity. These develop-
ments would seem to confirm the ‘old’ critique of consociational agreements; 
that is that they institutionalise the ethnic or sectarian divisions that they are 
supposed to resolve. For the critics, the key indicator of the failure of conso-
ciation is that communal segregation increases following the signing of the 
peace agreement. The critics point to evidence such as the increase in the 
number of ‘peace walls’ dividing Catholics and protestants in Belfast. The 
evidence of failure is keenly disputed by the newer generation of revisionist 
consociationalists (see Taylor 2009).
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The picture that emerges in Chapter 5 seems at first sight to be even more 
gloomy. Here we trace the development of an approach to community rela-
tions – known as ‘single-identity’ work – that seems to run counter to the 
stated purpose of the policy; namely the improvement of community rela-
tions through inter-ethnic dialogue.

Tracing the development of this approach to community relations, we 
can see that exponents of the ‘old’ critique of consociation are guilty of the 
same error that Foucault famously diagnosed in those who complained about 
the failure of the prison system to deter crime or rehabilitate offenders. In 
Discipline and Punish,3 Foucault argues that the persistence of the prison 
system in the face of such a damning and effective critique suggests that 
while prisons might not achieve their stated purposes, they must serve some 
implicit function:

perhaps one should reverse the problem and ask oneself what is served 
by the failure of the prison; what is the use of these different phenomena 
that are continually being criticized . . . Perhaps one should look for what 
is hidden beneath the apparent cynicism of the penal institution, which, 
after purging the convicts by means of their sentence, continues to fol-
low them by a whole series of ‘brandings’ . . . and which thus pursues 
as a ‘delinquent’ someone who has acquitted himself of his punishment 
as an offender? Can we not see here a consequence rather than a con-
tradiction? If so, we would be forced to suppose that the prison and no 
doubt punishment in general, is not intended to eliminate offences, but 
rather to distinguish them, to distribute them, to use them; that it is not 
so much that they render docile those who are liable to transgress the 
law, but that they tend to assimilate the transgression of the laws in a 
general tactics of subjection . . . Penalty would then appear to be a way 
of handling illegalities, of laying down the limits of tolerance, of giving 
free rein to some, of putting pressure on others, of excluding a particular 
section, of making another useful, of neutralizing certain individuals and 
of profiting from others. In short, penalty does not simply ‘check’ ille-
galities; it ‘differentiates’ them, it provides them with a general economy 
. . . the ‘failure’ of the prison system may be understood on this basis.

(Foucault 1991: 272)

If the ‘old’ criticism of consociation is that it fails to resolve ethnic conflict 
so much as freeze it, we can now ask the Foucauldian question: what purpose 
does this supposed ‘failure’ achieve. In Chapter 3 I argue that what allows the 
liberal state to embrace the theory and practice of group autonomy whether 
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in the form of multiculturalism or consociationalism is a culturalist confla-
tion of individual and collective communal identity such that the former is 
understood as dependent on the latter. The respect that liberalism tradition-
ally accords to the individual is thereby extended to the group of which s/he 
is a member. But if this is true – if our sense of self really does need to be 
sustained by a stable communal culture – ethnic identity is not merely a force 
to be reckoned with, it is a positive good!

In short, the argument of Chapter 5 is that consociation, as a form of liberal 
governmentality, is informed by and seeks to create ethno-national subjects 
through practices such as single-identity work and ‘own culture validation’. 
Having traced the development of these approaches to community relations, 
the chapter ends by suggesting that we take what latter day consociationalists 
say with a pinch of salt and recall what the pioneer himself said. According 
to Lijphart, the whole point of consociation is not to weaken communal 
cleavages but to make society more plural; that is to recognise the cleavages 
explicitly and to turn them into constructive elements of stable democracy. 
(Lijphart 1977: 42; see also Porobić 2005). The whole point of this approach 
to community relations and cultural policy is not reconciliation or to use the 
current parlance ‘good relations’, but precisely the production of cultural 
autonomy and exemplary ethno-national subjects.

These ideas about culture and identity are central to social and political 
analysis and practice today. So much so that we tend to take them for granted. 
In Chapter 6 I attempt to shake-up this taken-for-grantedness by tracing the 
local history of cultural pluralism. Intended as a supplement to the broader 
intellectual history sketched in Chapter 3, Chapter 6 shows the novelty of 
the idiom or paradigm of cultural identity when it was introduced to debates 
in Ireland in the 1970s. John Whyte has described it as a Kuhnian paradigm 
shift, which is fortuitous because it recalls the well-known comparison by 
Dreyfus and Rabinow of Kuhn’s account of how science develops with 
Foucault’s account of ‘normalizing society’ more generally. Juxtaposing the 
scientific and the programmatic – or knowledge and power – in this way is 
apt in the case of cultural pluralism: this is a concrete example of how a new 
social science paradigm might acquire a strategic, programmatic, normative, 
normalising thrust. Cultural pluralism is not just a description of society, it is 
a prescription as to how it should be.

Notwithstanding the brash confidence with which it is now asserted, there 
was no unanimity in the 1970s, 1980s, or even early 1990s that the conflict 
in Northern Ireland was ‘about’ national identity. The uncertainty was par-
ticularly marked in the case of northern protestants who appear to lack any 
collective project other than the refusal of united Ireland.
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Foucault describes government as a rational activity which proceeds by 
identifying problems and solutions. According to a pluralist political ratio-
nality, the Northern Ireland problem was caused by underlying confusions 
and conflicts of identity (see Whyte 1990). The protestant identity crisis was 
thought to be particularly acute: in the absence of ‘a normal national iden-
tity constructed by intellectuals’ (O’Dowd 1991: 160) they remained wed-
ded to forms of subjectivity based in an ostentatiously supremacist sectarian 
popular culture – a residue of colonialism promoted by institutions like the 
Orange Order. If this is the problem, the construction of ethno-national as 
against ethno-religious or sectarian forms of subjectivity is a positive solu-
tion. As McGarry and O’Leary repeatedly say to critics who complain that 
the GFA institutionalised sectarianism: ‘key provisions in the [Good Friday] 
Agreement mark it out as a settlement between national communities rather 
than ethnic or religious communities’ (2004: 10).

Turning the ethno-national into a productive aspect of society would appear 
to make sense. As Lijphart might say to those who complain about the insti-
tutionalisation of ethnic divisions: making society more plural is the whole 
point: it works! In Chapter 7, we explore another context in which the old 
critique seems inadequate. As part of the common technology of peace, human 
rights processes are supposed to act as an overarching force that would help 
bring together the ethnic segments. In neither Northern Ireland or Bosnia-
Herzegovina have human rights processes succeeded in this stated purpose. 
But the problem is not that human rights have become a new terrain upon 
which old communal conflicts are fought out, which is what the old critique 
of consociation might lead us to expect. The debates are more complex than 
that. A feature of both is the reassertion of collective rights over and above the 
rights of the individual. Principally it is the rights of the ethno-national groups 
specified in the peace agreements that are reasserted. The only allowance to 
otherness is to other ethnic minorities. Far from achieving their stated purpose 
– transcending ethnicity – the human rights processes enacted in Northern 
Ireland and Bosnia-Herzegovina have inadvertently served to confirm their 
overweening importance. All difference is welcome so long as it’s ethnic!

There is a reluctance, greater in the supposedly more liberal consocia-
tion of Northern Ireland than in the more corporate consociation of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, to concede anything on the assumption that people born and 
socialised locally must belong to one of the identity categories specified in 
the respective peace agreements. These identities perdure and are inescap-
able. This is to return us to the question with which we started: how so?

Wary of the charge of primordialism, consociationalists respond to this 
question with a shrug of the realist shoulder: that’s how it is and was. In 
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Chapter 8 we examine this claim in the case of Northern Ireland, where 
debate has recently turned on the history of socialist politics. Re-examining 
this history and the emergent literature on ‘identity-change’, we discover a 
rich tradition of people who did not conform to the communal scripts and 
joined together in a movement that occasionally succeeded, if only briefly, in 
challenging the hegemony of ethnopolitics. Looking at a few such moments, 
we discover the extent to which ethnic identity is not something that is always 
already there in a warm primordial fug, but something that was worked at 
through a variety of practices and institutions, including riots and pogroms 
and clearances that were not only ethnic, but worked to exclude other kinds 
of ‘misfit’.

From this perspective, the problem with consociational peace agreements 
is not simply or only or primarily that they recognise and institutionalise 
particular ethnicities, but that they make ethnicity itself normative and in 
doing so they close down the space for other ways of being, other ways of 
being political, other forms of political conflict. As we shall see, the issue is 
not so much the differences that always exist even within the most apparently 
closed groups and situations, but the differences, contradictions, and ambi-
guities that exist within individual subjects.

Approaching conflicts as problems to be solved has generated a shared 
technology of peace with a demonstrable capacity to facilitate the end of 
conflict by drawing the protagonists into a power-sharing government. 
Everybody wins; no one loses. That may be so, but there is still a price. The 
price of consociational democracy is a foreclosure on other ways of being 
and ambivalence (Bauman 1991 and 1992).



2 Anthropology,
 cultural pluralism and
 consociational theory

Consociational theory has been much refined in recent years. Some of its 
leading exponents describe themselves as revisionist or liberal consocia-
tionalists (McGarry and O’Leary 2004). They pay tribute to Arend Lijphart, 
the pioneer, but seek to distance themselves from, amongst other things, the 
frank primordialism of his approach to ethnicity. Much of this refinement 
to consociational theory is incremental starting in the mid to late 1990s, 
prompted by the experience of consociational engineering in South Africa, 
Bosnia Herzegovina and Northern Ireland. There is a tendency for the revi-
sionists to project their revisions backwards in time; so to understand actu-
ally existing post-conflict consociations such as Northern Ireland and Bosnia 
Herzegovina, it is useful to begin with the pioneer, Arend Lijphart.

Northern Ireland, Africa and the consociational pioneers
Consociational theorists were not always so squeamish about primordial-
ism. There is no question that Arend Lijphart, who pioneered the application 
of consociational theory to conflict resolution in the 1970s operated with a 
primordial view of what we would now call identity, though the term iden-
tity was not so current then as it is now. Lijphart’s starting point is theories 
of pluralism that link ‘cultural homogeneity with stability in democracies 
and heterogeneity with instability’ (Lijphart 1975: 99). Drawing on M. G. 
Smith’s anthropological work on West Africa, Lijphart suggests that plural 
societies ‘can be either democratic but unstable or relatively stable but not 
fully democratic’. He then claims to

. . . have found a third alternative: a culturally divided democracy which 
is stabilized by an agreement among the leaders of the different subcul-
tures to join in the government of the country. This entails some form of 
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grand coalition rule and an agreement on an equitable (usually propor-
tional) distribution of appointments, appropriations, etc.

(1975: 99)

In other words power sharing.
Having acknowledged Smith’s analysis of pluralism, Lijphart immediately 

abandons him for another anthropologist Clifford Geertz.1 He argues that 
communal attachments form the basis for ‘non-Western’ politics; that ‘such 
communal attachments are what Geertz calls “primordial” loyalties, which 
may be based on language, religion, custom, region, race, or assumed blood 
ties’ (1975: 17); and that these are foremost among the ‘precolonial traditions 
that can serve as a firm foundation for consociational democracy’(1977: 
166). And not only in ‘non-Western’ societies, Lijphart also mentions Austria, 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Switzerland as consociational democracies:

The subcultures of the European consociational democracies, which are 
religious and ideological in nature and on which, in two of the countries, 
linguistic divisions are superimposed, may also be regarded as primor-
dial groups – if one is willing to view ideology as a kind of religion. All 
of these societies, Western and non-Western, will be referred to here as 
plural societies.

(1977: 16)

The early Lijphart was also equally frank about the virtues of communal seg-
regation. This is most evident in his discussion of Northern Ireland. Northern 
Ireland was significant to the early development of consociational theory 
because it was ‘the most unambiguous instance of a plural society . . . in the 
Western world’ (Lijphart 1977: 134). Better still, from the perspective of 
political science, it was a place where something like a consociational agree-
ment – the ‘Sunningdale Agreement’ of 1973 – had already been tried. The 
fact that the power sharing executive established following the Sunningdale 
Agreement lasted only five months before collapsing in the face of a strike by 
Loyalist workers made Northern Ireland a test case for consociational theory 
and policy. In Lijphart’s analysis power sharing did not fail because Northern 
Irish society was too divided. Paradoxically, sharp cultural divisions were 
good for power-sharing:

Rival subcultures may coexist peacefully if there is little contact between 
them . . . such distinct cleavage [would] promote internal political cohe-
sion within each subculture and consequently the latitude that leaders 
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have to strike a political bargain with the leaders of rival subcultures. 
Such leeway is vital in consociational politics.

(1975: 101)

In the words of Robert Frost’s poem, much quoted in Northern Ireland 
these days (sometimes without the poet’s irony): ‘good fences make good 
neighbours’.

In developing his analysis of Northern Ireland as ‘the most unambiguous 
instance of a plural society . . . in the Western world’, Lijphart draws heavily 
on the work of another anthropologist, Rosemary Harris, who did fieldwork 
in ‘Ballybeg’ a small town in Northern Ireland in the 1950s:

Harris reports that in Ballybeg there were few contacts across the 
religious divide and that when a meeting did occur ‘the greatest 
efforts were made to prevent any controversial topic from being dis-
cussed’ and she suggests that it was because of the deep religious 
cleavage that such cross-religious individual contacts were ‘particu-
larly ‘neighbourly’.

(Lijphart 1975: 101)

It is worth pausing to consider Rosemary Harris because, as will become 
apparent, her book, Prejudice and Tolerance in Ulster (1972, 1986), is 
foundational to the development of cultural pluralism in Ireland.2 It cer-
tainly made an impact when it was published, not just because of the 
quality of the fieldwork but also because of its timing when the Troubles 
were at their fiercest and serious scholarly analyses few. Harris had come 
to Northern Ireland through chance and family contact. She studied at 
Queen’s University Belfast, and was inspired to conduct fieldwork by the 
geographer, Estyn Evans, who pioneered ethnology in Northern Ireland. 
The person who encouraged her to publish the book was the head of the 
department of anthropology at University College London, where she went 
to work after leaving Northern Ireland in 1965 – none other than M. G. Smith.

Through her field work, Harris developed a picture of a place divided into 
‘two basic categories’ (1986: xiii), two endogamous communities living in 
close proximity but remaining strangers to each other. She refuses to call the 
distinction racial, but she argues that, like race, the religious or ethnic distinc-
tion in Northern Ireland had its origins in a system of domination and was made 
in such ‘a wide variety of situations’, that it was ‘a basic role, like sex or age’ 
(1986: 205–06). The dichotomy was so basic to society as to be impossible 
to escape, short of leaving Northern Ireland. Given the generalisations made 
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on the basis of Harris’s work, we should note that she herself emphasised the 
importance of locality and the differences between the rural area she studied 
and the city.

It is in the context of his engagement with the South African transition 
to democracy that Lijphart becomes more circumspect about the virtues of 
segregation. Here advocates of consociation ran up against the hostility of 
those who had already suffered under a system based on ethnic and racial 
segregation: Lijphart quotes Desmond Tutu: ‘we Blacks (most of us) exe-
crate ethnicity with all our being’ (Tutu 1984: 121). For the ‘consociational 
engineer’ (Lijphart 1995: 280) the problem is a technical one: apartheid 
involved ‘artificially forcing people into racial and ethnic categories [such 
that] it has become quite unclear what the true dividing lines in the society 
are’. Lijphart gives two examples of this confusing lack of clarity: English-
speaking ‘Whites’ and ‘Coloureds’. The former ‘appear to be a residual 
group rather than a cohesive and self-conscious ethnic segment’ (1995: 280–
81). With regard to the latter, the confusion was whether they should ‘be 
considered a separate segment’ or, since most of them speak Afrikaans and 
have an Afrikaans cultural background, do they form a single ethnic segment 
together with White Afrikaners?’ (1995: 281). How to decide on the identity 
of the constituent groups to be included in the power-sharing system and who 
should be the arbiter?

Lijphart’s answer is that the constituent groups to the power-sharing sys-
tem should be self-determined, and that the way to do this was through elec-
tions under some form of proportional representation (PR). Proportional 
representation is the ‘optimal electoral system’ for allowing what Lijphart 
calls segments, ethnic or otherwise, to manifest themselves in the form of 
political parties in South Africa or any other society, for it allows representa-
tion for even very small parties and permits groups to define themselves. He 
even concedes the possibility that non-ethnic parties – that is, what he calls 
‘policy-oriented’ parties – might emerge. Thus, ‘the adoption of PR obvi-
ates the need for any prior sorting of divergent claims about the segmental 
composition of South Africa or any other plural society’ (Lijphart 1995: 281) 
– hence self-determination.

Lijphart does not rule out the pre-determination of groups or a combina-
tion of pre-determination and self-determination, but he now prefers the 
latter. Indeed his discussion of the disadvantages of pre-determination and 
the advantages of self-determination anticipates some key issues at the heart 
of this book. Lijphart’s examples of power-sharing systems where the con-
stituent groups have been pre-determined are Cyprus (1960 Constitution) 
and Lebanon. With regard to the former, he notes that recognising the large 
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Greek and Turkish segments involves potential discrimination against other 
groups – the examples he gives are Armenians and Maronites. Moreover, 
he concedes that ‘officially registering individuals according to ethnic or 
other group membership may be controversial, offensive, or even com-
pletely unacceptable to many citizens’ (1995: 284). Self-determination on 
the other hand ‘gives equal chances not only to all ethnic or other segments 
. . . but also to groups and individuals who explicitly reject the idea that 
society should be organised on a segmental basis’ (1995: 284). He even 
quotes with approval a Lebanese author, Theodor Hanf, who argues for the 
equal recognition of secular groups and individuals alongside the religious 
communities.

Though Lijphart does not articulate it as such, his 1995 article repre-
sents a move in the direction of his ‘liberal’ critics. The two leading Irish 
consociational ‘revisionists’, John McGarry and Brendan O’Leary make 
the connection. Setting aside their own earlier hostility to ‘liberalism’, they 
describe forms of consociation in which the constituent groups are self-
determined as ‘liberal’, and those in which the constituent groups are pre-
determined as ‘corporate’(2004). The distinguishing features of ‘liberal’ 
and corporate consociations are loose, but one of the main ones is that in 
corporate, pre-determined power-sharing systems there are typically sepa-
rate electoral registers for each constituent group such that voters can only 
choose candidates from their own community. On this criterion the Ta’if 
accords are corporatist and the GFA and the 2005 Iraqi constitution liberal: 
elections are free in the sense that one can vote for any of the available 
candidates and parties. The Dayton Accords are corporate because not only 
did they divide

Bosnia-Herzegovina into autonomous units, dominated by Bosniaks, 
Croats, and Serbs, respectively, but also created corporate consociational 
institutions within Bosnia-Herzegovina’s federal government. The lat-
ter government is presided over by a rotating presidency based on one 
Bosniak and one Croat from the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina and 
one Serb from Republika Srpska. The indirectly elected upper chamber 
of the federal legislature comprises five Bosniaks and five Croats from 
the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina and five Serbs from the National 
Assembly of Republika Srpska.

(2007: 670)

On the basis of the liberal/corporate distinction McGarry and O’Leary 
(2007: 677) reject Joe Biden’s suggestion, while he was still only a Senator, 
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of Dayton as a model for Iraq, and defend Iraq’s 2005 constitution as a liberal 
consociation.

Returning to the issue of identity we can anticipate that on McGarry and 
O’Leary’s logic liberal consociations will treat identity as ‘constructed and 
malleable’, and corporate consociations will treat identity as fixed primordial 
essence. O’Leary says:

The distinction between corporate and liberal consociational practice 
corresponds to that between ‘pre-determined’ and ‘self-determined’ 
identity. The distinction is vital because it is untrue that consociation 
necessarily privileges, institutionalizes and reinforces prior collective 
identities. It can do; it need not do so.

(2006: xxv)

Maybe this is the answer to the paradox. Maybe it is the innovation of a 
form of consociation based on self-determining identity or to put it more 
succinctly, self-identification, that makes consociation so attractive for the 
liberal state. Let’s see.

Assessing ‘liberal’ consociation: the illusion 
of self-identification
In assessing the claims made for what McGarry and O’Leary call ‘liberal’ 
consociation, we will focus on Northern Ireland because, Iraq aside, it is 
the only extant exemplar of what consociationalists themselves designate 
as a ‘liberal’ consociation post-conflict. Moreover, the GFA is conveniently 
explicit about the approach to identity upon which it rests. In item 1(v) and 1 
(vi) of the ‘Constitutional Issues’, the participants to the Agreement 

endorse the commitment made by the British and Irish governments that, 
in a new British-Irish Agreement replacing the Anglo-Irish Agreement, 
they will . . .
  (v) affirm that whatever choice is freely exercised by a majority of 
the people of Northern Ireland, the power of the sovereign government 
with jurisdiction there shall be exercised with rigorous impartiality on 
behalf of all the people in the diversity of their identities and traditions 
and shall be founded on the principles of full respect for, and equality of, 
civil, political, social and cultural rights, of freedom from discrimination 
for all citizens, and of parity of esteem and just and equal treatment for 
the identity, ethos and aspirations of both communities;
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  (vi) recognise the birthright of all the people of Northern Ireland to 
identify themselves and be accepted as Irish or British, or both, as they 
may so choose, and accordingly confirm that their right to hold both 
British and Irish citizenship is accepted by both Governments and would 
not be affected by any future change in the status of Northern Ireland.

(1998, my emphasis)

These items suggest contradictory assumptions about identity. Item 1(v) 
seems to suggest an element of what Lijphart and McGarry and O’Leary 
would call pre-determination. For, while it starts by invoking ‘all the peo-
ple in the diversity of their identities and traditions’, it ends by promising, 
‘parity of esteem’ to the identities and ethos of only two communities. But 
item 1(vi) would appear to confirm what McGarry and O’Leary say about 
the GFA being liberal and about liberal consociations articulating a view of 
identity as malleable and open. Some, like Declan Kiberd, would go further. 
He describes the language of the Agreement as

‘poetic’ because it offers, a version of multiple identities, of a kind for 
which no legal language yet exists . . . where is the lawyer who can offer 
a constitutional definition of identity as open rather than fixed, as a proc-
ess rather than a conclusion? The . . . Agreement effectively sounds a 
deathknell for old style Constitutions.

(2000: 628)

Item 1(vi), by allowing for the possibility that people born in Northern 
Ireland could choose to be Irish or British or both, and be recognised as 
such, is potentially radical in its implications. It formed the basis for an 
amendment to the Irish Constitution reaffirming the entitlement to Irish 
citizenship of anyone born on the island. People born in Northern Ireland 
were already entitled to Irish citizenship under the Irish constitution, which 
defined the nation as being coequal with the territory of the island. The 
Irish Government gave up its claim to the whole territory as a concession 
to unionists, and it reaffirmed the entitlement to Irish citizenship of anyone 
born on the island mainly to reassure northern nationalists made anxious by 
this concession to unionism. Notwithstanding this eminently politic logic, 
the change to the Irish constitution in line with the GFA does suggest an 
extraordinary loosening of the relationship between citizenship and national 
identity.

With the benefit of hindsight, the constitutional changes were not as radi-
cal as they seemed. For all the symbolic loosening of the connection between 
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Irish citizenship and national belonging, the ‘people’ are still defined as 
those born here. And in 2004 the Irish Government called a referendum 
aimed at changing the constitution again to prevent what it called ‘citizenship 
tourism’; that is, women from outside the EU travelling to Ireland to give 
birth on Irish soil in an attempt to secure citizenship. The referendum, said 
the government, was merely a matter of closing an unfortunate ‘loophole’ 
created in a heroic dash to secure peace. But it was more than that. According 
to the Minister for Justice, the referendum was also about reasserting an 
intimate connection between citizenship, national identity and political 
community, or ‘the essence of the intertwined concepts of citizenship and 
nationality’ as the Minister called it (see Finlay 2004). But if this were the 
whole truth of the matter, the Government would have done something about 
the ‘Irish Granny rule’, according to which the children and grandchildren 
of Irish citizens living abroad, including hundreds of thousands of people 
who have no other connection to the island nor any desire to live here, have 
the right to claim Irish citizenship. Leaving ‘the Irish Granny rule’ intact 
gives substance to the allegation that the 2004 referendum was racist (Peter 
Finlay 2004). We should also note that the apparently unilateral nature of the 
Irish government’s action in effectively altering the terms of the GFA dis-
mayed some of the local parties to the Agreement. The Irish government’s 
response – that it had already confirmed with the British Government that 
the referendum was not a breach of the Agreement – tells us something about 
the Agreement’s top-down nature.

Priding themselves on their realism, McGarry and O’Leary avoid extrava-
gant claims and offer a more sober assessment of the GFA than Kiberd. To their 
credit they confront head-on one of its most glaringly corporatist features; that 
is the requirement that members of the local power sharing assembly set up 
under the agreement register as ‘unionists’, ‘nationalist’ or ‘others’:

This was enacted to provide a veto for the nationalist minority (and a 
future unionist minority, should one materialize): the passage of impor-
tant measures requires the support of at least forty per cent of both regis-
tered nationalist[s] and unionists. One effect of this is [t]hat it pr[i]vileges 
nationalist and unionist over ‘others’. Arguably it creates a minor incen-
tive for voters to support nationalist or unionists, or for elected members 
to register as nationalists or unionists, as members of these groups will 
count more than ‘others’. It also has the effect of pre-determining, in 
advance of election results, that nationalists and unionists are to be better 
protected than ‘others’.

(McGarry 2001: 123)
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But they stress once again that such corporate mechanisms are not ‘intrinsic 
to consociational design’ (McGarry and O’Leary 2004: 33). They lay out 
alternative arrangements which would have had the same effect, and claim 
that it was the local political parties who spoilt the sleek liberal mechanism, 
converging on corporatism, albeit for understandable reasons: ‘genuine 
existential anxieties about the security of the communities they represent’ 
(2004: 33). Note the use of the word ‘existential’ here, we will return to this 
again.

For the moment allow me to give you a flavour of what the requirement to 
register an identity involves and what it implies about identity. There were 
two parties that organised on a cross community basis in the first Assembly 
convened after elections held in 1998: the liberal Alliance Party and the 
Women’s Coalition. Alliance secured six seats and the Women’s Coalition 
two. MLAs from both parties were forced to change their identification on a 
number of occasions. The latter case is particularly instructive. The Coalition 
was formed in 1996 to ensure that Northern Ireland’s future would not be 
negotiated solely by men. The Coalition didn’t pretend that women weren’t 
divided by constitutional politics. Among its founding members were union-
ists and nationalists as well as ‘others’. But it also argued that, ‘even for 
unionists and nationalists, these are not the only differences that matter, and 
that the way they matter is not immutable’ (Whitaker 2004: 160). Reflecting 
the fact that it included British-identified unionists and Irish-identified 
nationalists, as well as people who would not be described by either label, the 
two Women’s Coalition MLAs initially registered as ‘Nationalist/Unionist/
Other Other’ and ‘Unionist/Nationalist/Other Other’, respectively. Having 
been informed that these identities were ambiguous and unacceptable, the 
two MLAs amended their designations to ‘inclusive other’.

They, alongside the Alliance MLAs, were required to re-designate for a 
second time in November 2001. First Minister David Trimble had resigned to 
put pressure on the republican movement to decommission weapons. When 
the republicans responded, Trimble sought reinstatement as First Minister. He 
was opposed by the Democratic Unionist Party. The votes of the two Women’s 
Coalition MLAs were vital to save the Agreement, but for these votes to be 
counted valid the MLAs were required to re-designate as ‘Nationalist’ or 
‘Unionist’. Whatever item 1(vi) of the Agreement might say about the ‘birth-
right of all the people of Northern Ireland to identify themselves as Irish or 
British or both’, the designation rules ‘assume that political representatives 
have a substantive identity: unionist or nationalist. Others are defined purely 
in negative terms; all that matters is what they are not’ (Whitaker 2004: 170). 
Or, to use Rosemary Harris’s language: the designation rules in the GFA 
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suggest that for everyone socialised in Northern Ireland ethnicity is a ‘basic’ 
identity.

McGarry and O’Leary present this as an unfortunate lapse to corporat-
ism, a concession to some of the local political parties involved in the peace 
negotiation, but not intrinsic to consociational design. And beyond the iden-
tity-designation rules in Assembly, they argue that corporate tendencies are 
offset by liberal measures. ‘The agreement not only stresses equality (“par-
ity of esteem”) between nationalist and unionists, it also offers protection 
to individuals, including those who regard themselves as neither unionist 
nor nationalist’ (McGarry 2001: 122). McGarry mentions the statutory obli-
gation on public authorities ‘to promote equality of opportunity in relation 
to religion, and political opinion, gender; race; disability; marital status; 
dependents; and sexual orientation’. He also mentions the short-lived Civic 
Forum which was supposed to provide an opportunity for those who do not 
feel represented by conventional political parties to have their voices heard.

But the key protection was supposed to be provided by the human rights 
provisions of the Agreement. The GFA entrenches the European Convention 
on Human Rights in Northern Ireland law, and the Agreement makes provi-
sion for a Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) charged 
with advising the Secretary of State on the development of a Bill of Rights 
to supplement the provisions of the European Convention for Human Rights 
(ECHR). According to the GFA, any additional rights were ‘to reflect the 
particular circumstances of Northern Ireland . . . the principles of mutual 
respect for the identity and ethos of both communities and parity of esteem’ 
(letter from the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland to the NIHRC 24 
March 1999, quoted in NIHRC 10 December 2008, p. 8). The proposed Bill 
of Rights has proved so contentious that after the resignations of several com-
missioners, the reappointment of the commission and two drafts of the pro-
posed Bill of Rights, there is still no agreement.

Protracted debate and apparent failure would appear to be the sad fate of 
the human rights provisions of peace agreements. We will return in Chapter 
7 to the human rights fallout from the GFA and the Dayton Accords. But to 
sustain the argument of this chapter and the next, it is useful for the reader 
to be aware of some of the issues, at least as they manifested themselves in 
the skirmishing around the first attempt to draft a Bill of Rights in Northern 
Ireland.

