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ABSTRACT 

 

TWO STATES OR ONE, OR IN BETWEEN?  
THE EFFECTS OF POLITICAL STRUCTURES ON COLLECTIVE 

IDENTIFICATION AND CONFLICT.  
A COMPARISON OF NORTHERN IRELAND AND ISRAEL PALESTINE 

 
Despite the very different international and regional context, Northern Ireland 

provides a useful comparison and model for discussion of conflict resolution in 

Israel/Palestine. This article explores the interaction of political structures and 

collective identification, showing that some state configurations incentivise zero 

sum aims and ideas and constitute conflicts as intractable, while others encourage 

the change of aims and strategies which permits political compromise. It explores 

the timing, conditions and directions of such change in Northern Ireland, arguing 

that it was crucially conditioned by changing power relations - an equalisation 

process - and that it took very different forms for different groups and subgroups 

depending on their access to social opportunities and resources. Given this 

ongoing change, the relative success of the 1998 settlement is a function not just of 

its guarantees and structures, but also of its iterative character, holding open 

different possible futures for changing populations. Israel/Palestine is in a very 

different situation. But it too is dynamic. By showing how one- and two-state models 

of conflict resolution are likely to affect collective identification and political aims, we 

can show how each needs to be qualified to hold open different possible futures for 

changing populations.  
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TWO STATES OR ONE, OR IN BETWEEN?  
THE EFFECTS OF POLITICAL STRUCTURES ON COLLECTIVE 

IDENTIFICATION AND CONFLICT.  
A COMPARISON OF NORTHERN IRELAND AND ISRAEL PALESTINE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Some ―ethnic‖ conflicts are long lasting, intractable, and mobilise whole 
populations. They can occur in rich and formally democratic states; indeed the very 
democratic aims of the diverse populations may increase conflict. Northern Ireland 
was the site of such a conflict, and Israel/Palestine still is. This article examines the 
impact of different strategies for resolving such conflicts: institutionalising 
autonomy, or institutionalising power sharing, or institutionalising a complex model 
able to provide both?1  There is an extensive literature on the design and the 
dangers of such institutions.2 There is also a growing comparative and quantitative 
literature testing out which institutions have been most successful in ending 
violence and/or in stabilising new political institutions in intra-state conflicts over the 
last half century.3 But there is another set of questions which are not answered in 
this literature: how does political restructuring affect popular oppositions, identities 
and aims? How does it affect the distinction between the communities, the extent of 
zero-sum beliefs, the degree of tolerance of violence? To address these questions, 
we need over-time in-case comparisons, prior to cross-case comparisons.  

The questions are politically important because popular identities and beliefs are 
central to the stability of democratic settlements. Institutions and constitutions are 
only as good as the way they function. Communal coordination patterns can 
―convert‖ formally democratic institutions into instruments of ethno-religious 
dominance, or institutionalised ethno-religious quotas into ways of overcoming 
divisions. Much of the literature on appropriate forms of settlements focuses on 
security safeguards, protection of rights and distribution of resources (military and 
political).4 But even when institutions meet the best security, rights and equality 
standards, how will they be taken by the once-opposed populations? Will they 
encourage individuals to move away from oppositional understandings, 
particularistic values and identities that demean their opponents? If not, the best of 
institutions can reproduce conflict, and the implementation of the best of 
agreements be delayed until it is too late.  

In this article, I tackle the broad question, how do different types of state institutions 
affect public attitudes and identities. I take as case studies two conflicts - Northern 
Ireland and Israel/Palestine. The specific question for Israel/Palestine has been 
clearly posed: one state or two?5 Does a two-state resolution in Israel/Palestine 
eternalise division, or create the high fences that make for good neighbours? Does 
a one-state resolution allow a blurring of boundaries or will it re-ignite conflict and 
violence? Both models, and in-between, have been tried in Ireland and Northern 
Ireland. I use the Northern Irish case to explore how different institutional structures 
affect public attitudes and identities, whether they make communal boundaries 
more or less permeable, and public attitudes and identities more or less exclusivist.  
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Northern Ireland and Israel/Palestine are at once very similar and very different 
forms of conflict.6 The most important contrast, and the one that explains the very 
different course of conflict and settlement, lies in the role of the British state in 
Northern Ireland as the overarching power holder in a stable region, of which 
Northern Ireland with its protagonists is but a small part. This contrasts sharply with 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, situated in an unstable region with the overarching 
regional power holder, Israel, one of the protagonists.7 Further the ―age‖ of the 
conflict is radically different: in Northern Ireland it stretches back four centuries to 
colonial plantation and dispossession, in Israel for less than one century.  