The first Human Rights Commission set up after the signing of the 
agreement was divided from the outset between those commissioners who 
wanted the Bill of Rights to stick with the old liberal convention according 
to which rights accrue to humans as individuals and those commissioners 
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who thought the Bill of Rights should more strongly reflect the principle 
of parity of esteem for the ‘two communities’ fore-grounded in the GFA. 
According to Robin Wilson, a critic of consociation who was also a member 
of the Bill of Rights Culture and Identity Working Group, the EHCR would 
imply recognition of those who chose ‘not to be treated as a member of what 
might be perceived to be their national, ethnic, religious or linguistic com-
munity’, while an emphasis on parity of esteem ‘would involve deleting the 
right-of-exit clause’ (Wilson 2003: 11, my emphasis; see also Wilson 11 
January 2001).

In the broader debate, those who supported the right of exit did so in the 
name of ‘self-identification’:

Northern Ireland is already more diverse than the ‘two communities’ 
approach would suggest . . . This ‘two communities’ or ‘both communi-
ties’ language fails to acknowledge that a significant number of people 
cannot be labeled as Unionists or Nationalists, protestants or Catholics. 
Some people come from mixed marriages, are part of ethnic minorities, 
or choose not be described in such terms, preferring a more multicultural 
and pluralist self-identification.

(Alliance Party 2001)

Those who opposed a right of exit or right to self-identification did not confine 
themselves to asserting the priority of parity of esteem. They also articulated 
an anxiety that a right of exit would put at risk procedures for monitoring the 
composition of job applicants and workforces, for these monitoring proce-
dures have ‘a fall back provision allowing designation of individuals into 
a community without their consent’ (McCrudden 2009: 8). This fall back 
provision will be detailed in Chapter 4. For the moment we should simply 
note that those opposed to a right of exit won, and the most recent draft Bill 
of Rights does not allow for a right of exit from community.

This reluctance to allow a right of exit is extraordinary. A right to exit is 
the bottom line for even the most ardent advocates of group rights (e.g. see 
Kymlicka 1995: 14). In part, it might be understood in terms of the strength 
of feeling around fair employment legislation arising from the history of 
systematic discrimination against Catholics. But there is something else to 
keep in mind. One consociational theorist who was also an architect of the 
fair employment legislation, Christopher McCrudden, points out that the 
employment monitoring procedures and the designation rules in the assem-
bly are linked in that ‘both rely to some extent on using group identity as 
an important element in the way they are operationalized’ (2007: 317). The 
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employment monitoring procedures precede and are used retrospectively to 
support the designation rules in the legislature, but the first did not lead to the 
second in any linear way. We will return to this point in Chapter 9, here I want 
to resist imputing a connection between the two other than that both are con-
sistent with the underlying pluralist rationality as elaborated by Rosemary 
Harris and taken-up by Lijphart: in Northern Ireland: ethnicity is as ‘basic’ to 
one’s identity as sex.

The apparent absence of a ‘right to exit’ in post-Agreement Northern 
Ireland returns us to the very anxiety that Lijphart sought to avoid through 
invoking the self-determination of the constituent groups to a power-sharing 
system: who is it that gets to decide what the relevant groups are and, more to 
the point, ‘who belongs to which group’? (Kymlicka 1995: 16).

Conclusion
Revisionist consociationalists are keen to refute the charge that the the-
ory and practice they espouse rests on a view of identity as a primordial 
essence. To this end McGarry and O’Leary develop Lijphart’s distinc-
tion between a type of consociation in which the constituent groups to 
the power-sharing arrangement are pre-determined, and a type in which 
they are self-determined. The former type is called corporate consocia-
tion, the latter liberal. McGarry and O’Leary concede that corporate, pre-
determined consociations imply the reductiveness typical of primordial-
ism, but insist that liberal, self-determined ones clearly do not. The distinc-
tion is, ‘vital because it is untrue that consociation necessarily privileges, 
institutionalizes and reinforces prior collective identities. It can do; it need 
not do so’ (O’Leary 2006: xxv). Northern Ireland is particularly important 
to this argument because the GFA is the best example of actually existing 
liberal consociation.

Unfortunately, when one looks at the outworking of certain key aspects of 
the Agreement, the room for self-determination or self-identification seems 
to be severely curtailed or threatened. Most obvious is the requirement that 
elected members of the legislature established by the agreement must desig-
nate an identity. But even measures that appear to allow or facilitate a meas-
ure of self-determination – the provision for a Bill of Rights and citizenship 
– do not measure up.

Having asserted that the GFA is a liberal consociation, McGarry and 
O’Leary are scrupulous in documenting how far it falls short. As if exhausted 
by the effort McGarry eventually concedes that constituent groups to 
power-sharing in Northern Ireland are ‘pre-determined’ and falls back on 
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the assertion that ‘in this case, the pre-determined groups have constituted 
almost all of the electorate for the past century’ (2001: 123; see also McGarry 
and O’Leary 2004: 19). In other words, the GFA may institutionalise ethnic 
or sectarian politics but it was always thus.

We will examine this assertion in Chapter 8, but we should note here that 
McGarry and O’Leary offer no empirical elaboration of the 100-year conti-
nuity in identity politics (except perhaps to disparage political traditions and 
parties that do not conform to their binary teleology) nor do they theorise it. 
Writing in 1995, they veer close to the idea that ethnicity is the ubiquitous 
product of an innate need to belong:

Ethnic communities are perceived kinship groups. Their members share 
a subjective belief in their common ancestry . . . The sense which such 
communities have of real or imagined kinship may explain the ubiquity 
of ethno-nationalism – it satisfies the human need to belong, to feel ‘at 
home’, in an otherwise atomistic world. Since an ethno-national group 
regards itself as a large extended family, its members regard an attack on 
one as an attack on all. . . .

(1995: 354–55)

More recently they simply assert, ‘there is a major difference between think-
ing that identities are durable and maintaining they are immutably primor-
dial’ (2004: 32). Semantics aside, what precisely is the difference?

Attempting to answer such questions is crucial to the notion of ‘liberal’ 
consociation, and to the broader existential and political questions that revi-
sionist consociationalists raise, yet, having disavowed primordialism, they 
give us little idea of their thinking.3





3 Essentialism and the 
 reconciliation of the liberal 
 state to ethnicity

Consociationalists have responded to the ‘liberal’ critique by distinguishing 
liberal and corporate forms. In the former the participating groups are said to 
be self-determined; in the latter pre-determined. In line with this, consocia-
tional revisionists claim that there is a difference between accepting the fact 
that identities are durable but malleable constructs and believing them to be 
an unchanging primordial inheritance. None of these distinctions are as sta-
ble as consociationalists would like to believe. Looking at the best example 
of actually existing liberal consociation – the GFA – we saw that the scope 
for self-determination is institutionally severely circumscribed. Following 
Brubaker and Cooper, I would also wish to question the viability of the ana-
lytical distinction between a constructivist and primordial or essentialist 
understanding of identity. Given the unpalatable associations of essential-
ism, ‘academic correctness’ (2000: 6) requires lip service to constructivism, 
but when it comes down to it, there is little to choose because either way 
ethnic identity is taken for granted as something that ‘is always already 
“there” as something that individuals and groups “have”’ (2000: 28).

To simply assert that ethnic identities are durable and that we must face up 
to their enduring reality without broaching what it is that makes them durable 
is to evade much scholarly work and debate.1 For me the most interesting 
evasion is the evasion of the literature on the relationship between culture and 
identity. Reading the work of consociational revisionists like McGarry and 
O’Leary the evasion seems more like a disavowal, albeit with lapses.

As articulated by Arend Lijphart, cultural recognition and autonomy is 
one of the four principles of consociationalism. The idea is that democracy is 
difficult without fellow-feeling and shared values. Unnerved perhaps by the 
accusation of primordialism, McGarry and O’Leary distance themselves from 
this aspect of Lijphart’s theory (see 2009: 28). McGarry makes a sharp distinc-
tion between ethno-national communities and ‘mere cultural communities’ 
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(2004: 324). The latter can be addressed through multiculturalism; the former 
require recognition not of their culture but of their political aspirations.

The sharp distinction revisionists seek to maintain between consociation 
and multiculturalism would be lost on some of the key parties to and sup-
porters of the GFA, notably the President of Ireland Mary McAleese (see 
McAleese 2001) and former Taoiseach (Prime Minister), Bertie Ahern (see 
Ahern 2000). And it is not consistently maintained; for example McGarry 
and O’Leary (2009: 16) describe a continuum of institutional form and 
there are lapses to a more Lijphartian position on cultural or segmental 
autonomy.

This disavowal of the ‘merely’ cultural by Lijphart’s heirs, if not the man 
himself, inhibits our understanding of two things: first, of ethno-national 
identity and its apparent staying power; second, of how the liberal state recon-
ciles itself to a form of conflict resolution that incentivises some very illiberal 
practices and subjects or identities. The rhetorical distancing of consociation 
from multiculturalism is particularly unfortunate in the latter regard, for it 
obscures the extent to which both draw their legitimacy from a cultural plu-
ralism or politics of recognition rooted in German philosophy filtered though 
American anthropology.

The ‘old’ idea of culture and the politics of recognition
The political philosophers who have developed a liberal approach to mul-
ticulturalism and cultural recognition – Will Kymlicka and Charles Taylor 
– are a little more upfront in this regard. In the introduction to an edited col-
lection that also features an article by Lijphart, Kymlicka follows Avishai 
Margalit and Joseph Raz in arguing that membership of what they call a ‘per-
vasive culture’ is crucial not only to identity but to well-being:

cultural membership provides people with meaningful choices about 
how to lead their lives . . . hence if a culture is decaying or discriminated 
against, ‘the options and opportunities open to its members will shrink, 
become less attractive, and their pursuit less likely to be successful . . .’ 
of course the members of a decaying culture could integrate into another 
culture but Margalit and Raz argue that this is difficult . . . because of the 
role of culture in peoples’ self-identity . . . Cultural identity provides an 
‘anchor for a [peoples’] self identification and the safety of effortless 
secure belonging’. But this in turn means that people’s self-respect is 
bound up with the esteem in with their national group is held. If a culture 
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is not generally respected then the dignity and self-respect of its mem-
bers will also be threatened.

(1995: 7, my emphasis)

Being possessed of a group culture is crucial to the dignity of the individual.
One of the notable things about this quote is that it starts by referring 

to ‘decaying culture’ – one thinks of indigenous peoples facing cultural 
extinction – and ends by referring to ‘national’ groups. Kymlicka’s elision 
of the differences between these various – very different – kinds of group 
is suggestive anthropological ignorance. Margalit and Raz’s discussion of 
‘pervasive cultures’ and ‘encompassing groups’ is conducted at an abstract 
level without references and bibliography, but the concept of culture with 
which they are working would appear to be what I, following Susan Wright 
(1998), will call the ‘old’ anthropological concept of culture. The ‘“old” idea 
of culture’ is an artefact from the age of imperialism, and is associated with a 
relativistic view of a world made up of discrete peoples each with their own 
distinct way of life. In this worldview, cultures are spatially located, closed 
and homogeneous: inherited meanings are shared equally by all the members 
of the culture. As Scott has pointed out, ‘culture in political theory remains 
oddly untheorized, oddly unhistoricized; it is merely and fundamentally 
there, like a non ideological background, or a natural horizon’ (2003: 113).

The evocation of a heritable sameness and homogeneity is what is con-
ventionally understood when the term ‘essentialism’ or ‘primordialism’ is 
used, and it is this that licences the corporatist idiom in which the one can 
stand for the group. However, the old idea of culture also has a psychologi-
cal dimension. As Craig Calhoun (1997) argues essentialism refers not just 
to the reduction of diversity in a population to some shared set of primor-
dial inherited characteristics: ‘[t]wo further guiding assumptions in much 
modern thinking on matters of identity are that individuals ideally ought to 
achieve maximally integrated identities, and that to do so they need to inhabit 
self-consistent, unitary cultures or life-worlds’ (1997: 18–19). Kymlicka and 
Margalit and Raz make explicit the strong psychological undertow to primor-
dialism, but it remains implicit in consociational theory.

The potent import of the psychologism implicit in the old idea of culture 
finds what is still its most eloquent expression in the famous response of 
the Executive Board of the American Anthropological Association to the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, drafted in 1947, and adopted by the 
United Nations General Assembly in 1948. Consistent with the liberal tradi-
tion, the Declaration defined rights as belonging to individuals. Against this, 
the Association’s Executive Board argued that,
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The individual realizes his personality through his culture, hence a 
respect for individual differences entails a respect for cultural differ-
ences . . . There can be no individual freedom, that is, when the group 
with which the individual identifies is not free. There can be no full 
development of the individual personality as long as the individual 
is told, by men who have the power to enforce their commands, that 
the way of life of his group is inferior to that of those who wield the 
power.

(1947: 541)

Generalising the old idea of culture from small 
and threatened groups to the nation
The people involved in drafting this statement, Melville Herskovits for exam-
ple, had in mind ‘the small communities in colonized regions, such as Africa 
and the Caribbean’ that they had studied as anthropologists. Its broader appli-
cability was queried at the time by other renowned anthropologists such as 
Julian Steward (Merry 2003: 57). The question is: how was this view of the 
relationship between cultural and individual identity generalised such that 
Kymlicka can extend it from the small, threatened indigenous communities 
that the American Anthropological Association had in mind to large national 
groups? The question is all the more pertinent because this view of culture 
has its origins in an intellectual tradition that was hostile to the universalism 
upon which human rights were originally based: the old anthropological con-
cept of culture was developed by the father of American anthropology, Franz 
Boas, but he got it from Johanne Gottfried Herder for whom it was a rejection 
of Enlightenment Humanism.

In seeking to explain how the American Anthropological Association’s 
view of culture and personality was generalised from the kinds of communi-
ties studied by anthropologists in the colonial world there are two impor-
tant trajectories, both forged during and after the Second World War. One 
is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO). UNESCO’s founding conference in London in 1945 was ini-
tially premised on the idea that to ensure that fascism could never rise again 
all that was required was a reassertion of Enlightenment verities about the 
free individual. One of the speakers was the anthropologist Claude Levi-
Strauss who argued that what Europe had to escape wasn’t only fascism but 
also colonialism, and with this in mind he nudged the conference away from 
Enlightenment universalism in the direction of cultural relativism. The his-
tory of UNESCO is well known (e.g. see Wright 1998 and Eriksen 2001), 
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and, for reasons that will become apparent, I would prefer to highlight the 
second trajectory, mapped by Phillip Gleason (1983).

Gleason stresses the role of Boas’ students who formed the culture and 
personality school of anthropology, and, even more, their psychological 
associate Erik Erikson. Erikson, a refugee from Nazi Germany, worked 
with Margaret Mead and others in national character studies that aimed 
to help the war effort and involving applying the ‘old’ idea to societies 
and phenomena well beyond the small, threatened communities usually 
studied by anthropologists. Erikson conducted a study which attempted to 
explain why German young people had gravitated to Hitler. ‘He suggested 
that Hitler had been successful “in winning the loyalty of German youth 
by embodying in himself the anxieties and fantasies of a generation that, 
after the humiliation of WWI had experienced cultural crisis and economic 
collapse”’ (Gleason 1983: 925). The most famous example of this kind of 
work is that carried out by Ruth Benedict under the auspices of the Office of 
War Information. Her study of Japan, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword 
(1946), sought to make Japanese culture more intelligible to American 
administrators responsible for running the country in the aftermath of 
the War.

In its orientation and approach, the culture and personality school prefig-
ures subsequent deployments of the culture concept in the management of 
diversity (multiculturalism) and conflict.2 The innovation of the culture and 
personality school is not so much putting knowledge at the service of the 
state in wartime, that is familiar enough, it is in following through the meth-
odological innovations made possible by applying the old idea of culture to 
whole nation states. What this enables is a reduction of personal identities to 
national cultures such that individual behaviour and attitudes can be read-off 
from ‘the culture’. Past actions could be interpreted and future actions antici-
pated without the social scientist ever having to visit the country: remotely, 
or ‘at a distance’ as the anthropologists employed by the Unites States Office 
of War Information put it. The cultural and personality school focused on the 
garnering of knowledge about culture with a view to controlling a national 
population (c.f. Price 2008: 40).

Erikson’s psychology is crucial here. As one would expect of a Freudian 
psychologist, Erikson regarded personal identity as something internal that 
persists even as the individual changes in response to the developmental tasks 
associated with biological maturation and the role-requirements associated 
with his or her cultural milieu. Erikson coined the term, ‘identity crisis’ to 
describe the ‘climactic turning point in this process . . . [which] usually occurs 
in adolescence, but can also be precipitated by unusual difficulties further 
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along in the life-cycle (Gleason 1983: 914). Change and crisis notwithstand-
ing, an individual’s identity is at bottom an accrued confidence in the inner 
sameness and continuity of his/her own being. For Erikson, an exponent of 
the democratic project of American ego psychology and a firm believer in 
the ideal of the well-balanced personal identity, this inner sameness and 
continuity is something to be valued and nurtured. Despite his emphasis on 
identity as something interior to the individual, Erikson regarded identity as 
inextricably bound up with the communal culture. In an abidingly influential 
formulation he reduces individual identity to communal identity: identity 
as ‘a process located in the core of the individual and yet also in the core of 
his communal culture, a process which establishes . . . the identity of those 
identities’ (Erikson 1968: 22). As Gleason points out, the linkage that Erikson 
implies between personal identity and an inherited communal culture makes 
plausible,

the argument that cultures – especially minority ethnic cultures – require 
some sort of official recognition if the self-esteem of individuals is not 
to suffer damage. The respect for the dignity of the individual demanded 
by democratic ideology is thereby extended to cover ethnic cultures that 
sustain the sense of personal self worth.

(Gleason 1983: 921)

Thus are liberals and democrats reconciled with ethnicity and cultural rights 
and the way is clear for the generalisation of these ideas beyond oppressed 
minorities and indigenous peoples threatened with cultural extinction.

Consociationalism, parity of esteem and the notion of 
cultural self-determination
Consociationalists may not be as explicit as Will Kymlicka (1995), Charles 
Taylor (1994) and the others, but cultural recognition is clearly central to their 
concerns. Thus Lijphart does not speak of cultural rights, he speaks of ‘seg-
mental autonomy’, but it amounts to the same thing. According to the conso-
ciational principle of segmental autonomy, ‘any cultural group that wishes to 
have internal autonomy can be given the right to establish a “cultural council,” 
a publicly recognized body equivalent to a state in a federation’ (1995: 282, 
my emphasis). The main task of such ‘cultural councils’ is the ‘administration 
of schools for those who wish to receive an education according to the group’s 
linguistic and cultural traditions’ (1995: 282), but it might also organise other 
cultural institutions such as libraries and theatres. The prime example is the 
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familiar one: Belgium. Lijphart admits that the cultural councils established 
for the Dutch, French and German communities in Belgium were pre-deter-
mined, but presumably with liberal sensibilities in mind, Lijphart stresses cul-
tural autonomy as a self-determining process. He gives the example of a law of 
cultural autonomy enacted by the Estonian government in 1925, under which 
ethnic minorities ‘with more than 3,000 formally registered members had the 
right to establish autonomous institutions under the authority of a cultural 
council elected by the minority’ (1995: 283). German and Jewish minorities 
responded by setting up their own autonomous cultural authorities.

In the debate on the GFA, McGarry and O’Leary have responded to com-
plaints about their primordialism by distancing themselves from notions 
of culture and cultural autonomy. They emphasise a supposed difference 
between the institutional recognition of national identity and cultural rec-
ognition (McGarry 2001: 127). There is the occasional lapse; for example, 
when McGarry and O’Leary impute ‘existential anxieties’ to the local parties 
who they hold responsible for introducing corporatist elements to the GFA 
(McGarry and O’Leary 2004: 33).

In view of this denial, it is important to trace the formal development of the 
notion of parity of esteem, which is GFA parlance for cultural recognition. In 
doing so, I wish to show two things. One is that cultural recognition is central 
to the consociational agreement that is the GFA. The other is that it was not 
introduced at the last minute by local parties suffering existential angst about 
the cultural survival of their respective groups.

The first published expression of the term ‘parity of esteem’ is to be found 
in a report (see Hennessey and Wilson 1997) prepared for the Secretary of 
State for Northern Ireland by the Standing Advisory Commission on Human 
Rights (SACHR 1990), the predecessor of the Northern Ireland Human 
Rights Commission. The report concludes,

that it would be desirable to include in a new Northern Ireland 
Constitution Act a general statement recognising the existence of the 
two main sections of the community in Northern Ireland and impos-
ing a duty on Government and other public authorities and bodies to 
ensure that their functions are carried out in such a way as to ensure that 
members of both main sections of the community are granted equality of 
treatment and esteem.

(1990: 91, my emphasis)

From the vantage point of today, when one no longer has a right of exit 
from the community into which one was born, SACHR’s consideration of 
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‘granting some form of formal constitutional or legislative recognition of the 
existence of two major sections of the community in Northern Ireland’ (1990: 
76) seems remarkably tentative. SACHR recognise that there is a difference 
of opinion among ‘human rights lawyers’ on the relationship between indi-
vidual and group rights but eschews the debate because it ‘does not think it 
appropriate to express a view on theoretical and philosophical issues of this 
kind’(1990: 77).

Rather than discuss the theoretical and philosophical issues, the report pro-
ceeds by means of legal precedents (Belgium – the consociational favourite 
– features) and practical examples. Notable here is its attempt to salvage 
the notion of segregated education from the ignominy of the famous Brown 
versus Board of Education case (1954). Brown vs Board of Education was 
a landmark decision by the United States Supreme Court, which outlawed 
racial segregation in public education. It ruled that separate but equal provi-
sion in public education could not provide African-Americans with the same 
standard of education as White Americans. The decision galvanised the Civil 
Rights Movement. SACHR admits that there are problems with the provi-
sion of ‘separate but equal’ schools for children from such communities; but 
argues that such provision is ‘an acceptable way of pursuing the objective of 
full equality of treatment and esteem’ so long as the facilities are genuinely 
equal, and with ‘two provisos’ (1990: 79). The main proviso is that ‘there 
should be no imposed segregation and no unreasonable curtailment of the 
rights of those who wish to live and work in or work towards an integrated or 
homogeneous society’ (1990: 79–80). Falling back on the pious optimism of 
what McGarry calls ‘the consociational paradox’ (2001: 124), the SACHR 
report claims that a policy of equality of esteem would ‘not necessarily result 
in an increase in . . . divisions and tensions’,

and may also give the members and leaders of the communities involved 
sufficient reassurance and confidence that their fundamental interests 
and values will not be ignored or overruled to facilitate or encourage the 
compromises necessary to achieve . . . joint participation in the struc-
tures of government.

(1990: 87, my emphasis)

Tentative and unsure of the intellectual ground, SACHR gives the Anglo-
Irish Agreement of 1987 as the ultimate warrant for parity of esteem. An 
international agreement between the British and Irish Governments reg-
istered with the United Nations, the Anglo-Irish Agreement obliged the 
British Government to introduce ‘measures to recognise and accommodate 
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the rights and identities of the two traditions in Northern Ireland, to protect 
human rights and to prevent discrimination’ (1990: 84). SACHR notes that 
on the back of the Anglo-Irish Agreement the government had ‘established a 
Community Relations Council whose functions include the fostering of both 
traditions within Northern Ireland’ (1990: 89, my emphasis).

Following the Anglo-Irish Agreement – that is before what became known 
as the peace process began – huge resources were invested in community 
relations and ‘cultural traditions’ work. Some of this involved cross com-
munity contact, but as we shall discuss in Chapter 5, there was and is a lot 
of what has come to be known as ‘single-identity’ work aimed at bolstering 
the self-esteem of members of each community whether as a prelude to cross 
community contact or not.

The SACHR report acknowledges the work of the Community Relations 
Council, but it did not consider it to be sufficient: there were still outstand-
ing matters to be dealt with relating to the Irish language and education, 
and

there is no constitutional . . . guarantee that either under continuing direct 
rule [from Britain] or in the event of the devolution of powers on such 
matters to a Northern Ireland Assembly . . . objectionable measures 
might not be enacted in the future.

(1990: 89–90)

Although the focus is on the nationalist minority, the SACHR report argues 
that,

similar considerations apply in respect of the protection of the unionist 
and British tradition in parts of Northern Ireland where nationalists are 
in control or more generally if the government of Northern Ireland were 
to be controlled by parties more interested in or committed to the nation-
alist or Irish tradition.

(1990: 90, my emphasis)

Clearly, there is more going on here than a pragmatic recognition of the exist-
ence of two ‘communities’, ‘traditions’, or ‘sections’: there is an assumption 
that they each have a special ‘cultural heritage’ (1990: 79) which demands 
expression and recognition here, now and in perpetuity such that prophy-
lactic measures are required in the event of a variety of possible political 
outcomes. One might even get the impression that culture or ethnicity is prior 
to and pre-empts politics.
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Conclusion
In response to the allegation that consociationalism is primordialist and 
freezes antagonistic identities, consociational revisionists elaborate (impro-
vise might be a better word) a distinction between liberal and corporate 
consociation. They concede that corporate consociations can reasonably be 
characterised as primordialist because the constituent groups to the power-
sharing arrangement are pre-determined, but in liberal consociations, the 
constituent groups are self-determined, with identities that are understood 
as contingent and constructed. This distinction has been further elaborated 
by McGarry and O’Leary in their intervention to the debate about Iraq’s con-
stitution (2007). Here they reject those who advocate a corporatist approach 
based on the Dayton accords.

The GFA remains the best example of an actually existing liberal conso-
ciational agreement. Unfortunately, post-conflict Northern Ireland does not 
quite measure up. In the period before the signing of the GFA, there may have 
been formal political self-determination – the elections held were by pro-
portional representation and were free in the sense that one was not required 
to vote for a particular list of candidates or parties – but there was a proc-
ess of cultural pre-determination sponsored by the British and Irish States 
and sanctioned by an international agreement between them, the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement of 1987.

Consociationalists present themselves as pragmatic political realists 
who recognise that while identities are not immutable essences, ethnicity is 
nevertheless a durable force to be reckoned with. In their desire to avoid the 
taint of primordialism, they fail to appreciate that it is precisely essentialism 
that enables the liberal state to embrace ethnicity. Essentialism implies indi-
vidual identity is so bound up with collective cultural identity that if the latter 
is not recognised our self-esteem and dignity as individuals will suffer: ‘the 
respect for the dignity of the individual demanded by democratic ideology is 
thereby extended to cover ethnic cultures that sustain the sense of personal 
self worth’ (Gleason 1983: 921). On this logic, ethnicity is not merely a force 
to be reckoned with; it is a positive good! As we shall see, the operationalisa-
tion of this idea is central to efficacy of consociational peace agreements.

The Standing Advisory Commission on Human Rights who introduced the 
notion of ‘equality of esteem’ did so tentatively and with due regard for those 
who might not want to live in a segregated society. What was introduced in 
1990 with such circumspection has become increasingly normative. Thus, 
the argument between those human rights commissioners who wanted the 
proposed Bill of Rights to follow the logic of parity of esteem and those 
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commissioners who worried that this would mean denying an individual’s 
right to exit from his/her community of origin is settled in favour of the 
former:

as any good liberal should know . . . communal life is as central a part 
of personal autonomy as anything else. Much contemporary liberal 
thinking recognises the value of communal and cultural life to the 
individual.

(Harvey 2003: 9)

All this with the imprimatur of social science: in the new Northern Ireland 
there are PhDs awarded to research showing that ‘segregation may be ben-
eficial to the psychological well-being of individuals in segregated cultures, 
particularly when it favours the individuals’ ethnic group’ (University of 
Ulster Press Release, 1 July 2008).





4 Is ethnopolitics a form of 
 biopolitics?

According to the theory of identity that renders cultural autonomy palatable 
to the liberal state, cultures – especially minority ethnic cultures – require 
some sort of official recognition if the self-esteem of individuals is not to 
suffer damage. ‘As Gleason (1983) suggests: the individual realises his/her 
personality through his/her culture, therefore a respect for individual differ-
ences entails a respect for cultural differences.’ There are many problems 
with this argument, and we will touch on some of them later in the book, but 
I do not wish to deny those whose self-understanding depends on this view 
of their culture and identity (see Gutman 1994 and Wren 2002). What I want 
to develop here is a different argument: that the problem with consociation 
is less the fact that it valorises particular ethno-national traditions, but that it 
valorises ethnicity per se and makes it normative, such that the space for other 
ways of being and other forms of politics is diminished. To take a short cut 
into this argument, let me invoke the work of Asim Mujkic, a Bosnian critic 
of the Dayton Accords:

Due to her or his marginalized and discriminated-against position under 
the [Dayton] Constitution, a Bosnian citizen is valuable only as a member 
of an ethnic group. He or she, according to ethnopolitical expectations, 
has two purposes in his or her individual life: a reproductive purpose 
(to increase the biological mass of the collective) and a pseudopolitical 
purpose (to vote for ‘his or her kin’ in elections). Both of these functions 
or purposes are deeply biological. In the first case, this is obvious. The 
second presupposes that a vote for the representative of a person’s kin-
ship group is a precondition both for the existence of the group and for 
that of the individual. In other words, you don’t vote for lower taxes, eco-
logical laws, and the like; rather, you vote for your own survival (every 
four years or so). So each and every election is described during the 
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campaign as ‘decisive,’ ‘crucial’, a ‘matter of life or death’ . . . taking part 
in politics takes the form of obeying a biological obligation. In this sense, 
ethnopolitics is a form of biopolitics. The notion of the individual citizen, 
abstracted from his ethnic and religious kinship, is viewed as subversive. 
It is thought of as a despicable form of atheism, moral corruption, deca-
dence, and rebellion.

(2007: 119, my emphasis)

When I say that the problem with consociational arrangements is that they 
make ethnicity normative, this is what I mean – other ways of being come 
to be seen as flawed or dubious: worthy of disparagement and subject to 
sanction.

According to the argument that I wish to develop in the course of this book, 
the normalisation of ethnicity is both crucial to the efficacy of consociational 
agreements and a damaging weakness. We already have an inkling of this 
from Chapter 2, where we noted the rules requiring members of the legislature 
established under the GFA to designate themselves as unionist or nationalist 
or other. And there are the difficulties created for the human rights provisions 
of the GFA by employment monitoring legislation that allows employees and 
job applicants to be designated into a community against their wishes. We 
will discuss the latter later in this chapter. For the moment I want to follow 
through on Mujkic’s suggestion that ‘ethnopolitics is a form of biopolitics’, 
for this provides another important route into my argument.

Biopolitics, race science and cultural essentialism
‘Biopolitics’, together with another neologism, ‘biopower’, are part of 
Foucault’s analysis of the development of sovereignty from feudal forms 
in the Middle Ages, when the sovereign’s power rested on the right to kill 
or refrain from killing, to modern liberal forms that rest less on established 
authority than on the power to foster and invest life: ‘methods of power and 
knowledge assumed responsibility for the life process and undertook to con-
trol and modify them’ (Foucault 1980: 142). Foucault traces the emergence 
of biopower/biopolitics from the seventeenth century, focusing on the regula-
tion of sex and sexuality as pivotal in the development of ‘the entire political 
technology of life’ at the level of the population and of the individual (1980: 
145). Departing from Weber’s famous definition of a state, which emphasises 
its monopoly of the means of physical coercion, Foucault is describing forms 
of power that depend on the social or cultural norm as part of what he subse-
quently calls ‘governmental rationality’ or ‘governmentality’:
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Another consequence of this development of bio-power was the growing 
importance assumed by the action of the norm, at the expense of the juridi-
cal system of the law. Law cannot help but be armed, and its arm, par excel-
lence, is death; to those that transgress it, it replies, at least as last resort, 
with that absolute menace . . . But a power whose task is to take charge of 
life needs continuous regulatory and corrective mechanisms. It is no lon-
ger a matter of bringing death into play in the field of sovereignty, but of 
distributing the living in the domain of value and utility. Such a power has 
to qualify, measure, appraise, and heirarchize, rather than display itself in 
its murderous splendour . . . it effects distributions around the norm.

(Foucault 1980: 144)

So far so good: Mujkic’s equation – ethnopolitics equals biopolitics – would 
appear to be consistent with our suggestion that the rationale of forms of post-
conflict government influenced by consociationalism is to normalise ethnic-
ity. However we need to proceed carefully. Foucault’s development of the 
notions of biopolitics, biopower and the related notion of ‘governmentality’ 
is hardly systematic or sustained, and, perhaps because of this, these notions 
have sometimes been burdened with a weight of historical generalisation 
that they cannot bear (Rabinow and Rose 2003). The Serbian–Bosnian and 
other ethnic conflicts present us with a particular dilemma. For Foucault, 
the emergence of biopower is a key part of the transition to government as a 
rational activity based on scientific knowledge about the health and welfare 
of the population and the individual. In contrast, as Valverde (2007) points 
out, the Serbian–Bosnian conflict appears to hark back to what Foucault 
calls the ‘race wars’ of the Middle Ages, with their pre-scientific discourse 
of ‘blood and honour’. On this logic, to describe ethnopolitics as a form of 
biopolitics appears to be stretch.

This dilemma links to another one. Foucault’s argument that modern forms 
of government came to rely more on an enabling power over life and less on 
the power of death and coercion seems to be contradicted by a history that 
shows that ‘wars were never as bloody as they have been since the nineteenth 
century . . . never before did regimes visit such holocausts on their own popu-
lations’ (1980: 136–37). Foucault confronts this apparent contradiction head-
on: it is precisely because states have become ‘managers of life and survival, 
of bodies and the race’ that ‘massacres become vital’. Wars are no longer in 
defence of a sovereign, but of a people, its health and – as I want to argue is 
increasingly the case – its ‘way of life’or culture. But that is to get ahead of 
ourselves, for Foucault in the History of Sexuality, as for Mujkic, what is at 
stake, is ‘the biological existence of a population’: 
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if genocide is indeed the dream of modern powers, this is not because of 
a recent return of the ancient right to kill; it is because power is situated 
and exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and the large scale 
phenomena of population. 

(1980: 137)

The paradigm case here is Nazi Germany. As Foucault noted in his 1975–76 
lectures at the College de France: the biopolitical rationality that links power 
of life and power of death is race science. Killing is justified not primarily 
in terms of victory over adversaries, ‘but in the elimination of the biological 
threat to and the improvement of the species or race . . . Once the state func-
tions in the biopower mode, racism alone can justify the murderous function 
of the state’ (2003: 256).

Foucault himself resisted those in the audience who suggested a continu-
ity between the ‘blood and honour’ discourse of the medieval race wars and 
modern race science. Valverde concurs. But she thinks that Foucault may 
have overstated the role of scientific and medical knowledge in his account 
of modern racism and massacres. ‘Race science was very important for the 
Nazis, but later “ethnic cleansings” have often reverted to the old “race wars” 
discourse about lost national honour, instead of using modern science’ (2007: 
176–77). Citing the example of Bosnian–Serbian struggles and the theology 
of American neo-conservatives, she suggests:

Perhaps ‘biopolitics’ can be stretched to include anti-scientific knowl-
edges, whether of religion or of how to look after one’s health. And 
perhaps biopolitics could be said also to include the currently popular 
culturalist politics of ‘the clash of civilizations’; the cultural essential-
ism that is current today is not very different, in form, from the sort 
of essentialism that was better known to Foucault, that which relies on 
anthropological and biomedical knowledges of human difference.

(Valverde 2007: 177)

Scientific sectarianism, cultural pluralism and the development 
of the peace process in Northern Ireland
Tracing the development of normative ethnicity in Northern Ireland we have 
noted two governmental mechanisms that rely on compulsory group identi-
fication: designation rules in the legislature and fair employment legislation. 
The latter preceded the former, and both should be seen in the context of 
debate surrounding the 1991 census.
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Biopolitical calculations are inbuilt to Northern Ireland as it was created in 
1921 as the largest area in which a majority for the union with Britain could 
be sustained. Fear of Catholic fecundity influenced the response of the union-
ist government to social and welfare legislation that was introduced in Britain 
after the Second World War, and which would normally have been introduced 
to Northern Ireland as a matter of course. Elections have long been charac-
terised as a ‘sectarian headcount’. However, in the period leading up to the 
IRA ceasefire in 1994 and the signing of the GFA in 1998 speculation as to 
the population balance between the two communities was raised to a higher 
level – in terms of pitch and sophistication – than ever before.

This time the headcount was prompted by the publication of results from 
the 1991 census, the first since 1971 thought to be reasonably accurate.1 Two 
items excited political and media interest. First, ‘comparisons with 1971 
seemed to confirm a growing sectarian “apartheid” which many had long 
suspected’. Second, ‘the statistics apparently heralded a decisive shift in the 
sectarian balance of power in favour of Catholic nationalists, both in Northern 
Ireland as a whole and in particular areas’ (Anderson and Shuttleworth 1994: 
74). The statistics linked well with a broader discourse then current regarding 
the retreat, if not quite yet, defeat of Unionism (see Finlay 2001a).

One of the key protagonists in the debate about the significance of the 1991 
census was Tim Pat Coogan, a Dublin-based newspaper-man and historian.

In the case of the demographic argument, I began using it when the IRA 
cease-fires hung in the balance, so as to persuade the waverers that there 
was no point in continuing warfare for something which was coming 
shortly anyhow. Later, when the peace process was established, I tried 
to point out to the unionist community that if they did not cut a deal now 
they would be swept away in the not too distant future.

(Ireland on Sunday 19 September 1999)

Whatever about Coogan’s retrospective justification for his rhetoric, it would 
appear that the ‘demographic argument’ had some effect. In the period after 
the signing of the GFA, The Irish Times reported

Widespread briefing of provisional IRA members . . . that the armed 
struggle is over . . . there would be no further point in continuing vio-
lence, as within ‘10 to 15 years’ there would be sufficient ‘demographic’ 
change in the North’s population to provide for a nationalist majority in 
favour of reintegration.

(25 April 1998; also see Friel 2002)
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Group survival and reproduction was thus an issue of political calculation 
during the Irish peace process. Mujkic’s assertion that ethnopolitics equals 
biopolitics would appear to apply here as well as in the much fiercer condi-
tions of Bosnia-Herzegovina. The equation of ethnopolitics and biopolitics 
has implications as to the kind of knowledge that is brought to bear on the 
topic of population balance, reproduction and group security. Foucault would 
lead us to look for expert knowledges, and sure enough, in the debates that 
preceded the ceasefires and the Agreement, we see the emergence of what 
Anderson and Shuttleworth call ‘scientific sectarianism’. As they point out 
in their analysis of the 1991 debate, ‘the focus on census data and statistical 
analysis’ and ‘crude empiricism’ gave the debate ‘objectivity’ (1994: 80). 
Moreover the various protagonists drew on a range of experts, statisticians 
and demographers, albeit often quoted anonymously (Gudgin 2002).

Of particular significance in the development of scientific sectarianism 
and normative ethnicity is a meeting of the Statistical and Social Inquiry 
Society of Ireland, Ireland’s oldest social science organisation,2 in May 1994. 
At the meeting Edgar Jardine, an employee of the research division of the 
Northern Ireland civil service read a paper entitled ‘Demographic Structure 
in Northern Ireland and its Implications for Constitutional Preference’. 
Among the discussants were Professor Brendan Walsh, an expert from the 
Economic and Social Research Institute, the main social research institute in 
the Republic of Ireland, and former Taoiseach, Garret FitzGerald.

Jardine, Walsh and FitzGerald all agree that the assessment of the demo-
graphic and constitutional implications of the 1991 census turns on two sets 
of assumptions. First, about the relationship between declared religion/com-
munity background and supposed constitutional preference (i.e. for the status 
quo or for a united Ireland). Second, assumptions about those respondents 
who either declared that they had no religion (3.7 per cent) or who failed to 
state a religious denomination (7.3 per cent) – 11 per cent in all (Jardine 1994: 
196). What is remarkable is that while all three experts seem willing to ques-
tion assumptions about the relationship between religion/community and 
constitutional preference, they seem determined on the idea that everyone 
in Northern Ireland has a stable religious/communal identity and that the 11 
per cent could and should be reallocated to their ‘true’ religion/community. 
They differed only as to which was the true religion/community: Jardine and 
FitzGerald thought the balance of the 11 per cent should be allocated to the 
protestant group, Walsh to the Roman Catholic group.

Alone among the three, Walsh entertains the idea that ‘There is a case for 
not analyzing the “Not Stated and No Religion population” any further, on 
the grounds that this is the preferred status of the respondents, who do not 



Is ethnopolitics a form of biopolitics?  43

wish to be recorded as belonging to any religious group’. But he immediately 
rejects the idea:

there is a sense in which in Northern Ireland a person must be from either 
a Catholic or protestant community, and the religious question is of 
most interest as a clue to the distribution of the population between these 
communities.

(1994: 211, my emphasis)

As we shall see in the next chapter, Garret FitzGerald did some of the 
intellectual and practical ground work for the peace process when he was 
Taoiseach between 1981 and 1987. Writing in 1997, he referred back to 
the debate at the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Ireland to justify 
an assertion that the words ‘Catholic’ and ‘protestant’ no longer refer to 
religious denomination, but to ‘cultural background’: ‘those who identi-
fied themselves as having no religion or who did not state a religion in the 
1991 census are classified as culturally Catholic or protestant’ (FitzGerald 
1997). According to FitzGerald and the other experts who participated in 
the debate at the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Ireland everyone 
in Northern Ireland must be a member of one or other community. In line 
with this logic the most recent census held in 2001 confronted those not 
indicating ‘a current religious identity’ with a supplementary question ‘to 
indicate the religious community they had been brought up in’ (Osborne 19 
December 2002). Communal identity appears ineluctable so far as the state 
and its agencies are concerned.

Consociational theorists do not participate in this debate. But it is worth 
noting that as part of a speculative discussion about ‘engineering’ conditions 
in Northern Ireland so as to be more favourable to consociation, McGarry and 
O’Leary mention Catholic population growth so as to improve the balance 
of power (1995: 325). Given their nervousness around the notion of culture 
noted in the previous chapter, it is interesting that here they have no hesita-
tion in endorsing FitzGerald’s notion of ‘cultural Catholics’ and ‘cultural 
protestants’(McGarry and O’Leary 1995: 502).

Cultural pluralism, equality legislation and telling the difference
The term ‘scientific sectarianism’ is eye-catching, but misleading. It sounds 
too much like old-style ‘scientific racism’, based in spurious biological and 
physical differences. What Anderson and Shuttleworth call scientific sec-
tarianism is more like contemporary racism, which is rooted in notions of 
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cultural difference and pluralism (see Valverde 2007 and Hardt and Negri 
2000). Cultural markers of difference are no more valid than physical mark-
ers of difference. But this hasn’t prevented the administrators of difference 
from trying itemise them.

In Northern Ireland the official, indeed legal, effort to elaborate markers 
of difference congruent with cultural pluralism takes place around the same 
time or just before the man from the research division of the Northern Ireland 
civil service would have begun thinking about his paper to the Statistical and 
Social Inquiry Society of Ireland. The context was not the census, but the fair 
employment legislation mentioned in Chapter 2. Allow me to provide some 
background.

Discrimination against Catholics in housing and employment was a 
key issue in civil rights protests that preceded the onset of the Troubles. 
In 1976 a Fair Employment Agency was established to combat religious 
discrimination. By the mid-1980s it was becoming apparent that the 1976 
legislation was not having the desired effect: Catholic men were still 
two and half times more likely to be unemployed than protestant men. 
Following a campaign led by the Irish (American) National Caucus that 
sought to make United States investment in Northern Ireland firms con-
ditional on their acceptance of affirmative action in the employment of 
Catholics (the ‘MacBride Principles’), the British Government introduced 
proposals to strengthen fair employment legislation and to create a new 
Fair Employment Commission.

The legislation introduced to the British parliament in 1989 made provi-
sion for the monitoring of the religious composition of workforces and job 
applicants, but left it open to employees and job applicants to designate their 
own identities. The Shadow Secretary of State objected to this arrangement, 
and urged that the main methods of monitoring be specified. Christopher 
McCrudden (2007: 319), a leading advocate of consociation and mem-
ber of SACHR 1984–88, who also advised the Shadow Secretary of State, 
observed:

Concern was expressed . . . [that] relying only on answers provided by 
individuals as to their community affiliation would be liable to result 
in inaccurate figures. There was a fear that there would be systematic 
and organized resistance to providing information on community affili-
ation as part of a sustained campaign of resistance against the legisla-
tion, and that this would lead to the other provisions of the regulatory 
scheme that relied on accurate figures becoming a dead letter. As a result 
of these arguments the government agreed to introduce amendments . . . 
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to ensure that several methods should be available to employers, not just 
the method of asking direct question of the employee.

(2007: 329–30)

Under legislation first introduced in 1989, monitoring was conducted as fol-
lows. Employers were required to ask employees and job applicants about 
their communal identity. The employee or job applicant was given three 
options: s/he can be ‘a member of the protestant community; a member of the 
Roman Catholic community; or a member of neither the protestant nor the 
Roman Catholic in Northern Ireland’. According to advice given by the Fair 
Employment Commission the third ‘grouping will mainly apply to people 
who were born outside Northern Ireland’ (ATGWU 1993: 9, my emphasis). 
In cases where a direct question – the ‘principal method’ – does not elicit 
the communal category to which the employee or job applicant belongs, 
the employer is ‘strongly recommended’ to apply a ‘residuary method’ 
(McCrudden 2007: 330). The residuary method allows the employer to draw 
on other relevant information provided in writing by the employee or job 
applicant to allocate them to a communal category:

the following qualifies as relevant information: surname and other 
names; address; schools attended by the employee . . . the employee’s 
sporting or other leisure pursuits; clubs, societies or other organizations 
to which he or she belongs; or the occupation as clergyman or minister of 
a particular religious denomination or as teacher in a particular school, 
of any referee nominated by the employee when he or she applied for 
the job.

(McCrudden 2007: 330–31)

McCrudden describes the ‘residuary method’ as a ‘reasonable method 
. . . of establishing identity that facilitates the implementation of the 
legislation’(McCrudden 2007: 330–31). He describes the criteria used as part 
of the ‘residuary method’ to allocate people to a communal category against 
their will as being ‘generally reliable ways of “telling” religio-political origin 
in Northern Ireland’.

The use of the word ‘telling’ and the quotes that wrap it are interesting here, 
for it alludes to a phenomenon that was first described by Rosemary Harris. 
According to her analysis, the religious or ethnic dichotomy is so pervasive 
in Northern Ireland that in everyday life it is crucial ‘to be able to determine 
the allegiances of strangers’. So much so ‘that many Ulster people seem to 
have developed an extreme sensitivity to signs . . . that denote the affiliations 
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of those that they meet’. McCrudden does not cite Harris or any subsequent 
study of ‘telling’(see Finlay 1999 and 2001b for a summary of this literature) 
perhaps because analysts of ‘telling’ keep a skeptical distance as to the valid-
ity of the criteria used to ‘tell’ and note some of the nefarious uses to which 
they are put.

Harris describes the use of ‘telling’ in everyday face-to-face interaction 
to manage the alienation of a deeply plural society; for example, the avoid-
ance of causing offence or embarrassment by saying the wrong thing to the 
wrong person. The result is that even close neighbours can remain strangers 
locked in mutual incomprehension. Frank Burton notes that the same criteria 
are used ‘when the identity of an individual is being determined for intended 
military, political and criminal activity’ (1978: 65).3 Feldman (1991) has 
described ‘telling’ as the embodiment of sectarianism, for at the level of 
everyday, face-to-face interaction, the criteria used to ‘tell’ include not just 
name, school attended, residence and so forth but also, according to adepts, 
aspects of one’s ‘physical appearance, expression and manner, style of dress 
and speech idiom to provide the clues that will enable the correct categorisa-
tion to be made’ (Harris 1986: 148).

The use of ‘telling’ to allocate individuals to a communal category against 
their will, and the extraordinary apparatus developed to enable administra-
tors to effect such categorisation is justified on the basis of a fear that without 
it, fair employment provisions would be subverted by people designating a 
false communal identity. It is worth pausing briefly to consider this fear, for 
here I can draw on my experience as an evaluator of a programme that aimed 
to inform trade union officials and activists about the new fair employment 
legislation.4 The programme was organised by a large trade union, and funded 
by the Northern Ireland Office through the Central Community Relations 
Unit. The programme involved conferences and workshops attended by trade 
union officials and shop stewards.

McCrudden’s fear is not unreasonable as unionist parties were hostile to 
the introduction of the legislation, but it may be exaggerated (see Hadden 
2008). It is true that unionist scaremongering created the belief that the leg-
islation would allow for reverse discrimination. I recall one participant in 
a workshop explaining that some protestant workers feared that they were 
going to be put out of work in order to create work for that Catholic com-
munity. Overall, though, the mood amongst shop stewards was resignation 
rather than rebellion.

Looking back, the only objection to compulsory categorisation that I can 
recall was the potentially adverse effect of making such a declaration on work-
place relations. I cannot recall anyone objecting in principle. With this in mind 
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it is worth pointing out that the new legislation on religious discrimination was 
contextualised in terms of discrimination on other grounds, notably gender, 
and sold to trade union activists in terms of a universalistic ideal of fairness. 
Moreover, I don’t think it occurred to anyone involved in the programme at the 
time, certainly not to myself, that compulsory communal categorisation would 
become a central plank of the post-conflict constitution.

This last observation is a further corrective to any temptation to teleology. 
The legal scholar who advised government on the design of legislation for 
monitoring employment was to become a prominent advocate of consocia-
tion. He retrospectively uses this legislation to defend the denial of a right of 
exit or a right to self-identification in the proposed Bill of Rights for Northern 
Ireland. The justification of the employment legislation and of the denial of a 
right of exit are both rooted in the scholarly literature on Northern Ireland as 
a plural society; nevertheless, it would be foolish to suggest a seamless, linear 
development from one to the other.

Conclusion
Even though the degree of blood-letting and ethnic-cleansing in Northern 
Ireland was on a much, much lesser scale than in Bosnia, we can see that a 
rhetoric of ethnic reproduction and survival of the group figured very strongly 
as an issue in the development of the peace process. Alongside everyday sec-
tarian or ethnic politics and intertwined with them we have traced the devel-
opment of official practices and techniques in the census and in employment 
monitoring that make ethnicity normative. Asim Mujkic’s application of the 
notion of biopolitics to ethnopolitics has proved useful in drawing our atten-
tion to these phenomena. It has also drawn our attention to the role of various 
experts in this: a social researcher employed in the civil service, a learned 
society, an academic lawyer invoking the work of a social anthropologist 
who pioneered pluralist perspectives in Ireland.

But at this point we need to proceed cautiously. Caution is required because, 
as flagged at the outset of this chapter, Foucault emphasised the extent to 
which biopolitics were based in scientific and medical expertise. ‘Our’ 
experts come mainly from the human and social sciences, but it is reassuring 
for our argument to note the salience of statisticians and demographers.

We also need to be mindful of another issue. Rabinow and Rose point out 
the defining feature of biopolitics is not only that it depends on scientific 
knowledge but that it is concerned with ‘the “vital” character of living human 
beings’. Biopolitics are concerned with the good of the population and the 
individuals who constitute it, and it is from this concern that biopolitics draws 
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its normative power ‘to qualify, measure, appraise, and heirarchize’ to ‘effect 
. . . distributions around the norm’ (Foucault 1980: 144). We saw in Chapter 
3 that discourses regarding ‘cultural identity are centrally concerned with 
the vital character of human existence’. This is worth exploring more fully 
through institutions and practices that operationalise this idea.



5 Consociationalism as a form 
 of liberal governmentality
 ‘Single-identity work’ versus 
 community relations

Foucault’s discussion of biopower/biopolitics in the History of Sexuality 
is part of a larger genealogy of power that culminates in the discussion of 
governmentality in his posthumously published lectures at the College de 
France. Here is how Rabinow and Rose explain the relationship between 
the terms biopolitics and governmentality in the overall development of 
Foucault’s thinking:

Whilst initially linking biopolitics to the regulatory endeavors of devel-
oping states he recognizes that ‘the great overall regulations that prolif-
erated throughout the nineteenth century are also found at the sub-state 
level, in a whole series of sub-state institutes such as medical institu-
tions, welfare funds, insurance, and so on’ . . . This is the point at which 
Foucault begins to develop his concept of ‘governmentality’ to encom-
pass the variety of ways of problematizing and acting on individual and 
collective conduct in the name of certain objectives which do not have 
the State as their origin or point of reference. And as he develops this line 
of thought, he distances himself from the view that such power over life 
is unambiguously nefarious.

(2003:7)

It’s not just the concept of governmentality that is useful, but also the implicit 
methodology. Marianna Valverde draws an illuminating contrast between 
Foucault and contemporaneous theorists of the state like Louis Althusser and 
Nicos Poulantzas and latter day Focauldians who sketch large abstract schemes 
of epochal change. While Althusser and Poulantzas were stacking abstraction 
upon abstraction, Foucault ‘preferred historical inquiries into “minor” prac-
tices for governing people and spaces used by state as well as by non-state 
institutions’ (Valverde 2007: 160). Valverde describes Foucault’s focus on the 
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practices of government – not ‘the epochs or generalized modes of power-
knowledge’ – as a ‘methodological revolution’, which brings Foucault into 
constellation with sociologists such as Erving Goffman who ‘demonstrated 
that social power relations do not leap from structural economic relations, but 
are instead made and re-made every day in the encounters among individuals 
and groups that make up institutions’ (2007: 160). In this chapter I will re-
examine the development of the peace process using a Foucauldian approach 
to power and government or what he called ‘governmentality’.

The word ‘governmentality’ is a play on the words ‘government’ and 
‘rationality’. It draws our attention to the political rationalities – the variable 
forms of truth, knowledge and expertise – that make reality legible and there-
fore amenable to government. One of the characteristics of these political 
rationalities is that they are problem orientated. Governmental intervention 
is justified through the definition of events or groups or social things as being 
problematic, with causes that can be understood.

These political rationalities consist in discursive means of rendering real-
ity intelligible but the point is that in doing so they make it amenable to 
intervention through the design of programs, techniques and practices that 
seek to influence the conduct of individuals or groups and resolve problems. 
How do these programmes/techniques/practices seek to influence conduct? 
Not primarily through coercion. That form of power, says Foucault, belongs 
more to pre-modern sovereign power of the police state. Coercion remains an 
option, but as Inda points out modern governmental practices and programs 
seek to influence conduct by ‘cultivating particular types of individual and 
collective identity as well as forms of agency and subjectivity’(2005: 10). 
Studies of governmentality have drawn our attention to a wide variety of 
such practices and programmes. Notable amongst these are, ‘standardized 
tactics for the training and implantation of habits; pedagogic, therapeutic 
and punitive techniques of reformation and cure’ (2005: 9). Foucault himself 
was particularly concerned to show how programmes and institutions that 
ostensibly and self-professedly had nothing to do with political power – uni-
versities for instance – were deeply implicated in the project of regulation 
and discipline.

The notion of conflict resolution is a case in point. As Jenny Edkins says: 
‘the idea that conflicts have causes, and that if we could understand what 
those causes were we could remove them and put an end to conflict, reflects 
a specifically modernist, Western . . . approach, where answers are sought in 
technical terms’ (2006: 503).

Consociationalism is more than a form of conflict resolution. It is a mode 
of liberal governmentality that is informed by and cultivates particular forms 
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of ethno-national subjectivity. We have discussed in broad terms the theories 
of plural society, culture, ethnicity, nationalism and identity that provide the 
political rationality that underpins and authorises this form of governmental-
ity. But this discussion has been conducted at a fairly abstract level. Here, in 
the spirit of Foucault’s approach to government and the state, I want to look 
at the institutional practices of consociational government. This chapter is 
concerned with approaches to conflict resolution developed in the period 
leading to the GFA and thereafter with a focus on cultural and community 
relations programmes.

Consociational governmentality and the subversion of 
community relations work
Counter to the precepts of consociation which stress the virtue of cultural 
autonomy and communal segregation with dialogue taking place only at the 
elite level, the traditional approach to community relations and conflict reso-
lution in Northern Ireland as elsewhere stresses the importance of dialogue 
between members of conflicted groups. This is based on the twin ideas, usu-
ally attributed to the psychologist Gordon Allport (1954), that, first, conflict 
is a product of prejudice and, second, prejudice is a product of ignorance 
or lack of shared experience. If these assumptions are true, dialogue is the 
answer. This kind of approach underpinned the efforts of the first commu-
nity relations programme devised in response to the onset of the troubles in 
1969.1

How then was community relations practice brought more into line with con-
sociational rationality? Again the role of the Standing Advisory Commission 
on Human Rights (SACHR) is central. To remind the reader, SACHR coined 
the key phrase ‘parity of esteem’ which provides the rationale for the cultural 
autonomy of two communities in Northern Ireland. SACHR’s warrant was 
the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1987 which obliged the British Government to 
introduce ‘measures to recognise and accommodate the rights and identities 
of the two traditions in Northern Ireland’ (1990: 84). To this end the British 
government ‘established a Community Relations Council whose functions 
include the fostering of both traditions within Northern Ireland’ (1990: 89).

In fact, even before the signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement, SACHR 
had already commissioned a review of community relations. Improving 
Community Relations by Hugh Frazer and Mari Fitzduff was first published 
in 1986 and was re-issued in several editions. The third edition, published by 
the Community Relations Council in 1994, was available online until very 
recently. The key outcome of the review was the need for a new community 
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relations agency to act as a focal point for community organisations and a set 
of recommendations as to how it should proceed.

Frazer and Fitzduff, echo Allport’s contact hypothesis:

Prejudice is often based on assumptions about the other ‘group’ 
which are not necessarily our subjective experience, but untested or 
inherited assumptions. Much reconciliation work – particularly that 
which focuses on experiences of a primarily ‘contact’ kind, is based on 
the idea that if one group actually gets to know the other, then the reality 
of the other grouping’s favourable aspects will be revealed and mutual 
respect will develop.

(Frazer and FitzDuff 1994: 11, my emphasis)

And they recommend that contact initiatives remain a part of the new agen-
cy’s brief. But they also note obstacles to the success of programmes pro-
moting contact and dialogue: ‘For those who hold convictions so strongly 
that they leave no room for compromise with others whose convictions dif-
fer, such programmes may prove useless, and different programmes must be 
developed’ (1994: 12). Like the other experts we’ve discussed, Frazer and 
FitzDuff allude to the rich stream of work on ‘telling’ starting with Rosemary 
Harris and Frank Burton which shows that ‘Contact can take place among 
people without much real communication’ (1994: 20; see also Finlay 1999). 
And they urge a realistic assessment of what ‘projects using contact tactics 
as their method’ are likely to achieve: ‘while contact with members of other 
groups rarely proves deleterious to relationships, it is unlikely to prove suf-
ficient to change hostile attitudes unless accompanied by both active discus-
sion programmes and possibilities for long term involvement and contact’ 
(1994: 23).

With hindsight one can begin to detect here the beginnings of a move 
towards programmes and practices that are more consistent with the conso-
ciational emphasis on cultural autonomy. Thus, there is a ‘need to investigate 
the function of cultural identity in group and intergroup relations’ (1994: 25), 
and they recommend that a new community relations agency should:

encourage Cultural Awareness and Mutual Understanding Projects 
which will help groups to explore their own culture and heritage with the 
aim of developing a new awareness and appreciation of their own and 
other traditions and a recognition of the developing nature of identity 
and culture.

(1994: 30, my emphasis)



Consociationalism and community relations  53

When the new central community relation agency was established it supported 
the formation in 1988 of the Cultural Traditions Group whose initial aim was 
to encourage each community to explore their own culture and heritage. As 
we shall see, the Cultural Traditions Group’s work always involved mutual 
understanding as well as self-understanding, and indeed it eventually renamed 
itself as the Cultural Diversity Group, but it pioneered an approach which was 
to become more and more prevalent – namely ‘single-identity work’.

Cheyanne Church et al. (2004: 289) present the development of single-
identity work as being a product of ‘frustration and practicality, more so than 
theoretical principles’.

The cross-community approach to conflict resolution has failed: 

despite the multitude of cross-community initiatives aimed at overcom-
ing communal divisions during the past thirty years – among them such 
projects as reconciliation groups, residential centers, publicity projects, 
cultural traditions work, institutional anti-sectarian work, training, and 
cross-border initiative – viable reconciliation has not been achieved in 
this society.

(2004: 281)

The reasons given by Church et al. for this failure are more or less the same as 
those adduced by Frazer and Fitzduff: ethnic segregation is profound and dif-
ficult to overcome and there are those whose convictions are so deep that they 
refuse to meet with the other side. Single-identity work, they say, emerged 
to deal with such people who refused to engage in cross-community contact, 
and was conducted in the hope that it might lead to a more traditional com-
munity relation situation.