There are also marked similarities. In each case, the conflict has colonial origins: 
state-promoted dispossession and population transfer, severe horizontal 
inequalities between the populations and state repression of protest.8 Thus whole 
populations are involved in conflict, not simply organisations or militant groups. 
Both conflicts have taken place in rich formally democratic states, where both 
populations adhere to democratic values. Thus popular and democratic legitimacy 
becomes an important criterion of successful settlement.9 Both conflicts are 
complex, with the issues at stake and the precise aims of parties changing over 
time. In each case, the clarity of communal boundaries disguises the ethno-
religious and political diversity and complexity of aims and interests within each of 
the opposed populations.10 In each case we have a complexly determined conflict 
where a ―structural bind‖—the fact that the rights of the dominated population are 
incompatible with the security of the dominant—forges very disparate sub-groups 
into solidarity and polarised confrontation. In each case there has been at once 
extreme polarisation, and deep internal divisions within each polarised population. 
In each case, therefore, one criterion for a successful settlement is that it permits a 
loosening of group solidarity so that subgroup diversity can be expressed and 
greater inter-group permeability can occur.11  

Particularly relevant to this article, radically different models of conflict resolution 
have been proposed at different stages in each conflict. At time of writing (July 
2011) a ―two-state‖ road map remains the most likely way forward in Israel 
Palestine.12 However significant minorities—from Hamas to some religiously 
fundamentalist Jews to radicals in both communities—prefer a one-state resolution, 
although they differ on its structure.13 (Northern) Ireland, in turn, provides over-time 
comparisons between different state forms and their effects on conflict: the 
integrative (one-state) Union of 1801; the complex one-state model proposed by 
Home Rule advocates in the late 19th century; the two-state partition settlement of 
1920/21; the contemporary complex mixed model put in place in 1998 which has 
aspects of a one-state settlement (Protestants and Catholics, unionists and 
nationalists co-govern on the basis of equality in Northern Ireland) and aspects of a 
two-state settlement (the 1920 partition of the island remains, but the role of the 
British and Irish states in Northern Ireland is reconfigured, and there are clear 
democratic procedures whereby unification could occur).  

In the first part of this paper, I sketch the succession of state forms in 
Ireland/Northern Ireland over the last two centuries, showing how each different 
incentives to identity formation for the populations. In the second part of the paper, I 
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show how the current conflict resolution model in Northern Ireland has affected 
popular identities and aims. In the final section of the paper I return to the 
comparison and ask how far we can expect similar or different effects of 
comparable state structures in Israel/Palestine.  

CONFLICT IN NORTHERN IRELAND IN SUCCESSIVE POLITICAL REGIMES 

Conflict in Northern Ireland has its origins in the early 17th century dispossession of 
Catholic and Gaelic Irish landowners in North East Ireland and the plantation of 
Protestants from England and Scotland on this land. This followed a series of 
earlier smaller plantations on the island, and was in turn followed by the political 
and legal augmentation of Protestant dominance. The result was an island-wide, 
structurally based conflict of interest between two culturally-defined populations (a 
minority of Protestants and a majority of Catholics), in which the English (later 
British) state played a central role by upholding Protestant power and depending on 
it for local administration.14 This system of relationships was reproduced through 
the interests it generated in security (for Protestants), stability (for the state) and 
redress (for Catholics) and it persisted in what later became Northern Ireland until 
close to the end of the twentieth century.15  

The form of conflict that ensued, however, was crucially affected by political 
structures. In the late eighteenth century as penal restrictions on Catholics were 
eased and as Presbyterians and radicals, particularly in the North, chafed under 
Protestant Ascendency rule (by Church of Ireland landowners), a United Irishmen 
revolutionary movement emerged. Although quickly repressed—in a process that 
produced several Catholic massacres in the Southeast of the island, reinforcing 
Protestant insecurityi—t provoked the British state to push through an Act of Union 
(1801).  

Union created a one-state regime which would have permitted the alleviation of 
remaining restrictions on Catholics without endangering Protestants (a minority on 
the island, but now a majority in the United Kingdom). The failure to grant Catholic 
political rights immediately after the Union, however, produced mass Catholic 
mobilization and incipient nationalism. Once nationalist mobilization strengthened, 
intensified by the impoverishment of most of Ireland under the Union, the prospects 
of integration into the British state were much diminished. The demands of most 
19th century Irish nationalists were moderate (Home Rule, that is the devolution of 
power within the wider British empire) but once articulated, even a radical land 
reform programme which commenced in 1870 failed in its aim to ―kill Home Rule 
with kindness‖.  