However, Church et al. (2004) also allude to the growth of single-
identity work of a different kind: that is, work that is conceived as an end in 
itself. They note that this kind of work has two kinds of purpose or rationale: 
‘own culture validation’ and ‘personal development projects where the chief 
focus is on building the self-esteem of group members’ (Church et al. 2004: 
284, my emphasis). These purposes seem consistent with the rationale of 
‘parity of esteem’ and cultural autonomy, which would belie Church et al.’s 
suggestion that single-identity work is untheorised. Church et al. plausibly 
associate the traditional approach to cross-community work with Gordon 
Allport’s contact hypothesis, but they fail to recognise that the theoretical 
rationale underpinning single-identity work is provided by the notions of 
culture and identity that I have traced to the culture and personality school 
of anthropology and Erik Erikson – ideas that rivalled Allport in post-war 



54  Consociationalism and community relations

America, and indeed were partly elaborated in opposition to Allport’s ideas 
(Gleason 1983).

In other words, the old anthropological idea of culture might usefully 
be thought of as the ‘truth discourse’ that licenses single-identity work. 
What I have in mind is Rabinow and Rose’s definition of biopower as 
involving

one or more truth discourses about the ‘vital’ character of living human 
beings; an array of authorities considered competent to speak that truth; 
strategies for intervention upon collective existence in the name of life 
and health; and modes of subjectification, in which individuals work on 
themselves in the name of individual or collective life or health.

(2003: 10)

The key truth of the old idea of culture is that being rooted or grounded in 
a strong communal culture is vital to one’s character, integrity and sense of 
self; in other words that personal identity is dependent on communal iden-
tity. Single identity work is counter-intuitive and cuts against traditional 
approaches to community relations, rooted in the Allport’s contact hypoth-
esis. It has evolved as a practical response to real difficulties. Community 
relations experts worry about it,2 and as we shall see in Chapter 9, those 
worries have intensified. All this is true, but it is not accurate to describe 
single-identity work as untheorised, and seen in the light of the ideas about 
culture and identity developed by Erikson, it makes perfect sense. Who were 
the ‘array of authorities’ who spoke this awkward truth locally?

The authorities who spoke the truth about 
culture, community, identity
Foremost among the few intellectual debts Frazer and Fitzduff acknowledge 
are the Commission for Racial Equality in Britain, and other British organisa-
tions seeking ‘solutions . . . to the problem of racial disharmony’ (1994: 9). 
This is in line with most commentators on community relations who stress the 
role of the British state (see McVeigh and Rolston 2007), though Rolston’s 
(1980) analysis of the first Community Relations Commission, established 
in 1969, discusses wider influences; for example, the influence of counter-
insurgency work in British Colonies (1980: 152–53) and of policy responses 
to ethnic and racial conflict in the United States.3

Responding to this kind of analysis (2002) Bryan has argued that com-
munity relations
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are not a policy idea invented by the British state; they are part of a pro-
cess, within which some, including representatives of the state, certainly 
have more power than others, but a process which is negotiated by a 
range of interests . . . to simply assume that the state is pathological . . . 
whatever that means, that its interests are unified, and to ignore the com-
plexity of negotiation between the state and groups of people is to ignore 
a much more difficult analysis of social process.

(Bryan 2006: 610)

I would agree with Bryan when he argues that community relations are not 
a policy idea invented by the British state: in the literature on community 
relations policy and the peace process and process more generally, too much 
emphasis has been placed on the overweening agency of the British state. I 
also agree with Bryan that community relations policy involved negotiation 
with a range of interests: the literature has paid a lot of attention to the role of 
local parties and ‘civil society’. But so much attention has been paid to local 
agents and to the British State, that the main sources of intellectual author-
ity have been missed. If you want to find the array of authorities who spoke 
the awkward truth about the importance of ‘own culture validation’, parity 
of esteem and so forth, one has to look to the Irish intellectuals and the Irish 
State.

In Chapter 3 we traced the ultimate legislative sanction for these ideas 
to the Anglo-Irish Agreement. In the wake of this agreement, the British 
government did indeed introduce ‘measures to recognise and accommodate 
the rights and identities of the two traditions in Northern Ireland’(SACHR 
1990: 84). Notable amongst these measures was the formation of a new 
Community Relations Council and within that overarching structure, the 
Cultural Traditions Groups (CTG)4, which pioneered single-identity work.

It is widely acknowledged that the Anglo-Irish Agreement gave the Irish 
state a say in the governance of Northern Ireland, and there is some apprecia-
tion of the agreement as a triumph of Irish diplomacy, but given the emphasis 
on the role of the British state in the literature on on community relation 
policy, there is little appreciation of the role played by revisionist Irish intel-
lectuals in framing the Anglo-Irish Agreement and the provisions it makes 
for community relations. In the specifically Irish context, revisionism refers 
to a movement of historians and politicians spanning several generations 
which sought to replace the monocultural vision of Irish identity projected 
in traditional nationalist historiography with a more pluralist vision. It was 
this revisionist movement that provided the array of authorities who spoke 
the awkward truth about the importance of cultural identity. Indeed the Irish 
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Taoiseach who signed the Anglo-Irish Agreement, Garret FitzGerald, was a 
leading revisionist in the 1970s.

Truth discourses, political rationalities – whatever you want to call them 
– work by making reality legible and therefore amenable to government, and 
they do this by identifying problems to be solved. For revisionists the under-
lying problem in Ireland was a clash of cultural identities. Thus F. S. L. Lyons 
(1979) argued that there was not one singular Irish identity, but two or three 
or more discrete cultural identities. In developing his argument, he strains to 
define culture in a broader way than was conventional in Irish historiography 
at the time. He starts with Matthew Arnold’s definition of culture as that 
which ‘makes the best that has been thought and known in the world current 
everywhere’, and which serves ‘to make all men live in an atmosphere of 
sweetness and light’. Lyons comments,

When Arnold was composing his essay in the late 1860s, the social sci-
ences were still in their infancy. There were no social anthropologists or 
social psychologists to compel him to explain himself more intelligibly 
. . . To get closer to Irish realities we shall have to interpret culture in a 
much broader sense, yet without committing ourselves irrevocably to 
the devotees of any specific school . . . At this stage . . . it will be enough 
to apply it to the different groups in Ireland which either have or have had 
a distinct and relatively autonomous existence and whose members have 
shared a recognizably common way of life.

(1979: 3, my emphasis)

Thus, although Lyons refuses to commit himself to any ‘specific school’ of 
anthropology, he invokes what we have called the old idea of culture. Using 
this idea, Lyons develops a famously bleak analysis in which Ireland’s politi-
cal troubles are merely the outward sign of the never-ending clash of underly-
ing cultural differences and aspirations.

This is the pluralist political rationality that underpins the GFA and, I 
would argue, consociationalism more generally. In the previous chapters I 
have highlighted the influence of early theorists of pluralism, like Rosemary 
Harris and M. G. Smith (1971) on Lijphart, but I do not want to give the 
impression of seamless progression. Dean describes the genealogical 
approach to intellectual history as

a way of linking historical contents into organised and ordered trajecto-
ries that are neither a simple unfolding of their origins or the necessary 
realisation of their ends. It is a way of analysing multiple, open-ended, 
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heterogeneous trajectories of discourses, practices, and events, and of 
establishing their patterned relationship, without recourse to regimes of 
truth that claim pseudo-naturalistic laws or global necessities.

(Dean 1994: 35–36)

What needs to be emphasised here is that at the time when it came to fruition 
in the early 1980s, the revisionist approach to the Northern Ireland ‘prob-
lem’ appeared quite new and innovative. For example, Garret FitzGerald 
added an additional twist to the pluralist analysis. In addition to the clash of 
cultures, there was also a specifically Eriksonian problem; namely an iden-
tity crisis. Worse, it was ‘a double identity crisis’ (1976: 139) one afflicting 
nationalists and the other unionists, both an outcome of ‘the traumatic psy-
chological impact upon the island’ of partition. I will return to FitzGerald’s 
analysis in the next chapter, but for the moment I want to stick with Lyons 
for he was the presiding spirit at the founding conference of the Cultural 
Traditions Group.

The keynote speaker at the founding conference of the group was Roy 
Foster (1989), the leading member of the new generation of revisionist histo-
rians. Foster starts with Lyons (1979) and agrees that the source of Ireland’s 
political problems are conflicts and confusions of cultural identity, but what 
was required of Foster was that he render Lyons’s pessimism as optimism: 
Foster has to show that culture could yet redeem. If the reader recalls, before 
settling on the old idea of culture, Lyon’s had discussed Matthew Arnold’s 
view of culture as that which ‘makes the best that has been thought and 
known in the world current everywhere’, and which serves ‘to make all men 
live in an atmosphere of sweetness and light’. Amongst some of the discus-
sants at the conference, this Arnoldian project is amalgamated with a view 
of Northern Ireland or Ulster as a distinct region with its own culture and 
personality, shared by people from both communities. Foster cites Rosemary 
Harris’ ethnography in support of this notion of a shared regional culture.

The conflation of different concepts of culture enables the conference 
participants to imagine that if Catholics and protestants were encouraged 
to look into their own traditions and communal identities they would gain 
in self-respect and self-esteem such that they would have the confidence 
to engage with the other community and to learn about its traditions. In 
the process there would develop not only mutual respect, each community 
would discover that they shared values rooted in a common regional culture. 
Some projects followed this pattern, but, as Church et al. (2004) note, many 
stopped at the first stage, giving birth to what has become known as single-
identity work.
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Consociationalists themselves did not play a big part in these debates. 
McGarry and O’Leary (1995) were suspicious of cultural traditions work, 
but in line with the ideas of their mentor (see Lijphart 1975: 104) they 
reject Allport’s contact hypothesis (2009: 374) and ‘mixing and fixing’ 
approaches to community relations and education more generally (2004: 
187). Again they cite Rosemary Harris in support of their position. Like 
her, they think that cultural differences between Catholics and protestants 
in Northern Ireland are slight. Following Michael Ignatieff (1993) they 
invoke Freud’s notion of the narcissism of minor differences, and end up 
with something close to FitzGerald’s notion that the conflict is caused by 
crises of identity:

the smaller the real differences between two peoples the larger they are 
bound to loom in their imagination. We would prefer to express this 
insight in the following way: the more cultural differences there are, and 
the deeper they are, then the greater the likelihood that collective identi-
ties will be secure rather than threatened.

(1995: 253)

Consociationalists may not have played a large part in debates about 
approaches to community relations, but consociational theory is consistent 
with the logic of single-identity work and of ‘own culture validation’, which 
is to make identities more secure.

Conclusion
The argument developing through this chapter has been that if a theory of 
‘plural society’ provides the political rationale for a consociational form of 
liberal governmentality, the problem that authorises this form of governmen-
tality is a view of political conflict as being the product of an underlying clash 
and confusion of ethnic or ethno-national identity. Amongst the various pro-
grammes implemented before and after the GFA, those aimed at improving 
community relations based on Allport’s contact hypothesis are not the key 
ones, but rather separatist pedagogic projects for children and adults that are 
aimed at resolving crises and confusions of identity and promoting authentic-
ity and self-esteem.

In Northern Ireland these projects are known as ‘single-identity’ work. 
And yet there seems to be a lack of conviction or uncertainty about them: 
the idea that dialogue and mutual understanding might be the way for-
ward persists as does the idea that culture might yet redeem. Thus the same 
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confused logic espoused by the Cultural Traditions Group – culture as the 
source of division and of redemption – is reproduced by international con-
sultants advising on cultural policy in Bosnia-Herzegovina. According to the 
rationale of a programme created by the Council of Europe for the evaluation 
of European cultural policies:

In no country in Europe is cultural policy more important than in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. Culture is both the cause and the solution to its prob-
lems. ‘It is the cause,’ explains Landry, ‘because cultural arguments were 
used to divide the country and to turn the different groups against each 
other in an orgy of destruction; it is the solution because culture might 
be able to bring people back together again through initiating cultural 
programmes and activity that increase mutual understanding.’

(Kalender 2008; Landry 2002:13)

Amongst community relations practitioners themselves, one can find in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina the same practical wisdom as in Northern Ireland regard-
ing the limitations of cross community or ‘trans-ethnic’ work: ‘we had 50 
years of common curricula, overall social and political promotion of brother-
hood and unity . . . and it did not prevent us to shoot each other’.5 And there is 
a similar appreciation of the usefulness of working with a ‘single community’ 
group as a way of ‘opening the community for inter-ethnic communication’. 
For example, Kosovan Nansen Dialogue, a non-governmental agency, works 
with Kosovan Serbs who are distrustful of the Kosovo Albanians and conse-
quently lack ‘willingness to engage in any kind of communication with the 
Albanian community’. The aim of this program is to improve the ‘motivation 
of the Kosovan Serb community to take part in interethnic dialogue’ (2007). 
The idea of single-identity work as an end in itself seems remote. Community 
relations work in Bosnia-Herzegovina tends to be funded mostly by interna-
tional donors rather than the state, and international donors remain leery of 
single-identity work.6

In the formal education sector, the logic seems to be towards cultural vali-
dation. Ugo Vlaisavljevic and Asim Mujkic speak of the role of the universi-
ties in the ‘reappropriation of cultural heritage’ (Vlaisavljevic 1998) and ‘the 
production of national being . . . authenticity and pureness’:

This task of reappropriation is entrusted to the humanities faculty, the 
departments of History, Literature, Philosophy, National Language, 
and the like, but also to certain of the social sciences, such as Political 
Science. Professors of the humanities in Bosnia have put themselves 
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forward as formulators and interpreters of ‘ethnic’ narratives. They 
view themselves as undertaking a sort of archaeology, digging out the 
‘authentic’ elements of a community or collective. Their ‘findings’ and 
narratives are mainly of a mythical and religious nature. These narratives 
serve to promote the construction of ethnic ideologies. Various academic 
disciplines take it as their task to explain the content of a certain kinship 
or collective identity, thus giving scientific legitimacy to ethnopolitics.

(Mujkic 2007: 122)

Primary and secondary education in Bosnia-Herzegovina are subject to an 
ongoing process of segregation, sanctioned by the Dayton constitution (1995 
Article II, paragraph 3 and 4). In Ireland education has always been segre-
gated with a rational of articulating the ‘ethos’ of various religious denomi-
nations, but since the signing of the GFA, the role of culture and heritage 
in the rationale for segregation has been strengthened. For example recent 
curriculum objectives stress ‘culture’ and define it as ‘the artefacts, ideas and 
learned behaviour which makes up peoples’ ways of life. The term “cultural 
heritage” should be taken to mean those elements of culture which are inher-
ited’ (Department of Education for Northern Ireland 2009: 6). Here too the 
logic appears to be ‘own culture validation’ and authenticity.

Looking at community relations programmes and cultural policy, we can 
see that exponents of what we might call the ‘old’ critique of consociation who 
complain about the institutionalisation of ethnicity and a failure to deliver on 
reconciliation are guilty of the same error that Foucault famously diagnosed 
in those who complained about the failure of the prison system to rehabilitate 
offenders. As Lijphart himself said, the point of consociation is not to weaken 
segmental cleavages but to make society more plural; that is, to recognise 
the cleavages explicitly and to turn them into constructive elements of stable 
democracy. (Lijphart 1977: 42; see also Porobić 2005). Notwithstanding the 
protestations of liberal consociationalists, the point of the community rela-
tions programmes and cultural policies in a consociational regime is not pri-
marily reconciliation, but precisely the production of cultural autonomy and 
of exemplary ethno-national subjects.



6 Paradigm shifts and the
 production of ‘national 
 being’

When it returned in the late 1960s, the conflict in Ireland appeared as an anom-
aly in the western world. If that is no longer the case, it is partly to do with what 
subsequently happened in Yugoslavia and in parts of the former Soviet Union. 
But it’s also a consequence of the successful normalisation of such conflicts: 
social science has made them legible and thence subject to rationalities and 
technologies of conflict management and government. The political rational-
ity underpinning the techniques of conflict management is cultural pluralism. 
Equality is no longer seen as the main issue: conflicts are understood as being 
about belonging, aspiration and identity – sometimes long repressed.

In Chapters 2 and 3 I drew attention to the influence on Arend Lijphart, 
the pioneer of consociational approaches to governing conflict, of pluralist 
theory and sketched the role of anthropology in the development of cultural 
pluralism more generally. In Chapters 4 and 5 I outlined the practical applica-
tion of pluralist ideas in the Irish case as part of the peace process, focussing 
on the development of programs aimed at community development and ‘own 
culture validation’. Given the current hegemonic status of these ideas about 
culture and identity, what needs to be emphasised in this chapter is their nov-
elty when they were introduced.1

Writing about interpretations of the Northern Ireland conflict, John Whyte 
uses the language of Thomas Kuhn. According to Whyte, the ideas about 
cultural pluralism upon which consociational governmentality draws were 
part of a Kuhnian paradigm shift that took place in the 1970s and 1980s.
Whyte’s language is fortuitous for it recalls Dreyfus and Rabinow’s famous 
comparison of Kuhn’s account of how sciences develop with Foucault’s 
account of ‘normalizing society’ more generally:

According to Kuhn a science becomes normal when the practitioners in 
a certain area all agree that a particular piece of work identifies the 
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important problems in a field and demonstrates how certain of these 
problems can be successfully solved. Kuhn calls such an agreed upon 
achievement a paradigm or exemplar . . . Paradigms set up normal sci-
ence as the activity of finding certain puzzling phenomena which seem 
at first to resist incorporation into the theory, but which normal science 
. . . must ultimately account for in its own terms . . . normalizing tech-
nologies have an almost identical structure. They operate by establishing 
a common definition of goals and procedures, which take the form of 
manifestoes and, even more forcefully, agreed upon examples of how a 
well-ordered domain of human activity should be organized.

(1982: 197–98, my emphasis)

Juxtaposing the scientific and the programmatic – or knowledge and power 
– in this way is apt in the case of cultural pluralism. According to John Whyte, 
the idea that Ireland’s problems are a product of underlying conflicts and 
confusions of identity emerged as rejection of traditional unionist, national-
ist and Marxist views of the conflict. He further argues that the New Ireland 
Forum established in 1983 by Garret FitzGerald to bolster the constitutional 
nationalism of the Social, Democratic and Labour Party in the wake of hunger 
strikes by republican prisoners was the moment when the revisionist analysis 
began to supplant traditional thinking amongst the nationalists. The revision-
ist analysis of the conflict underpinned the subsequent diplomatic efforts that 
resulted in the Anglo-Irish Agreement. In the light of Dreyfus and Rabinow’s 
juxtaposition of the scientific and the programmatic, revisionism provides 
a concrete example of how a new social science paradigm might acquire a 
strategic, programmatic, normative, normalising thrust.

The normalisation of the ethno-national
Political rationalities make reality legible and therefore amenable to gov-
ernment. Like scientific paradigms, political rationalities work by identify-
ing problems. The problem that FitzGerald diagnosed was an Eriksonian 
one; that is, confusions and crises of identity. The problem with Northern 
Ireland was ‘the failure of its inhabitants to develop any clear sense of iden-
tity’ (1976: 137). He discerned ‘a double identity crisis’ (1976: 139): one 
afflicting Irish Republicans, one afflicting unionists, both an outcome of 
‘the traumatic psychological impact upon the island of a political division 
whose significance, and durability, were grossly underestimated by all at the 
time when it came into being’ (1976: 139–40). Produced by the same event, 
partition, the two identity crises took different forms. For Irish Republicans 
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it resided in the contradiction between a claim on all of the people of the 
island as Irish while simultaneously articulating an identity that was at heart 
Gaelic and Catholic (1976: 141). For unionists the identity crisis arose from a 
‘feeling of impermanence’ a continuing ‘sense of uncertainty and fear about 
their future’: protestants never ‘felt fully at home . . . in the land of their origins 
. . . or in that of their adoption’; that is, Britain and Ireland respectively (1976: 
140). Though he doesn’t say as much, FitzGerald’s diagnosis of the protes-
tant or unionist identity crisis alludes less to partition than to colonial origins. 
It was the classic predicament of a colonial settler community ill at ease with 
‘the land of their origins . . . or . . . of their adoption’. In any case, he clearly 
regarded the unionist identity crisis as being the more severe. Something that 
seemed to be confirmed by the violence of the unionist response to the Anglo-
Irish Agreement FitzGerald signed with Margaret Thatcher in 1985. During 
the late 1980s and 1990s, the literature on the ‘protestant identity crisis’ and 
‘protestant alienation’ grew large (see Finlay 2001). Part of the diagnosis of 
‘protestant identity crisis’ was fragmentation (Gallagher 1995) and ‘inarticu-
lacy’ – the inability of the leaders to express a position that was meaningful 
to powerful external agents and ‘the international community’. From the per-
spective of governmentality, the problem is less ‘protestant’ inarticulacy than 
‘protestant illegibility’.

Perhaps the best exposition of this problem is Liam O’Dowd’s comparison 
of unionist and Nationalist intellectuals (1991). O’Dowd’s starting point is 
those authors who discuss the failure of northern protestants to develop a 
nationalism. The most well-known exponent of this view is Tom Nairn, but 
O’Dowd also mentions Terence Brown and David W. Miller both of whom 
regard ‘the northern protestant’ as being in,

a kind of pre-nationalist condition, that he has seen his identity, if it can 
be called that, as being constructed in terms of a kind of Lockean con-
tract, with regard to the relationship between the state and the individual. 
This means that an Ulster unionist, Ulster protestant, feels no need of 
that kind of confirmatory identity that the Irish nationalist project seem 
to imply as an absolute necessity for being fully human . . . He is loyal 
in a contractual relationship. When you belong to a nation, you have 
no choice in the matter: you are born into it, it is your spiritual des-
tiny. The thing about a contract is that you are a party to it and, if the 
contract is broken, you can be released from the contract, and there-
fore concepts of identity, as understood by the nationalist, have little 
significance.

(Brown 1992: 43)
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Against this, O’Dowd argues:

Lack of a normal national identity constructed by intellectuals should 
not be confused with a lack of an articulated . . . identity of an ethnic-
religious nature . . . this identity was forged in historical interaction 
with, and in opposition to, the nationalist and Catholic movement in 
Ireland. As an ‘imagined community’ . . . its self image as a colony was 
important, as was its openness to the frequently racist ideology of British 
imperialism.

(1991: 160–61, my emphasis)

Elsewhere, O’Dowd suggests that during ‘the Troubles’ the ‘preoccupations 
of the . . . [colonial] settler’ became sharper amongst loyalists, ‘who in calmer 
times saw themselves as ethnic citizens (Ulster or Irish) of a multinational 
[United Kingdom] state’ (1990: 39).

According to this analysis, the problem with protestants is that in the 
absence of ‘a normal national identity constructed by intellectuals’ they 
have remained wedded to forms of subjectivity based in an ostentatiously 
supremacist sectarian popular culture – a residue of colonialism promoted 
by institutions like the orange order. If this is the problem, the solution is 
to construct ethno-national rather than ethno-religious forms of subjectiv-
ity. As McGarry and O’Leary repeatedly say to critics who complain that 
the GFA institutionalised sectarianism: ‘key provisions in the [Good Friday] 
Agreement mark it out as a settlement between national communities 
rather than ethnic or religious communities’ (2004: 10). The issue is ethno-
nationalism not sectarianism.

But not any old national communities/subjectivities. Which ones? For 
Nairn writing in 1977 the problem with protestants was that they had failed to 
develop an Ulster nationalism. But Ulster nationalism is not what animated 
the peace process. Rather the peace process was informed by, and sought to 
cultivate, a national subject who was British or maybe British–Irish, albeit 
one who was steeped in his/her own culture, preferably defined in terms of 
the Ulster–Scots language and music, which is more manageable than orange 
supremacism.

Community relations work and cultural relations programmes are 
informed by and seek to cultivate the ethno-national subjects appropriate to 
consociational governmentality. If we have focused on cultivation of politi-
cally fragmented northern protestants as British nationalists, it is because 
this effort appears to have been regarded as being the more difficult one. As 
Church et al. note ‘the majority of single-identity projects . . . are found in the 
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protestant/unionist community, which has experienced an increasing sense 
of alienation as a result of the political reforms stemming from the “peace 
process”’ (2004: 284).2

Re-making republicans as ethno-nationalists, does not seem to have been 
regarded as being quite so problematic. However, we should note the tes-
timony of leading republicans like Kevin Rooney and Anthony McIntyre 
who are in no doubt that the GFA has involved a makeover of republicans 
as ethno-nationalists. Rooney says he always rejected media suggestions 
that the

political conflict [w]as a sectarian one . . . because I believe . . . that the 
divisions in Ireland are artificial, created and maintained by Britain to 
enable it to rule its last colony . . . I was certainly not alone in my rejec-
tion of sectarian divisions. Throughout the ’80s and early 90s there was a 
strong strand in the republican movement that insisted that nationalism 
and unionism were artificial, political creations and that the goal of a 
United Ireland was not about a victory of nationalism but the removal 
of the force that created the material and political basis for the divi-
sions . . . the Good Friday Agreement has put an end to the prospects for 
overcoming these divisions and institutionalises the differences between 
Catholics and protestants. The republicans who espoused the anti-sec-
tarian politics which inspired me, are now at the forefront of demanding 
laws and institutions that celebrate difference.

(Rooney 1998: 21, my emphasis)

It might be tempting to see the recent growth in the armed activity of dissident 
republicans as a manifestation of the difficulty of remaking republicans as 
ethno-nationalists. This would be a mistake. Here we need to make a distinc-
tion between republican dissidents like Rooney and McIntyre and the dis-
sident republicans in the Real or Continuity IRAs. Rooney and McIntyre are 
critical of Sinn Fein’s participation in the GFA, but not because they wanted 
the armed struggle to continue; on the contrary McIntyre is a republican dis-
sident because he feels that Sinn Fein has not been honest about the failure 
of the armed struggle or the implications of that failure (McIntyre 2008). 
Neither the Real IRA nor the Continuity IRA dissent from the ethno-national 
logic of the GFA; arguably, they are militant versions of that logic: what is 
known in the literature on conflict resolution as outbidders.

Techniques and programmes to cultivate ethno-national subjectivities are 
familiar enough in the world. We have already mentioned the production of 
‘national being’ in post-Dayton Bosnia-Herzegovina. And one might also 
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think of Russian speakers left high and dry in the Baltic states as the Soviet 
empire receded. Dace Dzenovska discusses the efforts by the Latvian state 
to manage ‘sovki’ or Soviet persons. Sovki are problematic not only because 
they are representatives of an erstwhile ruling class, but because they lack 
‘proper ethnic consciousness’; the ‘denationalized mass’ of

Russian-speakers, Soviet . . . immigrants . . . for whom national belong-
ing was of no great importance . . . These denationalized beings are 
said to be concerned only with the ‘good life’ as material well-being, 
incapable of appreciating the higher goods of life and thus show no 
interest or ability to learn about and respect the local ways, including 
learning the Latvian language.

(2006: 5)

The Latvian state has developed programmes that aimed at ‘rescuing’ sovki 
from a ‘denationalized and thus not fully human existence’ (Dzenovska 2006: 
6). This theme of the materialistic de-moralisation of the deracinated is reso-
nant: it once formed part of the means whereby Irish nationalists explained 
unionism and partition (see O’Halloran 1987)3 and is still used today to con-
demn those who stray from their communal roots (see McKay 2000).4

The programmes developed by the Latvian government are part of what 
Dzenovska describes as a policy of national multiculturalism. What they 
share with the programmes that I have described in Northern Ireland and that 
Mujkic and others have alluded to in Bosnia-Herzegovina is that they are 
informed by and seek to cultivate proper forms of subjectivity rooted in an 
ethno-national culture. People who do not perform a proper ethno-national 
identity are regarded as problematic: deracinated, materialistic and amoral.

Ethnic normalisation and the genealogy of power
The picture that I am developing is of a consociational form of liberal gov-
ernmentality that normalises the ethnic or the ethno-national through a com-
bination of discipline and programmes that aim to ‘produce national being’, 
ethno-national subjects or identities. To bring it into sharper focus we must 
confront a potential difficulty: programmes that are informed by and seek 
to foster ethno-national subjectivities give priority to the group rather than 
the individual, and might therefore be construed as running contrary to or 
in tension with the main thrust of Foucault’s genealogy of power/knowl-
edge. In Foucault’s analysis liberal governmentality is predicated on a socio-
historical context in which the individual has choice; that is, is freed from, 
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amongst other things, primordial ties and overweening loyalty to the group. 
In the afterword to Dreyfus and Rabinow’s discussion of his work, Foucault 
argues:

power is less a confrontation between two adversaries . . . Than a ques-
tion of government. This word must be allowed the very broad meaning 
it had in the sixteenth century. ‘Government’ did not refer only to politi-
cal structures or the management of states; rather it designated the way in 
which the conduct of individuals or of groups might be directed: the gov-
ernment of children, of souls, of communities, of families, of the sick . . . 
to govern in this sense is to structure the possible field of action of others 
. . . Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they 
are free. By this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced 
with a field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several 
reactions and diverse comportments may be realized. . . . Slavery is not 
a power relationship when man is in chains . . . the relationship between 
power and freedom’s refusal to submit cannot therefore be separated.

(Foucault 1982: 221, my emphasis)

Notwithstanding the reference to ‘groups’ and ‘collective subjects’ in the 
above quote, the main thrust of Foucault’s discussion in Discipline and 
Punish and in subsequent discussions of ‘pastoral power’, is that normalisa-
tion in the liberal state is predicated on the unencumbered individual. And 
yet here am I arguing that consociational is a form of liberal governmental-
ity: a response by the liberal state to conflict in which individual identity is 
reduced to, or conflated with, communal identity. The latter is understood as 
being rooted in a shared, inherited culture: one that is vital because it is not 
something about which we have a choice.