The Protestant-dominated North-east was the only region of the island to 
industrialise and benefit economically from Union, and there local ethno-religious 
antagonisms were residual.16 This gave a structural basis for Protestant resistance 
to Home Rule. Still, a significant minority of Protestants supported Home Rule into 
the twentieth century, despite intimidation by unionists.17 Swiftly-granted Home 
Rule for Ireland together with suitable guarantees for the Protestant minority could 
have produced a complex one-state settlement (a devolved government in Ireland 
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within a looser British federation). Instead, delay and increasing British 
Conservative support for partition massively encouraged mobilization, intimidation 
and arming of Ulster unionists and, slightly later, of Irish nationalists.18 It also 
massively increased communal polarization, with latent local ethno-religious 
rivalries now organized by rival nationalist organizations, and the prospect of a 
―compromise‖ Home Rule settlement ruled out by both.19 As mobilization proceeded 
in the early twentieth century, ethnic, religious and political distinctions were forged 
into a coincidence.20 Ulster unionists, homogenously Protestant, won a partition 
settlement which institutionalized their local demographic dominance as two thirds 
of the population in six of the thirty two counties of Ireland. That region was granted 
devolved status within the United Kingdom. Irish nationalists in the rest of the island 
(now waging a war of independence) had to accept dominion status within the 
empire.21 Partition in 1920-1 is often said to have confirmed rather than created 
division. If so, that division had only very recently become so politicized and 
polarized as to be unsurpassable. The autonomy granted nationalists fell far short 
of their aspirations and provoked a civil war. It was, however, just enough to detach 
Irish political leaders and populace from practical concern over Northern Ireland at 
least until violence re-emerged in 1969.22  

Partition—the two state solution—provided a state for each ethno-religious 
population and each state was used to dig division deeper, in nation-building 
enterprises, in institutionalising confessionalism, and—in the North—in using state 
resources clientelistically to secure Protestant unity.23 That there was discrimination 
and increasing communal inequality in Northern Ireland between 1921 and 1972 is 
well attested.24 What is less recognized is that there were systemic institutional 
incentives for this. From the formation of Northern Ireland in 1921, only Protestants 
and unionists could be relied upon to defend the state. The threat to that state was 
not primarily a product of nationalist size, strength or organisation, inside or outside 
Northern Ireland. It was a threat based on the possibility of constitutional change, 
given that the settlement had been enforced on a minority inside and majority 
outside and on the uncertainty of the British alliance. The form of settlement meant 
that no amount of detachment on the part of the Southern state or weakness on the 
part of Catholics in Northern Ireland would reassure unionists. Unionists relied on 
themselves to defend the state, excluding those of more uncertain political loyalty: 
the more they pulled together to defend it, the easier it was to see the state as 
simply another resource for Protestant interests. A structural bind, whereby the 
Protestant quest for security precluded equality for Catholics, thus reproducing 
nationalist opposition and unionist solidarity, was built into the new Northern 
Ireland.  

Partition also had another effect. It massively increased the importance of 
sovereignty in Northern Ireland. Unionists needed the British state to protect them 
against a Catholic dominated society in the South, and they identified with the 
British state for a whole range of reasons—economic, religious, moral—which are 
not reducible simply to ethnic origin or national solidarity.25  

Protestants and Catholics had always had their distinct, only partially intersecting, 
networks and organizations, but partition institutionalized this in Northern Ireland. It 



IBIS DISCUSSION PAPERS       PATTERNS OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION 

    

    

 - 5 - 

provided a taken-for-granted British context, institutions and loyalties even for 
apolitical Protestants. It gave even apolitical Catholics no reason in principle to 
support the state even when, in practice, they were willing to work with and within it. 
After World War II, when Protestant liberals and Catholic moderates had increased 
in numbers and in public prominence, these underlying differences in basic 
conceptions of legitimacy remained.26 These were not residues of the more distant 
past (although they too existed) but products of the existing state configuration. As 
tensions escalated and violence began after 1968, these radically opposed 
assumptions drove even liberals and moderates towards their own extremists.  