This brings us to one of the main criticisms of Foucault’s work: that its 
emphasis on the individualising character of disciplinary power is symp-
tomatic of his Eurocentricism. Thus, while Foucault’s work has been highly 
influential on postcolonial theory, postcolonial theorists have been among his 
foremost critics (see Loomba 1998). Their argument is that from a colonial 
standpoint the genealogy of power looks very different. The genealogy that 
Foucault presents sometimes seems to be one in which the state becomes less 
reliant on spectacular forms of punishment and repression, and more reli-
ant on subtle disciplinary and productive practices. This was not the pattern 
in the colonies, where the former remained the dominant mode. Moreover, 
while it may be the case that in Europe, disciplinary practices work through 
the identification of abnormal subjects who stand as a lesson to the normal, 
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this was not the case in the colonies. There, every colonial person is already 
an abnormal ‘other’ and the need to single out the madman, the leper, the 
delinquent, the pervert and so forth is less compelling. Drawing on Vaughan’s 
(1991) study of colonial biomedicine, Loomba concludes:

the individuation of subjects that took place in Europe was denied colo-
nised people. Colonial medical discourse conceptualised Africans as 
members of groups ‘and it was these groups, rather than individuals, 
who were said to possess distinctive psychologies and bodies. In con-
trast to the European developments described by Foucault, in colonial 
Africa group classification was a far more important construction than 
individuation’.

(Loomba 1998: 52–53)

Similarly the forms of consociational governmentality with which we are 
concerned: normalisation through groups and group classification is also 
more important than individualising strategies.5

Reassuring though this might be to our argument, it generates further 
questions, which though beyond the scope of this book strictly defined, are 
nevertheless worth registering. One of the aims of this book is to sketch a 
genealogy of the peace process. This is a modest task; much more mod-
est than, say, offering a genealogy of power in Ireland. From a northern 
perspective, such a genealogy would need to encompass three periods 
or epochs: the period prior to independence; the period of the Stormont 
regime from 1921 to March 1972 when it was ‘prorogued’ or discontinued; 
and the period of ‘direct rule’ from Westminster between March 1972 and 
the signing of the GFA. How we conceptualise these different epochs – in 
themselves, in relation to each other and in relation to Ireland’s colonial 
history – has a bearing on themes that concern us greatly: the construction 
of subject positions and identities and the relationship between different 
modalities of power.

As we have seen Northern Ireland was established as the largest area in 
which protestants formed a viable majority. It was in the words of its first 
Prime Minister, James Craig, conceived as a ‘protestant state’ in opposition to 
the ‘Catholic state’ in the south; a binary opposition that was shared by many 
in the southern government. The Stormont regime did not seek to assimilate 
Catholics, rather it constructed them as an internal other. The extent to which 
this construction of self and other drew on colonial versions of identity was 
brought home to me a few years ago when I came across the geography text-
book passed down to me by sister, which was still at use in the school we 
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both attended in the 1970s (Preece and Wood 1968). It was a state school 
– complacently protestant – in a suburb of north Belfast. The book was first 
published in 1938, the edition in my possession is the fifteenth, reprinted in 
1968. The book is entitled The British Isles. It has fifteen chapters on English 
regions, three on Scotland, one on Wales and one, the penultimate chapter, 
on Ireland. This chapter has a section on political divisions that attempts to 
explain partition. It makes some reference to the troubled history of British/
Irish relations and then says:

The six counties of Northern Ireland differ from the Irish Republic in 
having fewer Roman Catholics and more people not of pure Irish lin-
eage, largely due to the ‘plantation’ of Scottish settlers during the reign 
of James I. The people of Northern Ireland have many Scottish charac-
teristics, and are more thrifty, far-seeing, and methodical than the more 
carefree, happy-go-lucky, quick-tempered people of the South.

(1968: 222)

Unable or unwilling to see the possibility that Irish underdevelopment was 
the product of an unequal colonial relationship, British writers and admin-
istrators chose instead to see it as a product of defects in the Irish national 
character, or cultural identity as we would call it today (Deane 1997). The 
subjectivities projected in the textbook attest to the staying power of this 
ideology of progress.

Thus, for all the repressive power at the disposal of the state in Northern 
Ireland, it would be a mistake to underestimate the role of an ideology of 
progress and associated modes of subjectivity in galvanising support for 
partition and its maintenance. Bew et al. describe this ideology as being a 
specific representation of the uneven development of capitalism in Ireland 
whereby ‘the social and economic character of the north, and in particular 
its monopolisation of capitalist machine industry, was the expression of two 
distinct racial and religious histories . . . It centred on the backward – agrar-
ian/progressive – industrial antithesis’ (Bew et al. 1979: 8, my emphasis). 
The effects of this ideology of progress on self-understandings persisted 
long after de-industrialisation had eroded its material basis; its continued 
significance is attested to in school textbooks such as my own, and if Liam 
O’Dowd is correct, in unionism’s failure to develop a ‘normal’ national 
identity.

It is this lingering effect of colonialism on identity formation that should 
make us wary of endorsing the politics or recognition inscribed in the GFA. 
The notion of parity of esteem is based on the idea that cultures – especially 
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the cultures of oppressed ethnic minorities – require some sort of official rec-
ognition if the identity and self-esteem of individuals is not to suffer damage. 
As I said in Chapter 4 I do not wish to deny those whose self-understanding 
depends on this view of their culture and identity. Nevertheless, it is important 
to recognise the slipperiness of identity politics. Anti-imperialist struggles 
are often preceded by cultural revivals which seek to liberate a pre-colonial 
cultural identity, but ‘this identity and the will to assert it are in fact generated 
by the situation of oppression’ and the danger is that this reinforces domina-
tion by condemning the oppressed ‘to appeal to the very categories used to 
oppress them’ (Armstrong 2008: 20). This is what I think Seamus Deane was 
getting at when he called for, ‘new writing, a new politics, unblemished by 
Irishness but securely Irish’ (1984). Deane was to become a powerful critic of 
cultural policy in Northern Ireland in the late 1980s and 1990s.

The ‘troubles’ as a state of exception
It was not a cultural or national movement that exposed the ‘protestant state’ 
it was an inter-ethnic Civil Rights Movement that demanded equal citizen-
ship for Catholics, only later did a war of national liberation develop: after 
the Stormont regime demonstrated its inability to respond adequately or to 
control the loyalist reaction. The GFA is an attempt to resolve the impasse.

How do we conceptualise the period in-between, colloquially known as 
‘the Troubles’? The best answer to this question is given by Arthur Aughey 
who described it as a ‘state of exception’ (2007, 1997), anticipating Georgio 
Agamben, who uses the notion of biopower to conceptualise the relation-
ship between liberal democracy and routinised states of emergency (2005). 
A state of exception is a period when the rule of law is selectively with-
drawn by the sovereign power. As Judith Butler points out, the application 
of Agamben’s work to the actions of the United States following 9/11 has 
led to a clarification of the relationship between Foucault’s notions of sov-
ereignty, disciplinary society and governmentality. These are not ‘histori-
cally concrete phenomenon that might be said to succeed each other in time’; 
rather they are ‘modes of conceptualizing power’ (2006: 60). The process 
whereby United State Government officials unilaterally deemed the people 
detained at Guantanamo Bay as a danger to the state is described by Butler 
as ‘a ghostly and forceful resurgence of sovereignty in the midst of govern-
mentality’ (2006: 59).

The description of ‘the Troubles’ as a state of exception, seems apt in many 
ways, not least because it was a period when the sovereign power to repress 
was much apparent. Thus, one Irish critic of Foucault, writing of his abuse 
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at the hands of a British army foot patrol in Belfast in 1993 – that is, early in 
the peace process and before the ceasefires – emphasises the violence that 
underpinned routine surveillance:

I do not mean to imply that power can be reduced to violence or coer-
cion; power can also involve the use of manipulation or authority. 
Nevertheless, the ability to use force can be seen as the exercise of power 
in the last instance . . . most Western Governments succeed in ruling 
by means of a combination of manipulation and authority. However, 
these modes of political power have not been successful in Ireland, 
where Britain’s jurisdictional authority over the six north-eastern 
counties has been strenuously challenged. The challenge has had the 
effect of stripping away the liberal veneer, and exposing the crude physi-
cal force that lurks beneath. In doing so, it brings into stark focus the 
amount of power that even the dregs of an imperial nation can possess 
and utilize.

(Porter 1996: 66)

Drawing on fieldwork conducted in Belfast between 1984 and 1986, Feldman 
makes a similar point, albeit with a more subtle understanding of Foucault. 
Having remarked on the frightening noise made by police and army land rov-
ers in the silence of the early morning, Feldman suggests that,

arrest in Northern Ireland is thus analogous to Foucault’s description of 
public execution: ‘a policy of terror to make everyone aware through the 
body of the criminal, of the unrestrained presence of the sovereign. The 
public execution did not re-establish justice; it reactivated power’ . . . 
Arrest as a performative display reactivates the political potency of the 
state which has been suspended by the ‘terrorist’ act.

(1991: 89)

We should also note that all throughout the period of ‘the Troubles’ and con-
tinuing for sometime after the ceasefires, loyalist and republican paramil-
itaries themselves inflicted spectacular forms of punishment of their own 
devising on dissidents and anti-social elements within their respective com-
munities: symbolic quarterings in which joints are damaged or destroyed 
rather than sundered.

The peace process marked a transition when the balance between the vari-
ous forms of power shifted. Some of the more overt manifestations of top-
down sovereign power – British army patrols and raids and checkpoints and 
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so forth – have been effaced, and paramilitary rough justice has given way to 
a more diffused managerial approach:

The interface areas seem to be moving towards joint Republican-
Loyalist management, already germinating from the Sinn Fein meetings 
with the Loyalist Commission, which knit managerial strata from each 
camp closer together . . . the nature of the Provisional relationship to the 
nationalist community has evolved from loosely defending it to a posi-
tion of tightly controlling it.

(McIntyre 2008: 128)

As O’Broin points out (2008), one of the major successes of the GFA has 
been the manner in which it has penetrated social worlds and recruited politi-
cal actors hitherto beyond the reach of most government agencies (see also 
McVeigh and Rolston 2007). From a Foucauldian point of view, what is sig-
nificant about the co-management of interface areas by former paramilitaries 
is that this was not sponsored by the state from above, it was improvised from 
below. Indeed the dynamic of this informal peace process has often been at 
variance with the official process (Jarman 2006).

Conclusion
This book is a genealogy of a particular approach to peacemaking that draws 
on a pluralist political rationality. Focusing on Ireland, this chapter started 
by arguing that the introduction of a theory of pluralism and cultural identity 
was a paradigm shift, and showed how this new paradigm was used to make 
problems legible. Notable here was the ‘protestant identity crisis’. We then 
took a detour into a larger genealogy of power in Ireland. The main purpose 
of this detour was to highlight the significance of the paradigm shift as not 
being merely scientific but also programmatic: as a shift in power/knowl-
edge. To the extent that the modes of power and subjectivity that inform the 
GFA are a break with those bequeathed from an earlier period tainted by a 
legacy of colonial struggle, then it has got to be a good thing. In this context, 
ethno-national forms of subjectivity can be seen as potentially more produc-
tive than modes of subjectivity rooted in supremacist and racialised notions 
of progress.

To take one unlikely example. The GFA makes special provision alongside 
the Irish language for Ulster-Scots language and culture. A significant part 
of this culture is Scottish dance music. The promotion of this musical form 
has provided a domesticated, alternative for loyalist flute bands that are 
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traditionally associated with paramilitary displays and an aggressive form of 
‘kick the Pope’ music with sectarian lyrics. According to Gordon Ramsay, 
Scottish dance, ‘jiggy’, music played by members of loyalist bands is now 
featured at a wide-range of social events, even in night clubs (Ramsay 
2008).

One might attach a larger significance to the normalising programmes 
and practices discussed in this and the preceding chapter. As Dreyfus and 
Rabinow point out, Foucault rejected philosophies of meaning such as herme-
neutics and phenomenology because, following Nietzsche, he was mindful 
of how ‘power uses the illusion of meaning to further itself’ (1982: xxiii). 
Normalisation involves making individuals and groups and their actions 
meaningful. There’s a sense in which defining the struggle in Northern 
Ireland as a national one dignifies it, makes it meaningful and useful in that 
other places can learn from it. In a 1998 article comparing Northern Ireland 
and South Africa, John McGarry described the conflict in the former as being 
‘a quarrel involving two groups who wish to belong to different states’. 
Drawing on this analysis Aaron Edwards and Stephen Bloomer comment

Although both groups hold democratic views on constitutional matters, 
a cutting-edge response has . . . emerged – in the form of paramilitary 
organisations – in a bid to further these ethno-national goals by force 
of arms. The integrity of the quarrel has meant that any options . . . for 
a termination of the conflict had to acknowledge . . . armed non-state 
actors . . . Northern Ireland proves to be a useful model for conflict man-
agement.

(2008: 10–11, my emphasis)

Making the conflict meaningful – no longer an anomaly, normalised – it can 
be used as a model for other places.





7 No exit
 Human rights and the priority 
 of ethnicity

Chastened perhaps by the example of apartheid South Africa, consociational 
theorists developed the idea that the groups participating in a power-sharing 
arrangement need not be predetermined, but could and maybe should be self-
determining (see Chapters 2 and 3). In practice however consociational gov-
ernmentality, drawing on certain ideas about communal identity and autonomy, 
sanctions community programs and community relations techniques that are 
informed by, valorise and aim to cultivate, individual and collective subjects 
who understand themselves to be defined by ethno-nationalism (see Chapters 5 
and 6). In Chapter 4 we saw that in Northern Ireland, communal designation has 
become almost ineluctable: not just when filling in a census form or applying for 
a job but when signing up to a variety of everyday organisations and activities.

And yet, the normalisation of the ethno-national is not complete. People 
continue to elude the specified ethno-national categories. The GFA and the 
Dayton Accords made some allowances for this by inventing a special cat-
egory. In both cases the word used to designate this special category is the 
same: ‘other’ and ‘Others’, respectively. The GFA states, ‘At their first meet-
ing, members of the Assembly will register a designation of identity – nation-
alist, unionist or other – for the purposes of measuring cross-community 
support in Assembly votes under the relevant provisions above’ (Strand one 
‘Democratic Institutions in Northern Ireland’). As an annex to one of its 11 
articles, the Dayton Accords states:

Recalling the Basic Principles agreed in Geneva on September 8, 1995, 
and in New York on September 26, 1995, Bosniacs, Croats, and Serbs, 
as constituent peoples (along with Others), and citizens of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina hereby determine that the Constitution of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is as follows . . . .

(1995, Annex 4, my emphasis)
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The choice of word is literal, but whoever picked it must not have been a stu-
dent of cultural studies, for in that context, the term ‘other’ has become short-
hand for exclusion, subordination, feminisation or normalisation. Dreyfus 
and Rabinow present normalisation as an ongoing process that validates 
itself through the

systemic creation, classification and control of anomalies in the social 
body . . . As Foucault has shown . . . in Discipline and Punish and the 
History of Sexuality . . . the advance of biopower is contemporary with 
the appearance and proliferation of the very categories of anomalies 
– the delinquent, the pervert, and so on – that technologies of power and 
knowledge were supposedly designed to eliminate. The spread of nor-
malization operates through the creation of abnormalities which it then 
must treat and reform.

(1982: 195–96)

The abnormal ‘other’ stands as a lesson to – and is therefore constitutive of 
– the normal. The other has what might be called ‘negative constitutional 
significance’.

Resisting the temptation to a hasty functionalist interpretation of the sig-
nificance of the use of the term ‘Others’/‘other’ in the Dayton Accords and 
the GFA, we should note the signs of contingency. In the Dayton Accords 
‘Others’ is in brackets, which might suggest that it was an afterthought, but 
the capital ‘O’ and the context suggests a something definite – a proper noun 
– almost on a par with the three constituent peoples. By contrast, the lower 
case ‘o’ and context in which ‘other’ is mentioned in the GFA – merely part 
of the technology for measuring cross-community support in the Assembly 
– suggests the kind of residual, catchall category beloved of those who design 
forms and questionnaires.

In this chapter I want to explore the significance of the category ‘other’/
‘Others’ by examining another key feature of the common technology 
of peace; that is, human rights. Because of their universalism, the notion 
that they offer protection to all, including ‘others’, it is hoped that human 
rights will act as a unifying mechanism in the aftermath of conflict. In other 
words, a significant part of the political rationale for human rights provisions 
in consociational peace agreements is that they can transcend ethnic divi-
sions. For this reason human rights organisations tend to be the first place 
that people who do not fit the specified categories look for support (e.g. see 
Langhammer 11 October 2000). This function of human rights is acknowl-
edged by consociationalists. As we noted in Chapter 2, one response to the 
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criticism that the GFA institutionalises sectarianism is to invoke the human 
rights and equality provisions of the Agreement which offer ‘protection to 
individuals, including those who regard themselves as neither unionist nor 
nationalist’ (McGarry 2001: 122). It is this that makes human rights provision 
of peace agreements – the Dayton Accord and GFA anyway – strategic when 
it comes to comprehending the significance of the ‘other’ category.

The human rights processes initiated by the Dayton 
Accords and the GFA
Both the GFA and Dayton Accord set in train elaborate human rights pro-
cesses, formal and informal. The GFA made provision for a Northern Ireland 
Human Rights Commission (NIHRC), which, among other things was to 
advise on the scope of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, which would 
supplement, ‘the European Convention on Human Rights, to reflect the 
particular circumstances of Northern Ireland . . . These additional rights to 
reflect the principles of mutual respect for the identity and ethos of both com-
munities and parity of esteem’ (1998, Strand Three, Rights Safeguards and 
Equality of Opportunity: 4). As we saw in Chapter 2, the NIHRC’s first draft 
Bill of Rights published in September 2001 was, in the words of the first 
Chairperson of the NIHRC, ‘roundly condemned for not having brought on 
board the political parties and squared the political circle’ (Dickson 2009).

In 2005 a new set of commissioners were appointed under a new Chair, 
a leading member of the Women’s Coalition.1 In 2006, following the St 
Andrews Agreement,2 the Northern Ireland Office established a Bill of 
Rights Forum consisting of representatives of the political parties, ‘civil soci-
ety’, the churches and business and chaired by an international human rights 
expert. The Forum failed to reach a consensus on the Bill of Rights, and its 
report, submitted to the NIHRC in March 2008, laid out various and often 
conflicting options. Even the NIHRC itself was unable to produce an agreed 
document: two unionist commissioners dissented from the advice the com-
mission presented to the Secretary of State on 10 December 2008.

The ‘Preamble’ to Annex 4 of the Dayton Accords (1995) states that the 
constitution of Bosnia-Herzegovina is,

Inspired by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International 
Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, and the Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging 
to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, as well as 
other human rights instruments.
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Article II of the Constitution provides that the European Convention on 
Human Rights ‘shall apply directly in Bosnia and Herzegovina’ and shall 
have ‘priority over all other law’. Annex 6 provides for a Human Rights 
Commission consisting of an internationally appointed Ombudsman and a 
Human Rights Chamber. The former investigates and the latter adjudicates. 
Unlike the NIHRC, the Human Rights Commission provided for in the 
Dayton Accords does not have responsibility for developing a Bill of Rights 
or for consciousness raising. But Annex 6 requires parties to the accords to 
‘promote and encourage the activities of non-governmental and international 
organizations for the protection and promotion of human rights’ (1995). In 
both places government involves the promotion of what is now referred to as 
a ‘culture of human rights’.

In both places, the human rights provisions have proved controversial and 
difficult to implement. Christine Bell explains the difficulties as follows: 
‘the implementation of human rights measures is largely dependent on some 
type of meta-bargain having been reached’, but this bargain has not been 
secured in either Bosnia-Herzegovina or Northern Ireland. With regard to 
Northern Ireland, ‘the bargain is incomplete [for] the agreement is compat-
ible with both British unionist and Irish nationalist sovereign aspirations 
for the future’. Thus in opposing the NIHRC’s final advice to the Secretary 
of State some unionists argued that the human rights process in Northern 
Ireland be subsumed into a broader United Kingdom process.3 With regard 
to Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bell argues that, in the text of Dayton ‘it is clear . . . 
that the human rights institutions which aim to cement the unitary state stand 
at odds with the entities and the scope of their autonomy’ and ‘given the lack 
of ethno-national consent to the unitary structure it is not surprising that there 
is resistance to implementing the decisions of the human rights institutions’ 
(Bell 2000: 299).

In the absence of a meta-bargain having been reached, the danger is that 
human rights becomes a new terrain on which the old conflicts are fought. 
This is what the ‘liberal’ critique of consociation as the institutionalisation of 
division might lead us to expect: the danger is of what Robin Whitaker calls 
‘the communalization of rights’ (2010: 26). In both places there are tenden-
cies in this direction.

A recent report on civil society actors and human rights promotion in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina conducted by the Oslo International Peace Research 
Institute and the Marburg University’s Center of Conflict Studies con-
cludes that most human rights organisations are ‘active only in their own 
entity (Federation or Republika Srpska) without communication among 
one another’(Marcon et al. 2008: 26) and that some Bosnian civil society 
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organisations seek to promote human rights ‘for the persons of their own eth-
nic group’ and only a ‘few’ have ‘tried to promote a real reconciliation among 
the different communities and to work at state level and not only in their own 
entity’ (2008: 27). Against this I met with the members of several organisa-
tions that were based in Sarajevo, but whose social and ethnic composition 
was mixed and which either worked across the whole of Bosnia-Herzegovina 
or had sister organisations in other entities. I did encounter disillusionment 
among some of the human rights activists I met, but this had various sources, 
not least the actions of ‘the international community’.

In Northern Ireland there is clear unionist and nationalist disagreement 
about the provisions of the most recent draft Bill of Rights. The major divi-
sion is that the former preferred a minimalist Bill of Rights, one that was 
bound tightly to the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland narrowly 
defined and to the principle of parity of esteem, ethos and identity, while the 
latter supported a Bill of Rights that addressed Northern Ireland’s social and 
economic circumstances as well as its civil and political ones.The former 
chair of the NIHRC sums up unionist objections as follows

What really irks many unionists – though it may also displease national-
ists when the crunch comes – is that the proposed Bill will allow NGOs 
and others to go to court and claim that government ministers . . . are 
not progressing towards full realisation of the rights to health, an ade-
quate standard of living, work and social security. The commission has 
adopted an all-guns-blazing approach to social and economic rights, 
beyond even what South Africa, Finland, and Hungary, the supposed 
leaders in the field, have opted for.

(Dickson 2009: 11)

Whitaker concludes her analysis of the debates and controversy by arguing 
against the idea that it can be characterised in terms of ‘communalization of 
rights’:

NIHRC’s interpretation of its mandate (consultation, monitoring and 
advice; public information and education) created spaces for people and 
groups to pursue a wide range of agendas, articulate diverse hopes and 
fears, and fire salvos. As much as competing nationalities, debate has 
been about competing social models, competing ideas of democracy and 
competing philosophies of rights, none of which are merely local. Nor 
do the disputants resolve neatly into Catholics/nationalists, Protestants/
unionists and others. A closer look reveals multiple differences, not only 



80  Human rights and the priority of ethnicity

between groups or even within them, but also within individual mem-
bers of those groups.4

(2010: 38)

While it would not be accurate to describe the human rights processes initi-
ated by the Dayton Accords and the GFA as the communalisation of rights, it 
is nevertheless true that they have not succeeded in one of their main official 
purposes; that is, acting as a unifying force. This difficulty could have been 
anticipated. There were early signs, and Christopher McCrudden, a leading 
advocate of consociation warned that, ‘establishing the appropriate relation-
ships between international human rights law and consociational arrange-
ments is likely to be a complex interpretative task’ (2006: 3). And yet huge 
resources and large hopes continued to be invested in human rights processes. 
One wonders why? Beyond inertia, there is the Foucauldian question: if the 
human rights processes set in train by the GFA and the Dayton Accords have 
not achieved their ostensible purposes what is served by their failure? What 
are the outcomes?

Outcomes of the human rights processes initiated 
by the Dayton Accords
In both Bosnia-Herzegovina and Northern Ireland, running alongside argu-
ments about whose rights and which rights are to be protected, there has been 
another more fundamental argument going on about the nature of rights as 
such. We touched on this in Chapters 2 and 3. This is the argument about 
whether rights are a property of individuals or of groups or of both; and 
if both, which should have priority. In practical terms the argument boils 
down to whether human rights instruments in Northern Ireland and Bosnia-
Herzegovina should include provision for a right to self-identification or, to 
be more specific, a right of exit from the communities and peoples specified 
in the peace agreements.

Summarising the debate in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Edin Hodžić, formerly 
of the research and analysis section of the Office of the Prosecutor, contrasts 
the richness of the Dayton human rights provisions and the poverty of their 
implementation. He notes,

the absolute domination of continued debate on the conflict between 
individual and collective rights in the constitutional and legal order of 
BiH (Bosnia-Herzegovina), which has been going on, with alterable 
intensity, practically from the moment the Dayton Agreement was signed 
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. . . [and] continues to revolve persistently around one or two poles in this 
already quite predictable debate. On the one hand, the abstract citizen 
is insisted upon as the only genuine holder of rights, while on the other 
side, there are opposing approaches based on absolutism and supreme 
authority of ethnic communities.

He implies that the persistent recurrence of this debate is intrinsic to 
consociation:

we are deeply entrenched in a consociation model. Almost by definition, 
the consociation model, implies a continued state of crisis, be it realistic 
or construed. The crisis, in fact, is the way of political life, while finding 
mechanisms for its overcoming is the essence of actions of all partici-
pants in the political arena.

And he bemoans the fate of Bosnia-Herzegovina as a kind of test-case, 
watched closely by the international community to see if it can achieve what 
has so far eluded everyone else; that is, ‘deliver guidelines for innovation 
of rigid solutions provided by the paradigms of liberalism or consocialism’ 
(Hodžić 5 July 2006).

Those who query the supremacy of ethnic groups and argue that human 
rights should accrue to us as individuals are regarded with suspicion or skep-
ticism. This was brought home to me at a conference dinner in Sarajevo. The 
keynote speaker had given a talk earlier in the day in which he had elaborated 
a contrast between the vitality of communalist politics and the enervation 
of politics in the liberal state. The audience at the lecture had queried what 
appeared to be his endorsement of communalism and those members of the 
audience who came to dinner continued the discussion. While that was going 
on, I was chatting to our dinner-host, the conference organiser. I told him about 
the debacle of the first draft Bill of Rights in Northern Ireland, and specu-
lated as to why individual rights seemed to be asserted with more confidence 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Was it to do with the role in Bosnia-Herzegovina of 
international NGOs captivated by the romance of Sarajevo’s multi-ethnic 
history and the tragedy of its destruction? Was it to do with the recentness of 
communist, one-party rule (see Helsinki Human Rights 2005a)? No, no, he 
said and invited me to look around the dinner table. There were five people 
aside from myself, the visiting speaker and our host. All five were Bosniaks, 
he said, explaining that Bosniaks are a majority in Bosnia-Herzegovina and 
feel more confident about a unitary state in which rights would accrue to 
individual citizens.
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The tone of the dinner-host was affectionate, but in other contexts to chal-
lenge the priority accorded to the ethnic group over the individual can pro-
voke a severe reaction, one that is licensed by the perpetual sense of crisis 
that Hodžić alludes to. Mujkic argues that in the ‘ethnopolis’ where ‘taking 
part in politics takes the form of obeying a biological obligation’, the ‘notion 
of the individual citizen, abstracted from his ethnic and religious kinship, is 
viewed as subversive’. To be ‘other’ in this sense is to be guilty of ‘a despi-
cable’ we might add dubious ‘form of atheism, moral corruption, decadence, 
and rebellion’ (2007: 120). As evidence he cites the ‘Stalinesque’ rhetoric 
of those ‘ethnopoliticians’ who accused a group of social democratic politi-
cians, journalists, and intellectuals of attempting coup d’état in 2003. The 
charges were dropped, but normalisation does not depend on a successful 
prosecution (Foucault 2007: 56).

Outcomes of the human rights processes initiated by the GFA
Part of the function of human rights processes in the aftermath of conflict is 
pedagogical and inspirational: fostering a ‘culture of human rights’. It is fit-
ting therefore that large questions should be aired about the nature of rights 
and what it means to be human. There have been moments when the debate in 
Northern Ireland has been like this. Early in the debate surrounding the first 
draft Bill of Rights, supporters of the idea that there should be a right of exit 
invited international experts to participate in local discussions. Supporters 
of the idea that groups have rights invoked existential arguments about the 
importance of communal identity to individual identity, referred to larger 
debates concerning the politics of recognition, and appealed to renowned 
authorities such as Charles Taylor (1994), Will Kymlicka (1995) and so forth 
(e.g. see Harvey 2003: 90).

Gradually the public debate became inflected by a note of crisis and, with 
that, increasingly technocratic. ‘Academic’ discussion was denounced (see 
Russell 2004). The clearest exposition of the technocratic case against allow-
ing the individual to have a right not to be treated as a member of one or other 
of the two communities specified in the GFA is articulated by Christopher 
McCrudden:

the concept of consociationalism adopted and incorporated by the 
[Good Friday] Agreement include those provisions of the Agreement 
that established particular voting procedures in the legislature, and 
also those domestic anti-discrimination and equality policies that 
addressed economic disparities between Catholics and Protestants in 
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employment . . . Although the latter predated the Agreement, it was under-
pinned by the Agreement. The important connection between the two is not 
only that, however, but also that both rely, to some extent on using group 
identity as an important element in the way they are operationalized.

(2007: 317)5

Group identity is a vital mechanism used to operationalise both voting pro-
cedures in the local legislature and procedures for monitoring the communal 
composition of workforces and job applicants (see Chapter 4). To include pro-
vision for a right of exit in the Bill of Rights would be to expose this vital mech-
anism to legal challenge. The nature of identity and rights are no longer issues 
of existential, moral, political and philosophical issues of legitimate concern to 
all, but a technical issue and technical issues are the preserve of those with the 
requisite technical training and expertise, in this case legal training/expertise.

As an architect of equality legislation McCrudden is particularly con-
cerned with the potential impact of a right of exit on employment monitoring 
procedures. He argues that the introduction of these procedures in the early 
1990s was vexed and that to reopen the issue years later in the context of 
debate about the Bill of Rights is ‘close to irresponsible’ (2007: 341). In an 
article written shortly before publication of the second draft Bill of Rights, 
McCrudden raised the temperature further by arguing that a legal challenge 
to employment monitoring procedures arising from a right of exit would be 
‘destabilizing’ (2008: 8).

This invocation of crisis seems excessive (see Chapter 4; see also Hadden 
2008). And it is not at all clear why one could not have a Bill of Rights that 
acknowledged a right of exit, while ensuring that fair employment monitoring 
could continue unimpaired. Indeed, during the debate on the first draft Bill of 
Rights, a whole range of organisations advocated this position; including the 
Irish Congress of Trade Unions, the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary 
Action and the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (Whitaker 2010).

Nevertheless, McCrudden’s arguments seem to have had the desired 
effect. In the Human Rights Forum established in 2006, Sinn Fein and the 
Social Democratic and Labour Party voiced their opposition to a right of exit. 
The unionist parties were unenthusiastic. The Alliance Party was alone in 
continuing to argue for a right of exit based on Article 3(1) of the European 
Framework Convention on the Protection of National Minorities. Article 
3(1) states that:

Every person belonging to a national minority shall have the right 
to freely choose to be treated or not to be treated as such and no 
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disadvantage shall result from this choice or from the exercises of the 
rights which are connected to that choice.

(Council of Europe 1995)

Alliance argued that the protection that the Framework Convention extends 
to minorities should be extended to all communities:

Alliance believes that Northern Ireland is a complicated society with 
multiple identities, and cross-cutting cleaves. Cultural and identity 
rights should apply to all persons belonging to different sections of soci-
ety. Minorities are not fixed, and majorities in one context can be minori-
ties in another . . . The right to self identification is an absolutely critical 
issue for the Alliance Party. People should be free to identify themselves, 
and to have this right respected by public authorities . . . Where there 
are implications for approaches to [fair employment] monitoring, then 
policies need to be reconsidered. Alliance is opposed to any limitation 
paragraph on this right.

(Report of the Bill of Rights Forum 2008: 74)

This argument is consistent with that of the Standing Advisory Commission 
on Human Rights (SACHR) who, as discussed in Chapter 3, introduced 
the notion of equality of esteem (see Chapter 3 and SACHR 1990: 90).6 
Nevertheless it left the Alliance Party open to the suggestion that it was 
pursuing some kind of majoritarian agenda. Thus the ‘The Human Rights 
NGO sector’ in the Forum argued against the Alliance position, explaining 
that it had:

fundamental reservations about . . . the manner in which rights of a 
minority are treated as synonymous with rights of a community. The 
term ‘minorities’ has a specific connotation in international human rights 
law. The protection of rights is obviously in the interests of everyone in 
society, whether one is a member of a minority or a majority community. 
Moreover, the rights of individuals to be protected from discrimination 
is obviously very important: men, white people, English speakers, het-
erosexuals, settled people must clearly be protected from discrimination, 
and must be allowed, like everyone else, to express their identity in pri-
vate and in society. Special provision is rarely, if ever, however required 
to ensure protection for such groups – and the elaboration of the rights 
of ‘dominant’ or ‘majority’ groups do not figure in international human 
rights texts. The purpose of minority rights protections is to protect the 
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most vulnerable groups in society, precisely because they are minor-
ity groups. It is quite unacceptable to undermine any of the rights that 
minority communities have as a result of the Framework Convention.

(Bill of Rights Forum Report 2008: 75–76, my emphasis)

As in Bosnia-Herzegovina, so in Northern Ireland: to advocate a right to self-
identification is to lay oneself open to suspicion of pursuing a covert majori-
tarian agenda. Recall Chapter 2 where we discussed how Alliance Party and 
the Women’s Coalition Members of the Local Assembly relinquished their 
designation as ‘other’ to secure the reinstatement of First Minister and Deputy 
First Minister. Under protest, Alliance members of the Assembly had re-
designated themselves as unionist to ensure that their votes would be counted. 
One might have expected them to have been applauded for helping to save the 
legislature. On the contrary as Malachi O’Doherty observed at the time:

There is a whisper of contempt for the Alliance Party being so precious 
about this move [re-designating as unionist]. It is being said, sure they are 
unionists anyway and it costs them nothing. What right have they then to 
be setting terms for acknowledging for a day what they really are?

(2001)

O’Doherty is pointing to the suspicion that by claiming to be ‘other’, mem-
bers of the Alliance Party are not being true to themselves. Their pursuit of a 
right of exit is therefore misguided or dishonest. Worse than that, in the wake 
of the recent human rights debate, arguing for a right of exit is revealed as 
being subversive of hard-won equality legislation aimed at redressing gen-
erations of discrimination against Catholics in Northern Ireland.

In its final advice to the Secretary of State the NIHRC interpreted the prin-
ciple of parity of esteem as to require ‘the due recognition of the identity, ethos 
and aspirations of the two main communities in Northern Ireland’ (2008: 10). 
Consistent with this, the ‘Culture and Identity’ section of the draft Bill of 
Rights included ‘an obligation on public authorities to respect the identity 
and ethos of both communities’ (2008: 98). But the NIHRC also recognised 
that ‘the rights and needs of others must be protected’ (2008: 10). How were 
the rights of others to be protected? Not through the inclusion of a right of 
exit or a right to self-identification, but by extending protection from the ‘two 
main communities’ to ‘other linguistic, cultural and ethnic minorities’ (2008: 
98 and 41).7 All difference is welcome so long as it’s ethnic!

I am minded of Hardt and Negri’s prescient observation about the emergence 
of a ‘pluralism’ that insists that ‘all cultural identities are equal’ and ‘accepts all 
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the differences of what we are so long as we agree to act on the basis of these 
differences of identity, so long as we agree to act our race’ (2000: 192).

Conclusion
The objectives of the human rights processes inscribed in the Dayton Accords 
and the GFA are the same as human rights everywhere. But in the specific 
context of consociational peace agreements with their emphasis on segmen-
tal or cultural autonomy, human rights provisions have a vital additional role; 
that is, to act as a unifying force – one of the few – protecting all the people, 
including those who do not fit the specified ethno-national categories (see 
Bell 2000 and McGarry 2001: 122).

In this regard, whatever else they have achieved, the human rights pro-
cesses provided for in the GFA and the Dayton Accords have not been suc-
cessful. Rather than acting as a unifying force, human rights processes have 
been sources of ongoing tension and pseudo-crisis. The old ‘liberal’ critique 
of consociation which complains about the institutionalisation of ethnic divi-
sion might lead us to expect this: that human rights would become a new 
terrain upon which old communal conflicts are fought out, what Whitaker 
(2010) calls the communalisation of rights. But as she points out in the case 
of Northern Ireland, the difficulties and tensions revealed in the deliberations 
over a Bill of Rights cannot be understood by reducing it to communal stand-
points, the debate has been more nuanced than that.

The problem with the human rights processes enacted in Northern Ireland 
and Bosnia-Herzegovina is that far from transcending ethnicity they have 
inadvertently served to confirm its overweening importance. And so the most 
recent draft of the Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland extends recognition from 
‘the two main communities’ to ‘other linguistic, cultural and ethnic minori-
ties’. In itself, this extension is very welcome for ‘post-conflict’ Northern 
Ireland continues to witness a vicious cultural racism directed against travel-
ers and migrants.8 Nevertheless, it is worth pointing out that such recognition 
is not extended to the identities of those who define themselves other than in 
ethnic terms.

Bosnia-Herzegovina has more well-established ethnic minorities than 
Northern Ireland, and efforts to secure their recognition have been long-run-
ning. After intervention of the High Representative in 2002, ‘a number of 
seats were reserved in the entity parliaments for those not belonging to the 
constituent peoples’ (HCHR 2005b). Also worth noting is the campaign to 
open up the presidency and the House of Peoples to members of ethnic groups 
other than the specified constituent peoples. Under the Dayton constitution, 
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Bosnia has three Presidents representing each of the constituent peoples, and 
only members of these constituent peoples can run for the presidency. The 
Minority Rights Group has sponsored an application to the European Court 
of Human Rights aimed at opening up the presidency to ethnic minorities: 
Sejdic and Finci vs Bosnia and Herzegovina (application numbers: 27996/06 
and 34836/0). Dervo Sejdic is a member of the Roma community, and Jakob 
Finci a member of the Jewish community. The Minority Rights Group empha-
sises Finci’s ethnic credentials as the leader of Sarajevo’s ‘small Jewish com-
munity whose family has lived in the city for over 300 years . . . the Bosnian 
constitution is a modern day creation, but de facto reinforces centuries-old 
discrimination . . . There are about 500 Jews living in Bosnia-Herzegovina’ 
(Minority Rights Group 2006).

Aside from a formal willingness to entertain ethnic others, another similarity 
between post-peace agreement Bosnia-Herzegovina and Northern Ireland is 
that in both places non-ethnic ‘others’ are met with scepticism and worse. At 
best they are perceived as self-deluded; at worst as dishonest proxies for some 
kind of majoritarian agenda (Mujkic 19 November 2007). Either way, they 
are untrue to their innermost selves, and being true to one’s innermost self, 
which in ethnopolis is always one’s ethnic self, is the highest virtue. Non-
ethnic ‘others’ are dangerous and subversive, which is presumably why they 
are sometimes met with an anger that is surprisingly vehement. Whatever 
underlies the opprobrium, it certainly serves to normalise the ethnic.

If anything, the normalising pressure in Northern Ireland is greater than in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. The form of consociation laid out in the Dayton Accords 
may be defined as corporate and the GFA as liberal, but it is in Northern 
Ireland that legislation allows for people socialised locally to be categorised 
as belonging to one or other of the specified ethno-national groups irrespec-
tive of how they choose to identify themselves. As the trajectory of the debate 
on a Northern Ireland Bill of Rights shows, the official reluctance to allow 
a right of exit from one’s supposed community of origin has stiffened in the 
years since the GFA was signed. In Bosnia-Herzegovina self-identification 
is allowed despite evidence of abuse by ethnic parties: to do anything else, 
says Florian Beiber, would not be ‘appropriate from the point of view of indi-
vidual human rights’ (2006: 24).

Far from transcending ethnicity the human rights process enacted in 
Northern Ireland and Bosnia-Herzegovina confirm its overweening impor-
tance. Far from protecting people who do not conform to the ethno-national 
norm, human rights processes in Northern Ireland and Bosnia-Herzegovina 
have served to confirm their anomalous status.





8 ‘A long way to get very little’
 The durability of identity, 
 socialist politics and communal 
 discipline

There has been some effort in post-conflict Northern Ireland and Bosnia- 
Herzegovina to recognise ethnicities other than those specified in the peace 
agreements, but there seems to be a stubborn resistance, considerably more 
pronounced in the former than the latter, to concede anything on the assump-
tion that indigenes must belong to one or other of the identity categories 
specified in the respective peace agreements. But how so? It’s not because 
these identities are primordial. Consociationalists have become leery of pri-
mordialism. As we have seen McGarry and O’Leary assert that there is a 
major difference between recognising that ethnic identities are durable and 
suggesting that they are primordial (2004: 32). But what is the difference? 
If identities are not primordial, how are they maintained, reproduced and 
passed on?

In the case of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Paddy Ashdown offers the thought 
that it is the enmity generated by war that makes ethnic identities perdure. 
Conflict begets ethnicity rather than the other way round (see also Nic Craith 
2002: 15). In the case of Northern Ireland, advocates of liberal consociation 
no longer even attempt an explanation for the apparent durability of ethnic-
ity. Ignoring decades of anthropological work on ethnic identity by Frederik 
Barth (1969, see Chapter 3) and others, they simply shrug their shoulders and 
assert ‘that’s how it is’ or ‘it was always thus’.

Here are two quotes to illustrate the exasperated invocation of this sup-
posed historical reality. McGarry (2001: 123) claims that unlike their 
corporatist cousins, liberal consociationalists are not in favour of ‘privi-
leging a particular group of members or pre-determining beneficiaries in 
advance of elections . . . even if, as in this case [Northern Ireland], the pre-
determined groups have constituted almost all the electorate for the past cen-
tury’. Rejecting the claims of integrationist critics of consociation as ‘utopian 
and mistaken’ McGarry and O’Leary argue that ‘for over a century historic 
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Ulster, and then the Northern Ireland that was carved from it, has been divided 
electorally into two rival ethno-national blocs, the divisions have become 
particularly intense during the past thirty years’ (2004: 19).

This is a large generalisation that masks ideological struggles within, and the 
changing social composition of the two electoral blocs. It is also to overstate 
the significance of elections in a polity constituted precisely to ensure that elec-
tions were a foregone conclusion. Thus it brackets-out social movements such 
as the Civil Rights Movement that are neither ethno-national nor concerned 
with contesting elections. And it diminishes the significance of political parties 
that sought electoral support from both sides of the sectarian divide, albeit with 
limited and uneven success. We have discussed the treatment of the Women’s 
Coalition and the Alliance Party. This chapter looks at the way other cross-
communal political parties have figured in recent debates about the adequacy 
of consociation and the GFA. These are the labourist or socialist parties – nota-
bly the Northern Ireland Labour Party (NILP) – which contested elections in 
various shapes and forms from the foundation of Northern Ireland until the mid 
1980s (Edwards 2007a and 2007b; Swan 2008; O’Leary 2008).

One might expect that discussion of the socialist past would feature in 
post-Dayton Bosnia-Herzegovina. For example the strength with which indi-
vidual rights are asserted is not simply a rejection of ethnopolitics but owes 
something to the collectivism of the former Yugoslavia and to the cold war 
origins of some of the human rights organisations active in the region. It is 
also worth noting that the critics of the Dayton Accords who point to pre-war 
inter-communal mixing and solidarity are denounced as Yugo-nostalgic.

It is not surprising to find the socialist past, and interpretations of it, invoked 
in arguments about the Dayton Accords, but who would have thought that 
labour history would feature in the retrospective justification of the GFA? 
My purpose in looking at Irish labour history is not to attack consociation-
alism by demonstrating moments of success for cross-community politics 
based on common class-interest. Rather, labour history is of interest here as 
an illustration of the way historical truth-claims are used both to support and 
to contest the political rationality upon which consociationalism is based; 
namely the relative weight accorded in explanations of conflict to ethnicity 
as opposed to class or an ‘exaggerated materialism’ (O’Leary 2008). Beyond 
that, and most importantly, I am interested in what the experience of people 
active in the labour movement in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s might tell us 
about communal identities, how they change and perdure. (Before we begin, 
however, we should register the anachronism in posing the question of iden-
tity in regard to a generation for whom the term ‘identity’ as we use it today 
would have been quite foreign.)
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Labour politics and consociation: a challenge or the exception 
that proves the rule?
Commenting on ‘the heat generated by debate over consociation and its 
“liberal” or “illiberal” normative trappings’, Edwards takes issue with the 
consociationalist denial of the ‘capacity by individual actors to transform 
their social and political identities into something other than merely protes-
tant unionist and Catholic Nationalist’ (2007a: 139–40, my emphasis). As an 
example of this capacity to change he suggests the case of NILP:

there have been many cases where transforming one’s identity into 
something distinct from the prevailing norms can make a measured 
impact on the political front. The post-war successes of bi-confessional 
parties, like the democratic socialist Northern Ireland Labour Party, 
and, from 1970, its liberal Alliance Party successor in transcending 
these strong ethno-national group identities did make a significant 
impact.

(2007a: 140, my emphasis)

The NILP secured four seats at Stormont in 1958 and again in 1962, when it 
got 26 per cent of the total vote, which was its electoral highpoint (Edwards 
2009: 72).

Those, like Edwards, who mention the electoral successes of the NILP in 
the late 1950s and 1960s have been subject to swift and sharp correction by 
consociationalists (e.g. see Feeney 2009). O’Leary has returned to the issue 
in a recent review of a book by Paul Bew. What’s at issue in this review is 
not only the malleability or otherwise of identity, but the integrity of con-
sociational rationality. Bew, any more than Edwards, does not dispute the 
theory that the Northern Ireland conflict is ethno-national, but still they are 
suspect. The whole point of O’Leary’s discussion of Bew’s book is to chart 
the author’s apostasy: Bew has moved from an early attachment to Marxist 
class analysis (Bew et al. 1979) to an implicit endorsement of consociation-
alism; from Louis Althusser to Arend Lijphart, or, as O’Leary puts it, from 
LA to AL!

O’Leary acknowledges that ‘support for the NILP existed in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s’ and that it had a ‘moderately high vote share’ on occasion. 
But the thrust of his argument is to deny the significance that Bew once 
attached, and Edwards would still attach, to the NILP’s success. He contests 
the younger Bew’s insistence (with co-authors Gibbon and Patterson, 1979) 
that,
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secular and progressive forces were dominant within the protestant 
working class in the 1960s; [that] a large proportion of the protestant 
working class were ‘not the dupes of Orangeism . . . but were influenced 
by a secular ideology of opposition to regional deprivation, articulated 
by the NILP’.

(O’Leary 2008, unpaginated)

Against this, O’Leary asserts the enduring importance of ethnicity over class. 
The younger Bew exaggerated the significance of the vote for the NILP in the 
1960s, says O’Leary:

the NILP’s core support in Belfast came predominantly from Catholics 
– suggesting that working class Catholics were more socialist than 
working class protestants, though Catholic support for the NILP prob-
ably owed more to its role as a parliamentary opponent of the Ulster 
Unionist Party. When offered a choice between nationalists and the 
NILP, Catholics preferred the former, and most Catholics were never 
likely to transfer their loyalties en masse to the NILP because the party, 
while less prejudiced than the UUP, was, after all, unionist, and, from 
1949, solidly pro-partition. The NILP had little to say about Catholic 
grievances about discrimination, favoured strong measures against the 
IRA, and its leadership had a strong protestant cultural ethos. Two of its 
four Stormont MPs elected in 1958 were protestant lay preachers. The 
party split over the (protestant) issue of Sunday closing in 1965. The 
protestants who supported the NILP were never dominant in unionist 
politics.

(O’Leary 2008)

In short, notwithstanding its ability to attract electoral support and mem-
bers from within the nationalist community, the NILP was not just a unionist 
party, but an ethnic protestant party. On this reading to invoke the history the 
NILP is – like Yugo-nostalgia – to smooth over a far from perfect past. And 
far from innocent, for Slobodan Milosevic used Yugo-nostalgia as a proxy for 
Serbian Nationalism (see Jansen 2000: 194).

Edwards does not dispute that the NILP in the 1950s was a unionist party, 
but he does introduce an interesting ambiguity regarding its ethnic character. 
Sometimes he describes the NILP as an ‘inter-ethnic political force’ (2009: 
227), that is, an alliance between leftists whose ethnicity remained intact. 
Sometimes he suggests that NILP was transcendent: ‘above all the NILP 
represented a genuine attempt by protestants and Catholics to pursue com-
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mon class interests above and beyond ethnic and religious ones. This . . . is an 
anomaly worth investigating further’ (2009: 4, my emphasis; see also 163). But 
Edwards also occasionally edges towards the possibility that the NILP was 
both these things; in other words that it contained within its ranks an admix-
ture of people who had a variable relationship with the unionist and national-
ist communities, and included people who regarded themselves as Christian 
socialists as well as people who regarded themselves secular atheists.

The significance of this last possibility grows if we regard the NILP not 
simply as a political party whose sole raison d’être was to contest elections, 
but as part of a broader labour movement. I will expand on this point in the 
next section. I should stress that my point in doing so is not to counterpoise 
class to ethnicity as an explanatory variable – the latter was obviously the 
more compelling for most, most of the time – but to point up the experience 
of those who actively sought to step outside the communal scripts in the name 
of socialism and communism.

‘Identity’ change and the labour movement
The NILP became a unionist party in January 1949 when it declared in favour 
of partition, prior to that it had been ambiguous. The declaration had been 
coming for some time, but the immediate circumstances are significant. In 
December 1948 the Irish President signed the legislation declaring the South 
of Ireland to be a republic. In January 1949, the nationalist parties in the 
South joined together to establish a fund raising campaign to finance anti-
partition candidates in the North (Farrell 1980: 184). Jack Macgougan, who 
had been chairman of the NILP 1945–46, described the situation as follows: 
‘The chapel gate collection’, as the anti-partition fund was called, ‘led to 
absolute hysteria in Northern Ireland . . . There’s no describing it . . . [it 
was what] I saw in response to the Anglo-Irish Agreement [1985] doubled or 
trebled’ (interview conducted by Dick Hunter, 5 December 19851).

Macgougan was the leading member of a group of anti-partitionists who 
had been expelled by the NILP in 1948 and went on to form a northern section 
of the Irish Labour Party early in 1949. Here’s how Michael Farrell, one of the 
few historians to have dealt with this episode in any detail (see also Walker 
1984; Finlay 1989), describes the development of a partitionist NILP:

The break-up of the Labour Party over the partition issue had shown 
once again, as in 1920 and 1935 though on a smaller scale, how easily 
a fragile working class unity built up on social and economic issues, 
but ignoring, or ambiguous about, the constitutional question, could be 
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fragmented when the basic existence of state came to the fore. The bulk 
of the protestant members of the Labour Party retreated toward the 
unionist camp. As before a small but significant group of protestant radi-
cals went the whole way and joined the anti-partitionist ranks, but just as 
the events which decide them were not as dramatic as those of 1919 or 
1932–33, so they didn’t go as far and they became neither Republicans 
nor Communists, but left-wing members of the Irish Labour Party.

(1980: 196)

Farrell’s analysis would appear to confirm the consociational position 
about the weight of ethno-nationalism and the durability of ethno-national 
identities as against materialism and class interest. We will return to this 
in the next section. For the moment, I want to draw your attention to what 
Farrell’s analysis implies about identity-change. He presents the decision 
of Macgougan and his colleagues to join the Irish Labour Party as trans-
formative. In 1976 when the first edition of Farrell’s book was published, 
identity was not yet the dominant idiom of social and political analysis, but 
‘identity-change’ as it would be called today is what he is getting at: the 
former members of the NILP who established the Northern Section of the 
Irish Labour Party were protestants who went ‘the whole way’ and became 
something else: anti-partitionist.

The same kind of thinking colours Edward’s history of the NILP in the 
1950s and 1960s. He uses that history to question the consociationalist’s 
denial of the ‘capacity by individual actors to transform their social and 
political identities into something other than merely protestant unionist 
and Catholic Nationalist’ (2007: 140, my emphasis). In this way Edwards 
bolsters consociational rationality even as he attacks it.

Transformation or conversion is one of the dominant ways in which identity 
change is coming to be understood in the academic literature.2 It is consistent 
with the scientific sectarianism or cultural pluralism discussed in Chapter 4: 
in Northern Ireland you have to be one thing or the other. Conversion is under-
stood to take place because of some kind of crisis – a catalytic event or events. 
Farrell, a kind of Alain Badiou (2007) avant la lettre, locates the events of 
1949 in a sequence of crises that episodes of working class unity provoked for 
the ruling class. The others he mentions are 1919 and 1932. The former was 
the occasion of strike by engineering workers in Belfast; the latter was a strike 
by workers employed on relief schemes aimed at alleviating unemployment. 
Both strikes were followed by sectarian riots and ethnic cleansings.

We will return to these events in a moment, but before moving on 
we should note more recent versions of this view of identity-change as 
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conversion or transformation. Todd et al. (2006), drawing on interviews car-
ried out at intervals between 1988 and 2006, discuss various kinds of identity 
change. Overall, they conclude that ‘essentializing change’ – that is, change 
that results in a hardening of ethnic identity – is the most common. It occurs 
as ‘an immediate reaction which asserts personal and collective dignity in 
situations were it is denied’ whether through ‘institutional injustice’ and/or 
‘collective stigmatization’ (2006: 340). They describe ‘category change’ as 
rare and ‘crisis-ridden’ responses to specific events (2006: 338), examples 
mentioned include

Alienation from nationalism and Irish identity provoked by encounters 
with rough, aggressive republican supporters during the 1981 hunger 
strikes; alienation from the entire British vs. Irish and protestant vs. 
Catholic binaries provoked by a stabbing by a neighbourhood paramili-
tary; alienation from unionism provoked by the experience of local ‘eth-
nic cleansing’.

(Todd et al. 2006: 338)

Another kind of event thought to have the power to prompt change is spend-
ing time outside the country (see Hyndman 1996).

To return to labour history, the point I wish to make is that if you look 
at the life-histories of people like Jack Macgougan, founder member of the 
northern section of the Irish Labour Party, you find that they do not con-
form to this conversion story. Macgougan was born, grew up and lived as an 
adult in a protestant area of East Belfast. His mother was a Methodist, but he 
recalled no discernable religious atmosphere at home. His father was an offi-
cial in the Amalgamated Engineering Union and acted as Election agent for 
Jack Beattie, a strongly anti-partitionist labour politician who topped the poll 
for East Belfast in the 1925 Stormont election, was re-elected for Pottinger 
1929–43 and elected MP for West Belfast at Westminster 1943–45.

Jack Macgougan described himself as a ‘socialist . . . with a national out-
look’ (interview conducted by Dick Hunter, 15 November 1985). He refused 
the notion that he came to this position via a ‘road to Damascus’ conversion, 
presenting it instead as something that grew out of his milieu. Influenced by 
reading Jack London, Upton Sinclair and Sholakov thanks to the local public 
library, the ‘left Book club’ and Davy McLean’s Progressive Bookshop (Devine 
1989: 114–115).3 He also mentioned the Clarion Cycling and Rambling Clubs 
and the pioneering adult education provided by the National Council of 
Labour Colleges (which later became the Workers Education Association). 
As a boy Macgougan helped his father campaign for Beattie. Commenting 
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on Macgougan’s ‘anti-imperialist’ outlook, Devine says that for Macgougan 
there were simply no ‘compelling counter traditions within the Belfast Labour 
movement’ during his formative years in the 1930s. William Walker, a leading 
member of the labour movement at the turn of century who had opposed home 
rule for Ireland, was an irrelevance to Macgougan as he came into politics.

Macgougan’ s personal development took place in the context of a 
social movement that in addition to the cultural institutions and influences 
that he mentions, included a shifting constellation of political parties: the 
Independent Labour Party, the Socialist Party of Northern Ireland, the 
Socialist Republican Party, the Northern section of the Irish Labour Party, 
and the Revolutionary Workers Groups (which became the Communist Party 
of Ireland), even some early Trotskyists (Milotte 1984). This was a move-
ment that occasionally came together in various permutations to support the 
struggles of unemployed people, striking workers and particular causes such 
as the Spanish Civil War (see Malachy Gray 1986: 112). Later on, in the 
1950s, partly as a result of the efforts of Macgougan and others like him, 
there was an all-Ireland trade union centre to which were affiliated all of the 
local branches of trade unions, some of which had headquarters in Dublin and 
others in London.

Macgougan was an exceptional figure, but not untypical. Looking at the 
life histories of some of the other leading members of the labour movement 
in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, there is no question but that they considered 
themselves to be socialists or communists and that to be a socialist or a com-
munist was to be something other than a unionist or a nationalist, a protestant 
or a Catholic. Take Betty Sinclair who chaired the Northern Ireland Civil 
Rights Association in its early days. Born in a loyalist part of North Belfast, 
she gravitated from the Labour Party to the newly formed Revolutionary 
Workers Groups and was a founder member of the Communist Party of 
Ireland. Sinclair’s mother was a Methodist. Her father was not politically 
active, but he was agnostic and forbade his children from going ‘out to the 
bonfires or sing any of the so-called orange songs’: he was, according to 
Sinclair’s biographer, ‘a representative of a certain working class type in 
Belfast whose class interest made him suspicious of dominant ideologies’ 
(Morrissey 1983: 121).

As similar point has been made recently with regard to David Ervine who 
played an important role in the peace process as leader of the working class 
loyalist Progressive Unionist Party. Prior to joining the Progressive Unionist 
Party, Ervine had been active in the paramilitary Ulster Volunteer Force. 
After his death the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair referred to Ervine’s 
political journey: ‘Though brought up in sectarian politics, he ended being 



‘A long way to get very little’  97

a persistent and intelligent persuader for cross-community partnership and 
will be sorely missed’. David Adams, a journalist who knew Ervine well 
and was from a similar milieu,4 contradicted Blair’s assessment, pointing out 
that Ervine had not been brought up in sectarian politics, his father had been 
active in the labour movement and was a socialist:

when he dedicated himself to helping end conflict and sectarian divi-
sions it was, in essence, David Ervine’s true nature manifesting itself. He 
was someone who came back to the socialism and non-sectarianism that 
he had learnt at his Father’s knee.

(The Irish Times, 13 January 2007)5

‘A long way to get very little’: the durability of ethno-national 
identity
How did the Irish Labour Party fair in the ethno-national cauldron of Northern 
Ireland? Very, very well is the surprising answer. But only for a short time. The 
northern section of the Irish Labour Party was mixed in composition, includ-
ing members of the Socialist Republican Party, supporters of Jack Beattie and 
the ex-members of the NILP. Moreover the party was broadly based through-
out Northern Ireland. In the 1949 local elections it won seven seats in Belfast 
and controlled the Warrenpoint and Newry Councils (Farrell 1980: 194). The 
party also had a strong presence in Derry. Macgougan described the party as 
an alliance of ‘those who were labour with a national outlook and those who 
were nationalists with a slight working class bias’ (Devine 1989: 119).

From this auspicious start, the Irish Labour Party seemed like it might 
make a breakthrough. In 1950 there was a breathtaking series of electoral 
battles for West Belfast in which Jack Beattie took on two notoriously 
sectarian unionist candidates one after the other before emerging trium-
phant by a margin of 25 votes (Macgougan was his agent on this occasion). 
Thereafter the alliance between nationally minded, anti-imperialist socialists 
and left nationalists began to fall apart in bitter in-fighting. The last remain-
ing Irish Labour Party councillors in Belfast City Council lost their seats 
in 1958 and thereafter the party folded. Macgougan summed up his Irish 
Labour Party experience: ‘I’ve come a long way to get very little’ (Devine 
1989: 120).

Michael Farrell presents the history of the northern section of the Irish 
Labour Party as one in a series of three occasions when the promise of work-
ing class unity was denied by sectarianism. The other occasions he mentions 
are the 1919 engineering strike in Belfast and 1932 ‘Outdoor Relief’ crisis. 
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Perhaps in the failure of the labour movement to triumph over sectarianism, 
we can learn something about the durability of ethno-national identity?

Farrell’s theory, which is the traditional Irish Marxist theory, is that sectari-
anism is an instrument of the state or the ruling class – familiar in the colonial 
context – to divide and rule the masses. It was precisely against this argument, 
with its naive economistic assumptions, that the young Paul Bew together 
with Peter Gibbon and Henry Patterson (1979) had invoked Louis Althusser: 
sectarianism had an autonomous existence within the working classes. The 
idea that it was an instrument to divide and rule was overly conspiratorial for 
neither the state nor the ruling class for the bourgeoisie ‘operate according to 
the diktats of functional capitalist rationality’ (O’Leary 2008). And yet, when 
one looks at the history of the 1919 and 1932 strikes and what happened after 
– both episodes of class unity were followed by fierce sectarian riots and 
ethnic cleansings – one can’t simply dismiss Farrell’s argument.

Thus, in the summer following the 1919 strike, up to 10,000 men and 
1,000 women (Farrell 1980: 29) were put out of their workplaces by mobs 
led by the Ulster Unionist Labour Association. The Ulster Unionist Labour 
Association had been established in 1918 by the Ulster Unionist Council 
under the Chairmanship of Lord Carson. Most of the workers expelled 
were Catholics, but trade union activists and socialists were also targeted. 
‘Vigilance Committees’ were established in the shipyards to, amongst other 
things, administer loyalty declarations on the part of workers seeking re-
instatement. Henry Patterson describes the atmosphere in Belfast in the after-
math of the expulsions as ‘intensely intolerant of any deviants’ and notes 
that

At the British TUC [Trade Union Congress] conference, a delegate from 
the National Association of Operative House and Ship Painters reported 
that, of 750 Belfast members, more than a hundred had refused to sign 
loyalty declarations and had been forced out, even though most had 
served during the war and more than twenty were Orangemen. At the 
Irish Labour Party and TUC one of the Belfast delegates maintained that 
more than four hundred protestant Labour supporters had been driven 
from the shipyards.

(1980: 142)

Patterson comments that the goal of the Ulster Unionist Labour Association 
was not so much to secure a compliant workforce for Capital, but to secure 
ethnic unity as the national struggle in Ireland reached its climax.

The Outdoor Relief crisis presents a similar picture. In 1931 and 1932 
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an Outdoor Relief Workers Committee organised massive demonstrations 
of up to 60,000 Catholics and protestants against cuts in unemployment 
relief grants and their humiliating treatment at the hands of the Poor Law 
Guardians who dispensed them. The driving force behind the Committee 
was Tommy Geehan of the Revolutionary Workers Groups, helped by Betty 
Sinclair. Some of the demonstrations were broken-up by the police. Activists 
claimed that the subsequent riots were channelled into nationalist areas, and 
that only in these areas did police use their guns. Malachy Gray a member of 
the Revolutionary Workers Groups recalls

during the . . . strike permission was given for the police to open fire in 
the nationalist areas. Two Catholics were shot dead by the police but no 
such action took place in unionist areas. It was an act of deliberate policy 
by the Government. From 1932 onwards there was continued sectarian 
incitement in the press and from political platforms.

(1986: 111)

This time of fierce unemployment was when unionist politicians, including 
Prime Minster James Craig, made their most infamous calls for protestant 
employers to employ only protestants. The summer of 1935 saw another bout 
of communal rioting, workplace expulsions and ethnic cleansings during 
which labour premises were targeted.

My purpose in recounting this history is not to return us to the traditional 
Irish-Marxist argument that the persistence of ethnicity can be explained as 
a ruling class strategy of divide and rule. Rather it is to demonstrate, against 
the complacent consociational assertion that ‘it was always thus’, the extent 
to which the dominance of ethnopolitics in Northern Ireland was something 
that was worked at through a variety of practices and institutions.

Conclusion
‘Though it appeared to be the antithesis of governance, “ethnic cleans-
ing” is a technique of governmentality, a public-private partnership of vio-
lence that mixes professional military force and organisational logistics 
with freelance plunder, criminality and lawlessness’. So argue Gearóid 
Ó’Tuathail and Carl Dahlman (2004: 137) in relation to the strategy of 
the Milosevic regime in Bosnia. Likewise in the case of Northern Ireland: 
we should see the pogroms, workplace expulsions and riots that followed 
the episodes of cross-community activity in 1919, 1932 and 1968 as 
techniques of government.
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Pogroms, and workplace expulsions have a spectacular quality and clearly 
repressive purpose, and were directed mainly at those identified as Catholics 
or nationalists. But we should note the evidence from 1920, that socialists 
and labour activists who were identified as protestants were also targeted. 
And with this in mind, we can perhaps begin to see pogroms and workplace 
expulsions as part of a continuum that included a variety of disciplinary tech-
niques. Here the Foucauldian injunction to pay attention to the minor practices 
for governing people and their use by non-state as well as state institutions 
enables us to avoid some of the pitfalls of the traditional Marxist approach. 
For, as Valverde points out, Foucault’s approach to power relations is surpris-
ingly close to that of sociologists such as Erving Goffman who ‘demonstrated 
that social power relations do not leap from structural economic relations, but 
are instead made and re-made every day in the encounters among individuals 
and groups that make up institutions’ (2007: 160).

It is instructive in this context to return briefly to the break-up of the 
Northern Section of the Irish Labour Party in the 1950s. Here’s how Farrell 
explains it:

Under the pressure of Orange sectarianism they had been forced to 
confine themselves to the Catholic ghettos, only to be scattered and 
destroyed by the virulent anti-communism and anti-socialism of the 
Catholic Church in the 1950s and ghetto sectarianism against a mainly 
protestant-led party.

(1980: 224)

Talk to almost any socialist active in the nationalist community in the 1930s, 
1940s and 1950s and they speak of denunciations by the Catholic Church as 
one of the obstacles to their success. But this is well-known.

Jack Macgougan’s experience can be used to illustrate the more subtle 
aspects of what Farrell is getting at. He recalled his experience as ‘a young-
ster’ helping his father campaign for Jack Beattie in East Belfast in the 1925 
Stormont Election: ‘we ran about with a red ribbon on and got into trouble 
with our classmates who were all unionists. That was the first time I was ever 
called a Fenian’ (Devine 1989: 113; Macgougan may have been softening 
the language here: in this context the word ‘Fenian’ is a derogatory term for 
Catholic, but the vocabulary for betrayal and treachery in Northern Ireland 
is rich and colourful). Commenting on Macgougan’s recollection, Devine 
quotes Hugh Minford, a unionist Minister in 1950 as saying: ‘there are only 
two classes in Northern Ireland: the loyal and the disloyal. The loyal people 
are the Orangemen. The disloyal people are the socialists, communists and 
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Roman Catholics’ (1989: 121). Such is the power of binary oppositions: if 
you are not with us you must be against us.

And yet even though Macgougan was frequently denounced as disloyal 
or as a ‘Fenian’ this did not necessarily lead to him being accepted as such 
by Catholics. As part of my research into the secession of the Derry Branch 
of the British-based union for which Macgougan was an organiser, I inter-
viewed a retired shirt worker who, like most workers backed the breakaway 
union against Macgougan. She told me that for all his anti-partitionism, 
Macgougan was still regarded by the ‘factory girls’ as ‘too British’. Such is 
the power of normative ethnicity.

Marilyn Hyndman who conducted a series of interviews with ‘dissenting 
protestants’ in the mid-1990s describes the difficulties some of her respon-
dents experienced:

still others discovered that free and open discussion within their own 
community was impossible and the cost of their silence, with its accom-
panying loneliness, was too high a price to pay. Ethnic cleansing is not 
just about burning and shooting people from their homes. It is also about 
the purging of dissenting voices.

(1996: xvi)

When I read this quote, I thought again of Rosemary Harris, the anthropologist 
who was the first to conceive Northern Ireland as a plural society. If you look 
carefully, her discussion of the durability of group identity has an important 
twist to it. Harris agrees that for an individual to change group membership 
in the rural area of Northern Ireland that she studied would be very difficult 
psychologically and sociologically, ‘at least while the individual remains in 
Northern Ireland’. But this is because of the ‘strain’ arising from communal 
sanctions and/or the ‘the rupture in social ties presupposed by changed loyal-
ties’ (1986: 212), not because the individual’s cultural identity and sense of 
self-worth would necessarily suffer damage. In this analysis communities are 
held together not so much by the warm embrace of primordial sentiment as by 
fear – whether of loneliness and/or communal sanction.

Such an analysis might alter one’s perspective on the supposed virtues of 
cultural or segmental autonomy.





9 Conclusion

I set out to do three things in this book. The first was to construct a genealogy 
of a particularly influential approach to peace making, known as consocia-
tionalism. This approach has been the focus of a sustained ‘liberal’ critique, 
but has still managed to become the default approach of the liberal state when 
it comes to conflict resolution. ‘Liberal’ critics complain that consociation by 
recognising particular ethno-national identities in the name of equity or parity 
of esteem does not advance the cause of conflict resolution but institution-
alises division and antagonism. Following on from that, my second aim was 
to answer a puzzle: how it was that the liberal state accommodated itself to 
apparently illiberal ethnic subjects and practices. I found an answer in anthro-
pological ideas about culture and the plural society. Exploring the applica-
tions of these ideas in debates surrounding census data, anti-discrimination 
legislation, community relations work and so forth, it became apparent that 
what ‘liberal’ critics took as evidence of the ‘failure’ of consociation – for 
example, an apparent increase in communal segregation – was for the pioneer 
of consociation, an indicator of its success: make society more plural says 
Lijphart, recognise the ethnic protagonists and turn them into constructive 
elements of stable democracy. So, the ‘liberal’ critique of consociation misses 
the point, and that brings me to the third aim of this book; namely, to develop 
a more effective critique of the emerging common technology of peace.

Before getting into that, I would like to acknowledge the importance of the 
liberal critique of consociation and pause to consider its impact.

The impact of the liberal critique on policy post-conflict
There is clear evidence that the liberal critique of consociation has had a 
significant impact both at the level of the state and of the international com-
munity. Patrice McMahon and Jon Western conclude that the 
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Dayton peace agreement is a model to emulate because it ended the vio-
lence and built the conditions for a return to normal life for many. At 
the same time it offers a cautionary tale of the potential for institutional 
structures to create perverse incentives, spawn extremists, and under-
mine national unity. 

(2009: 74) 

It would appear that the joint proposals of the European Union and the United 
States regarding the future governance of Bosnia Herzegovina currently under 
discussion at camp Butmir have taken account of the Sejdic/Finci application 
to the European Court of Human Rights aimed at opening up the Presidency 
to ethnic minorities (International Crisis Group 12 November 2009).

In Northern Ireland, the emergence of the ‘good relations’ strategy articu-
lated in A Shared Future (2005) and Racial Equality (2005) documents are a 
direct response by the British State to the old ‘liberal’ critique of consociation 
(Wilson 2009a). The Shared Future document bemoans communal segrega-
tion and ongoing conflict at communal interfaces. It states that ‘Separate but 
equal is not an option. Parallel living and the provision of parallel services 
are unsustainable morally and economically’ (OFMDFM 2005a: 15). The 
use of the phrase ‘separate but equal’ here is striking. In rejecting ‘separate 
but equal’, A Shared Future undoes the logic of parity of esteem elaborated 
by the Standing Advisory Commission on Human Rights (SACHR) 15 years 
before. If the reader recalls the discussion in Chapter 3, SACHR referred to 
the famous Brown versus Board of Education case (1954) which outlawed 
racial segregation in public education in the United States. In that case the 
Supreme Court ruled that separate but equal provision in public education 
could not provide African-Americans with the same standard of education 
as white Americans. Against this, SACHR attempted to salvage the notion 
of segregated education. It conceded that there were problems and added a 
few caveats, before concluding that such provision is ‘an acceptable way of 
pursuing the objective of full equality of treatment and esteem’ so long as the 
facilities are genuinely equal (1990: 79). SACHR claimed that a policy of 
equality of esteem would ‘not necessarily result in an increase in . . . divisions 
and tensions’ and, ‘may also give leaders of the communities involved suffi-
cient reassurance and confidence that their fundamental interests and values 
will not be ignored . . . to facilitate . . . the compromises necessary to achieve 
. . . joint participation in the structures of government’ (1990: 87).

A Shared Future tackles head-on the debate between advocates of cross-
community dialogue and advocates of single-identity work (see Chapter 5). 
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Without arbitrating, it insists that approaches to community relations ‘that 
reinforce segregation must be challenged’, and all forms of community rela-
tions work are subject to a test:

all community development programmes should be required to identify 
how they will address sectarian and or racist behaviour to enable com-
munities to work more effectively together and identify the expected 
good relations outcomes of their work. . . . In supporting any project, 
whether it is described as cross-community or single identity, the test is 
not the structure itself but the quality of the outcomes and whether they 
do in fact promote good relationship-building work.

(OFMDFM 2005a: 41–42)

And yet with all that, this effort to promote what has become known as 
‘good relations’ leaves the ‘two community’ approach intact: ‘Community 
relations’ refers specifically to division between the protestant and Catholic 
communities in Northern Ireland. ‘Good Relations’ refers to Section 75 of 
the Northern Ireland Act 1998 which includes ‘persons of different religious 
belief, political opinion or racial group’ (OFMDFM 2005a: 62).

The desire to go beyond the two communities model is to be welcomed, 
but as in the case of debates about human rights (see Chapter 7), one of the 
most striking outcomes of the Shared Future strategy is its novel variations 
on the ethnic norm. In the Good Relations Indicators Baseline Report, which 
will be used to monitor any change in good relations, there is a table itemising 
the changing composition of the Police Service of Northern Ireland, which 
makes a distinction between two categories: ‘minority ethnic’ and ‘non-
minority ethnic’ (OFMDFM 2007: 117). Looking at the figures, it would 
appear that the ‘non-minority ethnic’ category is composed of members of 
the ‘two communities’. Including a ‘minority ethnic’ category acknowledges 
that there are people in Northern Ireland beyond these ‘two communities’, 
but implies that what lies beyond is also ethnic.

One other feature of the liberal critique is that many of the critics are not 
liberals at all, but leftists who nevertheless end up endorsing individual-
ism. For example Robin Wilson, who had a hand in drafting the Shared 
Future strategy, argues that it promotes a cosmopolitan notion of identity, 
which he, following David Held, defines as being ‘based on three premises: 
Egalitarian individualism, which treats individuals not states or communi-
ties, as the unit of moral concern . . . Reciprocal recognition . . . Impartial 
treatment’ (2009a: 99–100). Brian Graham and Catherine Nash agree that 
the Shared Future strategy articulates a form of individualism, but interpret 
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it differently: not as evidence of cosmopolitanism but of an emerging neo-
liberal agenda in post-conflict Northern Ireland: ‘A Shared Future embod-
ies a bourgeois vision of a future society in Northern Ireland in which 
“deviant” sectarian division is replaced by the “normality” of economic 
individualism’ (2006: 270).

Clearly the recourse to individualism even by leftist critics of consociation 
is problematic. We saw that in Bosnia Herzegovina, the critique of Dayton 
gave rise to a ‘predictable debate’ that revolved ‘persistently around one or 
two poles: . . . on the one hand, the abstract citizen is insisted upon as the only 
genuine holder of rights, while on the other side, there [is the] absolutism and 
supreme authority of ethnic communities’ (Hodžić 5 July 2006). Although 
writing mainly about post-conflict Serbia and Croatia, Stef Jansen’s study 
of anti-nationalist discourse (2000) can be taken as further evidence of this 
phenomenon.

Jansen was disconcerted to find that for his respondents,

the role and the importance of the self-interested and sovereign individ-
ual was sometimes privileged in almost evangelical terms. Also rational-
ity and modernization, particularly through education, were high on the 
agenda for most of these who I would call established dissidents, and 
even in many of the more alternative critiques of nationalism.

(2000: 227)

He was disconcerted by this because he had been hoping to find subaltern 
forms of solidarity and resistance. With this in mind, he notes that several of 
his respondents told him that had they lived in Western Europe, they would 
have been Greens or leftist,

but given the situation in their own state, they felt they had to defend ‘the 
individual’ in ways that would be considered conservative in the ‘West’. 
. . . the liberal discourse that was so dominant in anti-nationalism might 
have struck me as very mainstream, but they conceived it as a poten-
tial source of subversive material in an authoritarian and collectivist 
context.

(Jansen 2000: 228)

He describes this as ‘strategic individualism’ and attempts to configure it for 
a radical politics. He quotes Slavoj Žižek (1992) and what Chen Xiaomei has 
described in the Chinese context as ‘Occidentalism’: ‘it is an ethnocentric 
mistake of Western . . . “leftists” to exclude the possibility that some dis-
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courses that might support the status quo in one state hold subversive power 
in another’ (Chen-Xiaomei 1996: 9)

In sum, the liberal critique of consociation and ethnopolitics has made an 
impact on post-conflict government in both Northern Ireland and the former 
Yugoslavia, but as basis for dissent it seems too easily absorbed and stymied 
or diverted into an individualism, the limits of which are familiar. Jansen 
quotes a dissident academic in Zagreb who had been vilified and lost his 
job because of his opposition to nationalism and doubted the feasibility of 
Jansen’s study of anti-nationalism:

it will be very hard . . . for you to find something in common between 
those people, apart from resistance to nationalism . . . we have very little, 
if anything, like a new collective identity. There are only individuals, 
like myself, who try to preserve their little microcosm and who would do 
anything not to end up in a new collective identity.

(2000: 226)

At this point, the reader might be experiencing a feeling of déjà vu. One of the 
most familiar criticisms of Foucauldian analysis is that ‘by insisting on the 
ubiquity and productivity of power, the possibility of resistance, transforma-
tion and the emergence of unforeseen possibilities is ruled out’ (Armstrong 
2008: 25). Taking into account my argument about the normativity of eth-
nicity in consociational agreements, and having just read the foregoing dis-
cussion of the limits of the liberal critique and the difficulties of resisting 
the priority given to ethno-nationalism in the GFA and Dayton Accords, the 
reader might suspect that my analysis is susceptible.

Genealogy and the problem of resistance
When developing an analysis one aspires to a certain clarity which can make 
the object of analysis appear more coherent than it is in reality. Certainly, I 
would not wish to give the impression that the peace agreements discussed in 
this book are characterised by a single dominant set of all-pervasive institu-
tionalised norms. Far from it: to do so would be self-defeating for a book that 
is animated by an anxiety about the determinism of cultural essentialism and 
by a desire to broach the question of how those who are dubious about the call 
of the ethno-national might negotiate situations in which it is normative.

There are two inter-related issues that we must confront: one to do with 
conceptualising resistance, the other with analyzing institutions. With regard 
to the first, Brenner complains: ‘all of the strategies of resistance Foucault 
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mentions in his account of the “carceral system” are, in the last instance, ren-
dered functional to the imperatives of disciplinary power’ (1994: 700). With 
regard to the second, Marshall Sahlins argues that Foucault’s monolithic 
view of power means that ‘the actual substance of the institution’ is reduced 
to ‘its conjectured purposes and consequences’; that is, ‘instrumental effects 
of discipline and control’ (Sahlins 2002: 67). Although these issues are inter-
related, I will deal with them separately, starting with the issue raised by 
Marshall Sahlins.

Of all Foucault’s works, Discipline and Punish, is the one that veers closest 
to the functionalism of its era. There are two ways of responding to Sahlin’s 
remarks. The first is to reiterate the point made in Chapter 5: key to the notion 
of governmentality that Foucault introduced in his lectures at the Collège 
de France is a methodology driven by the practices being studied and not by 
pre-existing concepts or ‘generalized notions (such as “discipline”) that have 
much heuristic utility but are inherently over simplifying’ (Valverde 2008: 
7). In other words, Foucault’s later work was a response to, and dealt with, the 
criticisms of Discipline and Punish. But this is maybe to concede too much, 
because it might suggest that Foucault was a functionalist who repented 
late in life. This is not the case: the functionalism of Discipline and Punish 
should be seen as a lapse from Foucault’s genealogical approach to intel-
lectual history which, in line with its Nietzschean origins, was specifically 
anti-functionalist. This issue is worth exploring further because it can further 
illuminate the development of consociationalism in theory and in practice.

Dean, describes the genealogical approach to intellectual history as

a way of linking historical contents into organized and ordered trajecto-
ries that are neither a simple unfolding of their origins nor the necessary 
realization of their ends. It is a way of analyzing multiple, open-ended, 
heterogeneous trajectories of discourses, practices, and events, and of 
establishing their patterned relationship, without recourse to regimes of 
truth that claim pseudo-naturalistic laws or global necessities.

(Dean 1994: 35–36)

This emphasis on contingency is apt when looking at the development of 
consociationalism as a form of liberal governmentality. Foucault’s con-
ception of power/knowledge replaces sociological functionalism with a 
‘Nietzschean view of history as a play of “haphazard conflicts”’ (Brenner 
1994: 680). Governing practices and rationales are treated ‘as being prag-
matically put together, their success or failure being dependent on their 
usefulness not to “society” but rather to contenders in particular battles or 
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struggles’ (Valverde 2007: 161). Reading this quote, I was reminded of the 
consociationalist’s response to the ‘liberal’ critique: a piece-meal and not 
entirely self-coherent elaboration of a distinction between ‘corporate’ and 
‘liberal’ consociation.

I am also reminded of the development of the group designation procedures 
discussed in Chapter 4, especially the law introduced in the early 1990s to 
monitor the communal identity of job applicants and workforces. The power 
to ascribe to individuals a communal identity that they did not themselves 
choose is a good example of governmentality for it is devolved by the state 
to unnamed and unelected administrators in public and private organisations 
who are required to act according to a range of closely specified bureau-
cratic guidelines. At the time this was justified in terms of irreproachable 
aims. The purpose of the legislation was to correct a history of discrimination 
against Catholics as part of a universal idea of fairness that rejected all forms 
of discrimination: discrimination on religious grounds was singled out, but 
so too was gender. The bureaucratic recording of communal identity subse-
quently became a routine aspect of daily life in the 1990s: because of funding 
and evaluation requirements, various informal, civil society organisations 
began to compile and keep figures on the composition of members. And 
then it became central to the peace agreement signed in 1998, which requires 
elected members of the local legislature to designate a group identity. Later, 
in debates about a proposed Bill of Rights, these various group designation 
mechanisms and the associated procedures and rationales become the trump 
card for those arguing against the inclusion in the Bill of Rights of a right to 
determine one’s own identity or even of exit from ethnic ascription. There is 
a pattern and an unimpeachable logic, but speaking as someone who played 
a bit-part in the implementation of anti-discrimination legislation in the early 
1990s I can say that there was no inkling then that the normative ascription 
of ethnic identity was to be elevated to constitutional principle. Maybe I was 
short-sighted, but it seems to me that the pattern is only visible with hind-
sight: there is no teleology.

Towards a new critique
Writing in 2006, Richard Jenkins characterises Rogers Brubaker as arguing 
that ethnic groups do not exist and therefore should not be recognised. Jenkins 
suggests that for Brubaker, ethnicity is merely ‘a point of view of individuals, 
a way of being in the world’ (2006: 390), and identity is not real: ‘it is not a 
“thing” that people can be said to have or to be’ (2006: 391). Jenkins notes 
the relevance of Brubaker’s work to the debates about human rights that we 
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discussed in Chapters 3 and 7. In fact, as Jenkins notes, Brubaker visited 
Belfast in 2003 and participated in these debates. According to Jenkins, 
Brubaker regards the recognition of ethnic groups (granting them parity of 
esteem in the case of the GFA) as dangerous: ‘the very instrument designed 
to promote equity and advance the cause of conflict resolution can, in fact, 
institutionalize ethnic divisions and antagonism’ (2006: 392). He adds that 
Brubaker’s views ‘chime well with those of a range of Northern Irish com-
mentators’ (2006: 392); amongst those Jenkins mentions is the present 
author.

Whatever about Brubaker, it is not my view that identities and groups do 
not exist or that they should not be recognised (see Finlay 2004). My argu-
ment, and the argument of this book is that ethnic identity does not exist for 
everyone, all the time, in the same way. Contrary to those who believe that 
ethnicity is an essential quality that we all inherit, my argument is that ethnic-
ity is not ubiquitous and that we should not take it for granted. Indeed, surely 
one of the key tasks of social science is precisely to examine the processes 
and circumstances in which identities and groups sometimes crystallise in 
forms that approximate to what essentialist theory might lead us to expect; 
that is as an emotionally laden, bounded, intense sense of belonging: a com-
munity of sentiment or affect (Aretxaga 2005).1 The task is to study processes 
of crystallisation; that is, reification. Here I do agree with Brubaker, but for 
me the Foucauldian notion of subject formation and the role of power in that 
is the crucial thing.

As Nikolas Rose (1996) says subjection is a matter of government not 
of culture. To this I would add that cultural identity, ethnicity, is the regime 
of the person through which currently influential forms of governmentality 
work; certainly those like consociationalism and national multiculturalism 
that draw on a pluralist political rationale. Craig Calhoun sums up the regime 
of the person that underpins the normative power of ethnicity: ‘two guiding 
assumptions in much modern thinking on matters of identity are that individ-
uals ideally ought to achieve maximally integrated identities, and that to do 
so they need to inhabit self-consistent, unitary cultures or life-worlds’ (1997: 
18–19). Or, as Erik Erikson would have it: identity was ‘a process located in 
the core of the individual and yet also in the core of his communal culture, a 
process which establishes . . . the identity of those identities’ (1968: 22).

The productive power of the regime of the person through which con-
sociational agreements work, is strengthened by the fact that it was origi-
nally articulated as a radical critique of, and resistance to, the ethnocentric 
assumptions and impositions of colonial powers (see Chapters 3 and 6). The 
response of the American Anthropological Association’s Executive Board to 
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the individualism of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, drafted in 
1947, states it succinctly:

The individual realizes his personality through his culture, hence a respect 
for individual differences entails a respect for cultural differences . . . 
There can be no individual freedom, that is, when the group with which 
the individual identifies is not free. There can be no full development of 
the individual personality as long as the individual is told, by men who 
have the power to enforce their commands, that the way of life of his 
group is inferior to that of those who wield the power.

(1947: 541)

Radical and critical as it once was, this view of identity is now part of a tech-
nology of government through which communities of resistance are brought 
in and made useful to government. But in the case of the GFA, what happened 
was not just the recognition of a northern nationalist identity that had been 
long oppressed, but the valorisation of the ethno-national as such. As we 
have argued in this book the problem with valorising ethnicity, incentivising 
it, making it normative, is that the space for other ways of being in the world 
and other forms of politics is reduced.

But this blanket valorisation of ethnicity is also expressive of another 
weakness of the GFA and it would appear of consociational forms more gen-
erally; that is an avoidance of ‘the need for a societal narrative’ dealing with 
past wrongs (Bell 2003: 1144): those committed during the conflict and those 
that gave rise to the conflict in the first place. In the absence of this it is dif-
ficult to criticise the normalisation of ethnicity because to do so might appear 
to undermine the gains in recognition and equality that have been made by the 
northern nationalist community. The question is: in these circumstances how 
do those for whom the ‘call of the ethnic’ is less than compelling, participate 
in public life?

Resisting ethnicity without undermining equality
As we saw in Chapter 4 the settled social scientific opinion would suggest 
that this is impossible: people born and socialised in Northern Ireland can 
be only one thing or the other: one is either a ‘cultural catholic’ or a ‘cultural 
protestant’ (e.g. see McGarry and O’Leary 1995: 502 and FitzGerald 1997). 
I have not found an answer to this dilemma in the broader literature on eth-
nicity or conflict resolution either. The places where it is broached include 
feminist political philosophy and postcolonial theory.
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Even here, there are some who would suggest that the question is futile. 
Albert Memmi’s influential book, The Colonizer and the Colonized (1990), 
attests to the power of colonial binaries, and the difficulty of escaping them. 
His portrait of the ‘colonizer of goodwill’ is based on a group of philosophy 
professors in Tunis. Memmi says he ‘understood only too well their difficul-
ties, their inevitable ambiguity and their resulting isolation; more serious 
still, their inability to act’. He understood them because ‘all this was part of 
my own fate’ (1990: 13). He explains how as a Tunisian Jew he was part of 
a group that was native, but which identified with the French and had privi-
leges with respect to the Muslim population. The ambiguity and ambivalence 
that he describes is not so much to do with the difficulty of coming to terms 
with the violence of the struggle for national liberation: having debunked 
‘the myths of colonization’, how ‘could I complacently approve the counter-
myths fabricated by the colonized?’ (1990: 13). Hence the inability to act. 
Jean-Paul Sartre in the first introduction to the book elaborates on the theme 
of inaction-to-the-point-of-irrelevance of this stratum. Liam O’Dowd who 
writes the introduction to the second edition echoes this when he speaks of 
the shock of recognition when he read Memmi for the first time. Memmi 
spoke directly to the political ineffectiveness and personal dilemmas that he 
witnessed in the moderate humanists and leftists he met when he first came to 
teach at Queen’s University Belfast in the mid 1970s when the conflict was 
at its height (1990: 38).

And yet some people did find within themselves the capacity to act. Not 
the rich and the upwardly mobile, as some might suggest, but ordinary 
working people such as the socialists whose careers we traced in Chapter 8. It 
has been suggested that socialists in Northern Ireland because they attempted 
to appeal to both communities were soft when it came to condemning dis-
crimination against Catholics. This may be true of some, but it is not true 
of all. Take Jack Macgougan who appeared in the Belfast Telegraph styled 
as a ‘Protestant Councillor’ who now represented the Irish Labour Party on 
Belfast Corporation. He is quoted as saying:

Those of us who are from the Unionist majority should examine our own 
conscience. Just as the ordinary German had to accept responsibility for 
the Nazi persecution of Jews and the American for the treatment of the 
coloured population . . . so we must accept responsibility for discrimina-
tion against the minority here.

(Devine 1989: 123–24)

Firm in his anti-imperialism and his socialism, Macgougan was supple 
and loose in his ethnic identification, and a consistent critic of anti-Catholic 
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discrimination (see also Macgougan 1948). But Macgougan’s politics are of 
their time: where today can those for whom the ‘call of the ethnic’ is less than 
compelling find the practical, political and theoretical resources to intervene 
in public life?

Dis-identification
The work of feminist theorists, particularly Judith Butler, provides one 
resource. This is in itself salutary: here are people willing to tackle the taken-
for-grantedness of sex, which appears to be a much more ‘natural’ and funda-
mental part of our identities than ethnicity! Here is what Butler says:

the category of ‘sex’ is, from the start, normative; it is what Foucault has 
called a ‘regulatory ideal’. In this sense . . . ‘sex’ not only functions as a 
norm, but is part of a regulatory practice that produces the bodies it gov-
erns, that is whose regulatory force is made clear as a kind of productive 
power, the power to produce – demarcate, circulate, differentiate – the 
bodies it controls.

(1993: 1)

If the problem is ‘the tendency of normalizing disciplinary power to tie indi-
viduals to their identities in constraining ways, and thus sustain relations 
of domination’ (Armstrong 2008: 24), we can agree with Foucault that the 
task ‘is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we are’ (Afterword to 
Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982: 216). Resistance involves dis-identification.

This goes back to Louis Althusser, or rather the response of Michel 
Pecheux, the French linguist, to Althusser’s work on subject formation. 
Confronted by normalising power, one could be a ‘good subject’ or a ‘bad 
subject’. A good subject is one who identifies with, and assimilates to, the 
norm and suffers the consequences. There were two kinds of ‘bad subject’. 
One kind of bad subject counter-identified: inverting the dominant symbolic 
system such that a stigmatised characteristic or identity is rendered positive.

The problem with counter-identification is that it leaves the dominant 
symbolic system intact, validating it through what Esteban Munoz calls 
a controlled symmetry of ‘counterdetermination’ (1999: 11). Worse, as 
Aurelia Armstrong argues, those who are oppressed by power can come 
to be invested in that oppression ‘in so far as their self-identity becomes 
bound up with the terms through which they are marginalized, excluded 
and discriminated against. In other words, politicized identity becomes 
attached to its exclusion because its existence is premised on this 
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exclusion’ (2008: 23). Many have noted the intimacy which often binds the 
adversaries in a civil war together ‘with each one depending on the other 
for its own definition and legitimacy’ (Aretxaga 2005: 173). The palpable 
discomfit of Unionist politicians when the IRA first declared a ceasefire is 
one example. But so too may be the attachment of some nationalist politi-
cians to mechanisms of group designation in employment legislation and 
the local assembly.2

The other kind of bad subject is one who dis-identifies. One can find some 
references to dis-identification in the literature on Northern Ireland and the 
former Yugoslavia, though it is rarely described as such. Whitaker (2004) 
is an exception. During her research on the Northern Ireland Women’s 
Coalition, she met various individuals who explicitly dissented from the 
available identity categories, mostly the protestant/unionist/British cate-
gory (see also Hyndman 1996). In the case of the former Yugoslavia, Jansen 
quotes Peki, ‘an elderly refugee’, who ‘said he had enough of having to 
declare himself on official and unofficial forms . . . he didn’t know anymore 
to which category he belonged: was he in Serbia, or in Republika Srpska, 
or in Bosnia, or in Yugoslavia?’ (2000: 89). Jansen then quotes a writer, 
Slavko, who says

we all worked on being citizens [of the former Yugoslavia] and now 
there are only Croats and Serbs and so on. At the census a lot of people 
declared as Eskimos or as Chinese, really a lot. They don’t accept it . . . I 
wrote ‘Jew’. It was my way to escape . . . it doesn’t mean much either.

(2000: 89)

These examples of dis-identification seem highly individualised and we 
should note that Slavoj Žižek has disputed the subversive potential of dis-
identification. Instead of dis-identification, Žižek suggests a strategy of over-
identification: ‘simply taking the power discourse at its (public) word, acting 
as if it really means what it explicitly says (and promises) – can be the most 
effective way of disturbing its smooth functioning’ (2000a: 220; see also 
2000b). I agree that counter-identification can be a potent strategy,3 but I do 
not want to give up on dis-identification just yet.

Here is how Judith Butler describes dis-identification:

if my options are loathsome, if I have no desire to be recognized within 
a certain set of norms, then it follows that my sense of survival depends 
upon escaping the clutch of those norms by which recognition is con-
ferred. It may well be that my sense of social belonging is impaired by 
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the distance I take, but surely that estrangement is preferable to gaining 
a sense of intelligibility by virtue of norms that will only do me in from 
another direction. Indeed, the capacity to develop a critical relation to 
these norms presupposes a distance from them, an ability to suspend or 
defer the need for them, even as there is a desire for norms that might let 
one live. The critical relation depends as well on a capacity, invariably 
collective, to articulate an alternative, minority version of sustaining 
norms or ideals that enable me to act.

(2006: 3, my emphasis)

There are two things about this quote that seem important, and that I wish to 
focus on as I bring this book to a conclusion. The first is Butler’s caution; the 
second is her emphasis on the idea that to be effective dis-identification needs 
to be collective. I would like to consider each of these issues in turn.

Butler’s caution is rooted in her appreciation that while norms and regula-
tory ideals can ‘do you in’, they are also productive. A regulatory ideal such 
as sex produces the bodies it governs. It is productive also in the sense that 
we all need the kind of recognition that subjection confers: it is only ‘through 
the experience of recognition that any of us becomes constituted as socially 
viable beings’ (2006: 2). It is only through identification and subjection that 
life becomes liveable. But that only makes the predicament worse: ‘without 
some recognizability I cannot live . . . [but] these terms by which I am recog-
nized make life unliveable’ (2006: 4). This is the predicament of those who 
are misrecognised by a powerful external agent and ascribed an identity that 
does not fit.

Butler discusses the practical implications of this analysis for how one 
might respond in situations where there are competing and contradictory 
identity claims. Her discussion focuses on a particular conundrum in the field 
of sexual politics. On the one hand there is ‘queer theory’s claim to be opposed 
to the unwanted legislation of identity’ or categorisation. Against this is the 
transsexual’s apparent desire to become a man or a woman: a desire that is 
to conform to an established identity category, even if that means elective 
surgery.4 And then there is an intersex movement that defends the integrity 
of intersexed conditions against compulsory reassignment surgery. Having 
explored the tensions between these different positions, Butler concludes:

the task of all of these movements seems to me to be about distinguish-
ing among the norms and conventions that permit people to breathe, to 
desire, to love, and to live and those norms and conventions that restrict 
or eviscerate the conditions of life itself. Sometimes norms function both 
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ways at once, and sometimes they function one way for a given group, 
and another way for another group. What is important is to stop legislat-
ing for all lives what is liveable only for some, and similarly, to refrain 
from proscribing for all lives what is unliveable for some.

(Butler 2004: 8)

It seems to me that this conclusion might be of broader relevance: alerting us 
to the dangers of legislating for identity, suggesting that we think carefully 
about whether it is absolutely necessary.

The second point about dis-identification that I wish to pick up on is 
Butler’s insistence that to be viable it needs to be collective. Whitaker docu-
ments the complex and contradictory and unsettled identities of some of 
the women she met while doing her research with the Northern Ireland 
Women’s Coalition. On the basis of this, and of her analysis of the re-
designation controversy in the legislature established by the GFA, Whitaker 
concludes that what might be important is not differences between groups, 
nor even differences within groups, but difference within individual sub-
jects. For feminists like Judith Butler, Donna Haraway and Robin Whitaker 
it is not the whole, integrated subject privileged by Erik Erikson and cultural 
pluralism that is valorised, but the fractured and conflicted subject. But the 
point is that Whitaker’s fractured subjects did not remain alone with their 
internal conflicts: they made a home – or temporary shelter at least – in the 
Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition.

It is possible to create such spaces. Spaces where what Leela Gandhi (2006: 
185) has called a ‘dissident relationality’ might flourish. The context for 
Gandhi’s exploration of dissident relationality is the ‘“minor” politics’ that 
underpinned anti-imperialist and cross-cultural solidarity in Britain at the end 
of the nineteenth century. The minor politics she refers to included libertar-
ian socialism, sexual reform, animal rights and spiritualism: a late Victorian 
counter-culture that coalesced around the figure of Edward Carpenter. These 
are things that serious socialists hated: at that time Engels referred to them 
as a hopeless ‘mishmash’ and Lenin later denounced them as an ‘infantile 
disorder’ (Gandhi, 2006: 12). George Orwell was still complaining about 
‘sandal-wearers’ when he wrote The Road To Wigan Pier in 1937. Gandhi’s 
is only one of several re-evaluations of the significance of this late-Victorian 
counter-culture (see Rowbotham 2009)

Which is to return us to the theme with which we started; namely, the 
unappreciated potential of the counter-cultural as a facilitator of the inter-
cultural in conflict and post-conflict societies. This is not just ‘punk nos-
talgia’ (McLoone 2004) or the idealism of a deracinated academic, but the 
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practical advice of a seasoned community relations worker in Bosnia, who 
believes strongly in the potential of cultural programmes, but not those in 
which, singly or together, the folk cultures and ethnic identities of the partici-
pants are raised to the highest virtue. This is just ‘a reproduction/reinforce-
ment of differences’. Rather the kind of programmes he wants to experiment 
with are those that draw on ‘“alternative” (underground, countercultural, 
OFF, call it as you like) cultural paradigms, which offer . . . additional points 
of identification, potential (not necessary) transcendence of ethnic identity’. 





Notes

1 Introduction

1 The Good Friday Agreement is named after the day that it was signed (10 April 
1998), with all of the implied symbolism. For that very reason some prefer to call it 
after the place were it was signed: the Belfast Agreement. I have used ‘Good Friday 
Agreement’ because it appears to be the more frequent in common usage. For 
example if you enter ‘Good Friday Agreement’ into Google there are 39,800,000 
results as against 326,000 for ‘Belfast Agreement’.

2 In addition to documentary research relating to the GFA and the Dayton Accords, 
I made three study-visits to the Balkans: in May and September 2007 to Bosnia- 
Herzegovina and September 2008 to Slovenia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. I also 
draw on ongoing correspondence with colleagues in Bosnia. Where possible I have 
tried to preserve the anonymity of the various people I have met with, avoiding 
real names when I could and occasionally disguising locations and events. The 
book draws on various pieces of research conducted in Northern Ireland over many 
years; the nature of this research is discussed at relevant points in the text.

3 Jenny Edkins (2006) interprets the hidden purpose of prisons as being the depoliti-
cisation of an underclass of people and by extension draws attention to the impor-
tance of subjugated knowledges in the genealogy of conflict. I am grateful to Mick 
O’Broin for drawing my attention to Edkin’s article and its relevance to my own 
argument (see O’Broin 2008).

2 Anthropology, cultural pluralism and consociational theory

1 In Lijphart’s subsequent work M. G. Smith disappears altogether. The honour 
of ‘discovering’ consociation is attributed to another scholar of West Africa, Sir 
Arthur Lewis (Lijphart 1995).

2 Harris supervised my PhD thesis, but I don’t think that I am exaggerating her signif-
icance here. Anthony Buckley (2008: 169) says Harris’s book ‘transformed ethnol-
ogy’ in Northern Ireland. McGarry and O’Leary invoke her as someone who agrees 
that ‘Northern Ireland is a segmented society with a clear social boundary between 
two major communities’ and describe her ethnography as ‘exemplary’ (1995: 185 
and 446).
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3 Paddy Ashdown, the former High Representative of the International Community 
to Bosnia-Herzegovina (2002–6) and Chair of the Strategic Review of Parading 
in Northern Ireland (2007–?), defended the institutionalisation of ethnicity by the 
GFA and the Dayton Accords by arguing that the enmities of civil war take a very 
long time to heal (personal communication, 6 December 2006). By way of illustra-
tion, Ashdown mentioned that the bitterness of the English Civil war took several 
hundred years to heal.

3 Essentialism and the reconciliation of the liberal state to ethnicity

1 Anthropologists have been struggling for years to account for the apparent durabil-
ity of ethnicity without reifying ethnic groups. One of the most influential attempts 
was by Frederik Barth (1969). Ethnic identities are not primordial, they are con-
structed and maintained by people in interaction. Barth drew particular attention to 
interaction at the boundary: it is the construction of external difference that gener-
ates internal sameness or similarity. Ultimately Barth does not quite escape the old 
anthropological idea of culture: the boundary metaphor is suggestive of a relativis-
tic view of the world as a mosaic of groups each with their own culture and values 
(Jenkins 1996). Like all symbolic interactionist theories, Barth’s is susceptible to 
the criticism that it neglects power relations.

2 Commenting on the American intervention in the Middle East, a number of schol-
ars have noted the apparent centrality to military strategy of the ‘old’ idea of cul-
ture. In this context, the old idea of culture suggests that ‘different ways of life 
produce different ways of war’ (Porter 2007: 45). Thus, according to the clash of 
civilisations rhetoric, the war on terror is portrayed as being between secular, lib-
eral, universalistic American-led forces on one side, and Jihadist warriors and tribal 
warlords on the other. In line with the rhetoric, the United States military has been 
sponsoring social research and recruiting social scientists, particularly anthropolo-
gists, to provide cultural awareness training to its troops. Following the old idea of 
culture, the logic is that to wage war effectively one must know one’s enemy and 
to do that one must know their culture. For the United States military in Baghdad, 
‘firepower seems to have become “less important than learning to read the signs”’. 
In February 2006 a new American Army Field manual was released which outlines 
what Derek Gregory calls ‘hermeneutics of counterinsurgency’. The manual states 
‘American ideas of what is “normal” or “rational” are not universal. To the con-
trary, members of other societies often have different notions of rationality, appro-
priate behaviour . . . norms concerning gender’. For this reason, it was necessary 
‘to avoid imposing’ American ideas of the normal and the rational on other people 
(Gregory 2008: 8). The cultural turn in military strategy is sometimes presented as 
a liberal and progressive move such that anthropologists are regarded as potential 
allies for supposedly ‘more progressive forces within the pentagon who would like 
to develop a more multilateral, culturally informed set of foreign policies and mili-
tary practices’ (Lutz 2008: 1). Nevertheless, these developments have provoked a 
fierce response from social scientists, particularly anthropologists, about the ethics 
of military sponsorship of social science research (Gonzalez 2007, 2008 and 2009; 
Kilcullen 2007; McFate 2007; Price 2007 and 2008; Lutz 2008; Robben 2009). 
One would hope that these developments might also provoke some reflection on 
the changing nature of war, counterinsurgency and pacification.
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4 Is ethnopolitics a form of biopolitics?

1 The republican movement led a successful campaign to boycott the 1981 census 
during which one census collector was shot dead.

2 The Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Ireland was formed in 1847 in the 
tradition of British colonial administration. It is the oldest social science body in 
Ireland.

3 The oddness of McCrudden’s appeal to the phenomenon of ‘telling’ is perhaps best 
captured by Kevin Rooney when he describes his experience as a young man grow-
ing up at what would now be called a interface between Catholic and protestant 
communities. ‘It was always a good idea to know every word of either the Hail 
Mary or the Sash in case you were challenged as to your religion.’ Knowing the 
Hail Mary covered you if the people who challenged you were Catholic; knowing 
the Sash (an orange song) if they were protestant. Being found out of place resulted 
in a beating or worse. Rooney comments:

Twenty years on this kind of backward sectarian division is now being cel-
ebrated on all sides. They may not be reciting the Rosary or singing the Sash, 
but by standing up in the new Assembly and designating themselves as part of 
one tradition or the other, they may as well be. Some breakthrough!

(Rooney 1998: 21)

4 This research involved participant observation at trade union conferences and meet-
ings and weekend workshops attended by shop stewards, facilitated by community 
relations experts. There was some formal and informal interviewing, and evalua-
tion surveys were conducted at the end of each of the workshops (see McWilliams 
and Finlay 1992 and Finlay 1992, 1993 and 1998).

5 Consociationalism as a form of liberal governmentality: ‘single-identity 
work’ versus community relations

1 The first Community Relations Council was wound up by the short-lived power-
sharing assembly established following the Sunningdale Agreement in 1974.

2 One can detect Church et al.’s (2004) own ambivalence. And on occasion officers 
of the Community Relations Commission have insisted that

all local cultures are ‘eligible’ to work with the Cultural Diversity Programme . 
. . [and] whatever influence we have seeks to encourage mutual acknowledge-
ment . . . CRC . . . support . . . is based upon a project’s potential for improved 
community relations, not any desire for cultural affirmation. Groups with 
relatively fixed ideological positions are very welcome to engage with us, but 
they are unlikely to gain more than advice unless they are prepared to open a 
meaningful dialogue with others or critically reflect on their own history.

(Langlois 2000: 18)

 This came as part of the response to a critique of the promotion of Ulster-Scots 
culture (see also Nash 2005).

3 Rolston (1980) notes that the first Community Development Officer appointed in 
1970 had previously worked in community development in Zambia.
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4 As its first Development Officer says, the Cultural Traditions Group ‘came together’ 

at a conference held in 1989, ‘Came together’ is apt and aptly Foucauldian – the 
organisation was not announced by government but crystallised at an invited con-
ference of people prominent in local cultural life. Also aptly Foucauldian is the 
description of this work as ‘pre-political’ (see Finlay 2004). Only with hindsight 
does it become apparent that it was part of a larger initiative under the sponsor-
ship of the new Community Relations Agency provided for in the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement and prefigured by Frazer and Fitzduff (1994).

5 Amongst community relations practitioners themselves, one can find a similar 
practical wisdom regarding the limitations of cross-community or ‘trans-ethnic’ 
work. One Bosnian community relations worker told me:

There is a tendency in BiH [Bosnia-Herzegovina] society, in everyday life, 
I think again due to its heterogeneity, to avoid situations that might disturb 
social order, to avoid conflicting, to cool down, etc . . . It includes not only 
relations among people, there is also avoidance of unknown (social/cultural) 
practices, everything that might change ‘regular relationship’ among people. 
There is a proverb (actually used in all Yugoslavia) which says: ‘Peaceful 
Bosnia!’ (Mirna Bosna!). One usually uses it when successfully finish some 
work on mutual benefit: ‘I’ve done it, peaceful Bosnia’. It is kind of reciproc-
ity that you should take care when doing something, otherwise ‘Bosnia’ is not 
peaceful, and everybody lose. If you behave different . . . social order . . . is 
potentially jeopardized.

(personal communication 12 December 2009)

 ‘Mirna Bosna’ made me think of a saying sometimes used in Northern Ireland: ‘what-
ever you say, say nothing’. Seamus Heaney uses this saying as the title of one of his 
best-known poems, published in 1975. ‘Whatever you say, say nothing’ refers to a 
profound reticence and politeness in social encounters with members of the other eth-
nic community. This reticence/politeness, as sequel to ‘telling’, is a way of managing 
the alienation of a divided society, and it is so powerful that it was possible for some 
to imagine that social relations in Northern Ireland were basically good (Donnan and 
McFarlane 1983). The consequence is that genuine dialogue about any serious matters 
is very difficult, fraught or even impossible (see Burton 1978, and Finlay 1999), with 
obvious implications for inter-cultural dialogue and community relations work.

6 The single-identity approach to community relations is also used in Israel/Palestine 
where it is called ‘uninational’ work (see Church et al. 2004).

6 Paradigm shifts and the production of ‘national being’

1 Phillip Gleason (1983) is very good on the semantic history of the term ‘iden-
tity’ in the United States of America. He notes that the Encyclopedia of the Social 
Sciences first published in the early 1930s carries no entry for ‘identity’ and that the 
International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 1968, carries only two substan-
tial articles, one on psychosocial identity, another on political identification. The 
dictionary of sociology I bought while a student in the 1980s contains no entry for 
the term identity (Abercrombie et al. 1984, 1988 2nd edition).

2 That loyalists got the message is evidenced by the sudden appearance in 1992 of 
the slogan: ‘Our Message to the Irish is simple: hands off Ulster, Irish Out. The 
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Ulster conflict is about nationality’. The slogan was initially painted at Freedom 
Corner on the Newtownards road in Belfast as part of a mural with Cúchulainn as its 
centre-piece (Bill Rolston, personal communication 7 April 2009). In Irish mythol-
ogy Cúchulainn is the champion of Ulster. The mural described him as ‘ancient 
defender of Ulster from Irish attacks over 2000 years’. This association might make 
the nation alluded to in the slogan ambiguous: is it some putative Ulster nation or 
the British nation? In any case, the mural has been repainted several times and it is 
perhaps significant that Cúchulainn is no longer the centre piece.

3 O’Halloran writes that one of the most potent stereotypes of northern protestants 
in the Republic of Ireland was that of the ‘hard-headed unionist’, rational, adept in 
business and economic matters. However, she notes that this positive stereotype 
could tip over into a view of Unionists as ‘cynical, amoral materialists’ lacking in 
‘idealism’ and culture (1987: 46–47).

4 A popular narrative of deracination is articulated by Billy Mitchell in an interview 
with Susan McKay. Mitchell was a loyalist ex-prisoner who worked in ‘conflict 
transformation’ after his release. He explained one of the problems facing working-
class protestant communities:

The trouble is on our side, whenever someone gets on, becomes a lawyer or a 
journalist, they forsake their roots. Once they get a wee bit respectable, they 
don’t want to be reminded that they came from among the riff raff in Tiger’s 
Bay or Mount Vernon. They go off to north Down and distance themselves. 
On the other side, in the Nationalist community, there is more solidarity. Their 
professional people haven’t left them. They give something back.

(McKay 2000: 60–61)

 In addition to the political abdication of the bourgeoisie, Mitchell probably also has 
in mind the hypocrisy of those who condemn bigotry from a safe distance.

5 With this in mind, we should recall the intellectual roots of consociational theory in 
writing about, and from, the colonial and postcolonial world – for example, M. G. 
Smith’s work – and the conviction of leading consociationalists of the relevance of 
the colonial frame for Ireland. McGarry and O’Leary’s emphasis on colonialism as 
a frame for Ireland makes their apparent disavowal of culture all the more curious 
(e.g. see 2009: 367 and 383). For it is the ‘cultural turn’ that has breathed new life 
into colonial studies. Thomas sums up the key idea:

colonialism is not best understood primarily as a political or economic rela-
tionship that is legitimized . . . through ideologies of racism or progress. 
Rather, colonialism has always, equally importantly and deeply, been a cul-
tural process . . . Colonial cultures are not simply ideologies that mask, mys-
tify or rationalize forms of oppression that are external to them; they are . . . 
constitutive of colonial relationships themselves.

(Thomas 1998: 2)

7 No exit: human rights and the priority of ethnicity

1 In 2006, the Women’s Coalition celebrated its tenth anniversary by winding up its 
affairs. According to Barbara McCabe, it is not the case that the Women’s Coalition 
lost out ‘in the rush for the extremes’ following the signing of the GFA. But she does 
elaborate a contrast between the political conditions prevailing when the Women’s 
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Coalition was formed and the conditions when it collapsed. The broadly based 
peace talks that preceded the GFA ‘challenged the majoritarian view of politics’ 
and opened up a space for the Coalition, but once ‘majoritarianism took root again, 
the space for creative problem-solving gave way to horse trading – and when the 
only thing that matters is the size of your horse, it doesn’t matter how novel your 
contribution might have been’ (McCabe 2006: 7).

2 The St Andrews Agreement of October 2006 resulted in the restoration of the 
Northern Ireland Assembly. The agreement was reached after negotiations involv-
ing the British and Irish Governments and the main local political parties, espe-
cially the Democratic Unionist Party and Sinn Fein.

3 The original idea, provided for in the GFA, was for a newly formed Northern Ireland 
Human Rights Commission to liaise with a new Irish Human Rights Commission 
to draft a joint charter of rights for the island as a whole. Aside from the difficulties 
experienced in the north, the work of the Irish Human Rights Commission was 
adversely affected by cuts to its budget in 2009.

4 Whitaker (2010) does not have a problem with the fact that human rights processes 
give rise to political conflict, but that the emphasis on rights can direct the scope 
of political conflict in limiting ways: political action become a matter of pursuing 
rights and courts become the focus of the action, which requires resource in terms 
of money and expertise.

5 There is a difference between the two processes that McCrudden elides. The desig-
nation rules for members of the local legislature have an opt-out, albeit with dimin-
ished status. Employment monitoring procedures do not allow people socialised 
locally to opt-out of the two categories, assigning them to one or other category 
against their will if necessary.

6 The Standing Advisory Commission on Human Rights recognised the work of the 
Community Relations Council in promoting cultural traditions, but argued that 
constitutional recognition of the ‘two main sections of the community’ was needed 
because without it there was no guarantee that ‘objectionable measures might not 
be enacted in the future’. The focus of its concern was the nationalist minority, but 
it argued that,

similar considerations apply in respect of the protection of the unionist and 
British tradition in parts of Northern Ireland where nationalists are in con-
trol or more generally if the government of Northern Ireland were to be 
controlled by parties more interested in or committed to the nationalist or 
Irish tradition.

(1990: 90)

7 It is also worth noting that the NIHRC did not take up a suggestion from the 
‘Women’s sector’ of the Human Rights Forum to mention ‘sexual orientation 
minorities’ in the ‘Identity and Culture’ section.

8 This cultural racism draws on the same pluralist political rationality that underpins 
the GFA and liberal multiculturalism more generally. Thus migrants are attacked 
not because they are biologically inferior but because they are a threat to ‘our way 
of life’. The appropriation of the language of multiculturalism by racists is not 
peculiar to Northern Ireland (see Wright 1998), but it has a specific resonance in 
the context of the peace process. And so, the excuse given for the intimidation of 
Chinese people living and working in a part of South Belfast was that they posed a 
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threat to the heritage, way of life and Britishness of local protestant residents (see 
Finlay 2004 and 2006).

8 ‘A long way to get very little’: the durability of identity, socialist 
politics and communal discipline

1 I am grateful to Dick Hunter for providing me with a copy of this interview transcript. 
I myself interviewed Macgougan on several occasions, including at his home in 
Milton Keynes on 8 June 1983 and 24 March 1987. The interviews focussed less on 
his political work than on his experience as Irish Organiser for the National Tailor 
and Garment Workers Union (NUTGWU), a position which he held from 1945 
to 1968 when he was elected General Secretary of the NUTGWU. (Macgougan 
thought twice before taking up this post because it required him to leave Northern 
Ireland just as the Troubles broke out.) This research was conducted as part of larger 
project on trade unionism and sectarianism in the Derry Shirt industry 1921–68, 
based on documentary research and life-history interviews (see Finlay 1989).

2 This view of identity change as conversion might be compared with common sense 
views of identity change as betrayal. There is a rich language for betrayal in Ireland. 
Among nationalists there is: Castle-Catholic, Shoneen, West-Brit. These are varia-
tions on the theme of subservience or assimilation to Britain or the British admin-
istration in Ireland. Among unionists there is: Lundy, Fenian-lover, or guilty-prod 
sometimes fore-shortened to ‘guilty’. Lundy was Governor of Londonderry who 
tried to surrender the city to a besieging Catholic army in 1689. Fenian is a protes-
tant term of abuse for Catholic, and Fenian-lover self-explanatory. ‘Guilty-Prod’ 
is someone who is ashamed of his or her roots and is excessively conciliatory to 
Irish nationalism. This is the oppressive binary logic – if you are not with us you 
are against us – that we know from writing about the colonial world (see Aretxaga 
1997), and gender (Butler 2006: 2).

3 This is an article put together by Francis Devine based on interviews carried out by 
Francis Devine and Dick Hunter.

4 Adams was a member of the Ulster Democratic Party, a party with links to the 
loyalist Ulster Defence association and stood as a candidate in the first Assembly 
election.

5 Macgougan and Ervine are very different in character and in politics. The one 
austere and disciplined, the other easygoing and jokey. But it may not be too far-
fetched to suggest that they shared a capacity to play fast and loose with their sup-
posed protestant and Unionist ‘roots’ for rhetorical and performative effect. Francis 
Devine was shown a newspaper clipping in Macgougan’s papers. The source and 
precise date were not noted, but it was clearly from the Belfast Telegraph in 1956. 
It is worth quoting for two reasons. First, for what it tells us about identity. Second, 
because it gives the lie to those who would argue the labour movement failed to take 
a stand against anti-Catholic discrimination.

  The clipping styles Macgougan as a ‘Protestant Councillor’ representing the 
Irish Labour Party on Belfast Corporation, and quotes him as saying

Those of us who are from the Unionist majority should examine our own 
conscience. Just as the ordinary German had to accept responsibility for the 
Nazi persecution of Jews and the American for the treatment of the coloured 
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population . . . so we must accept responsibility for discrimination against the 
minority here.

(Devine 1989: 123–24)

 Macgougan was a frequent critic of discrimination (see also Macgougan 1948).

9 Conclusion

1 One problem with Brubaker is his emphasis on identification and categorisation as 
purely cognitive processes with no affective bases or consequences (see Brubaker 
and Cooper 2000).

2 The tentative willingness of Mark Durkhan, former leader of the Social Democratic 
and Labour Party, to contemplate a future in which the ‘ugly scaffolding’ of group 
designation in the local legislature could be deconstructed is particularly notable 
here (Hearts and Minds, BBC2 Northern Ireland 19 September 2009).

3 Examples of over-identification with an explicit discourse of power are hard to 
find. The most familiar (because articulated by Žižek himself) is Laibach, the 
music wing of Slovenian art collective NSK (Neue Sloweische Kunst). Laibach 
was the German name for the Slovenian capital city during the Nazi occupation. 
Amongst other musical styles Laibach project is a strident volkish brand of metal 
music.

  Another, much more fraught example of over-identification might be the cam-
paign by republican prisoners to achieve Special Category or political status. The 
hunger strike in which ten prisoners died was the culmination of this campaign, 
but it was preceded by a ‘dirty protest’. The dirty protest had its origins in the 
prisoners’ refusal to wear prison uniform. This refusal prompted a retaliation by 
the prison authorities and the protest escalated until 1978 when prisoners refused 
to leave their cells except to go to Mass and visits. Unable to empty chamber pots, 
the prisoners began to smear faeces on the walls of their cells. As Aretxaga (2004 
and 2005; see also Feldman 1991) points out the dirty protest had no precedent in 
the political culture and was met with incomprehension by the prison authorities 
and the government and the British general public. To understand it, it needs to be 
located in the colonial stereotypes discussed in Chapter 6. As Aretxaga points out:

Dirtiness has been a metaphor of Barbarism in British anti-Irish discourse for 
centuries . . . thus I would argue that the fantasies of savagery projected onto 
Catholics were appropriated, literalized, and enacted by the prisoners. This 
materialization inevitably confronted the officers in an inescapable form with 
their own fantasies, which produced shock, horror, and the futile attempt to 
erase them by increasing violence, forced baths, and periodic steam cleaning 
of cells – acts of cleansing that, like the dirtying of the prisoners, were both 
literal and symbolic. The ‘Dirty Irish’ had become really shitty . . . exposing 
. . . a scathing critique of Britain and, by association, of civilisation.

(2005: 66–67)

4 As Kate Bornstein points out it may not be a desire to conform to an established 
identity category, but simply the desire for transformation itself (Butler 2006: 8).
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