The two-state solution worked in Northern Ireland while Northern Catholics were 
acquiescent, focusing their activities around church and church-centred activities 
(Catholic controlled schools and hospitals, Gaelic games, drama and cultural 
activities in the church hall, cultural nationalism). It broke down not because of 
nationalism but because Catholics (with some radical Protestants) mobilized for 
equality in Northern Ireland. This provoked divisions between unionist liberals (at 
the time the majority in government and in the Protestant population) and unionist 
ultras (with a strong presence in the party and in the security forces).27 The unionist 
government strove to keep the unionist alliance. In the process it radicalized 
moderate and pragmatic civil rights supporters, turning them into nationalists and 
republicans, it gave insufficient leadership to its own liberals, and in the end it lost 
control even of its own ultra supporters. If the British army had not intervened at 
unionist behest in August 1969, there would likely have been a re-partition with 
even more massive population movements and deaths than occurred in 1969-70.28 
Even at this stage, if a more serious reform initiative and engagement of civil rights 
supporters and the still substantial numbers of liberal unionists had been pushed 
forward, a restructured Northern Ireland might still have been possible. But when 
the British state eventually took over direct rule in 1972, it had already positioned 
itself and its army on the unionist side and now faced an organized terrorist 
campaign, backed, implicitly or explicitly, by a significant minority of the Catholic 
population. 

As is well known, British governance brought neither political settlement nor the end 
of violence for the best part of a quarter century.29 Most certainly the ongoing 
violence polarized the communities further.30 However the failure to reach 
compromise settlement was as much a product of lack of incentives as it was of 
political extremism. The failure of the complex consociational ―Sunningdale‖ 
settlement of 1973-4 was a product not simply of the unionist public’s unwillingness 
to share power or to countenance North-South institutions, but also of the British 
failure to confront the Ulster Workers’ Council Strike before it gained mass 
Protestant support.31 It was commonplace from the mid 1970s into the 1990s to 
emphasise the intractability of the conflict because of the radically incompatible 
aims and attitudes of the actors.32 As we now know, these aims and attitudes were 
much less fixed than they appeared. They had sufficiently moderated by 1998 to 
allow an agreed settlement, and by 2011 to allow its stabilization. How did this 
come about?  
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The answer lies in a process of restructuration of Northern Ireland - at once socio-
economic and political. This gave Catholics and nationalists the resources and 
incentives to participate in shared government. It removed unionist and Protestant 
resources to resist it, and provided incentives for them to accept it. The process 
was initiated by the Irish government, and only slowly accepted by the British 
following on the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985.33 From the Fair Employment Act of 
1989 to the Northern Ireland Act of 1998, fair employment legislation ensured that 
Catholics moved from a significantly disadvantaged position in employment and 
unemployment, to close to proportionate levels in, for example, the higher civil 
service, in management and the higher professions and in higher education (see 
table one).34  

Table One Catholic position 1970s—2000s35  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inequalities remained. Even in the 2000s: Catholics remained significantly more 
likely to be unemployed than Protestants, and were disproportionately present in 
the most marginalized quarter of the population.36 But the gross communal 
manifestations of economic inequality had been reformed.  

Equally, public culture began to change. After the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985, 
the presence of the Irish state in policy discussions changed the options and policy 
repertoires on the agenda, even if they did not immediately change British policy 
decisions. The presence of increasing numbers of nationalists nominated onto 
public bodies by the Irish state changed the public culture by bringing nationalist 
perspectives on all matters for the first time into public parity with unionist 
perspectives. In the meantime, British-Irish partnership was generalized to all 
conflict-management initiatives in Northern Ireland.  

This gave the context for the complex governance structure, which the two states, 
in dialogue with the political parties and paramilitaries, slowly elaborated. As 

 1970s 2000s 

Catholic 
percentage of 
population 

36.8 
(1971) 

44 
(2001) 

Catholic % of 
managerial 
employment  

16 
(1971) 

39 
(2001) 

Catholic % of top 
(asst. Secretary) 
civil service jobs 
Catholic % of high 
deputy principal 
and above jobs 

8.4 
(1973) 
 
17 

40 
(2010) 
 
>40 

% Catholic share 
of those with 
degree 
qualification or 
higher 

27.4 
(1971) 

46.2 
(2001) 
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outlined in The Good Friday Agreement of 1998, it involved a consociational 
Northern Ireland devolved Assembly, which could take increasing powers (including 
by 2010, policing and justice); institutionalised transnational North-South linkages in 
a North-South Council and implementation bodies which could (with agreement) 
grow as far as de facto institutional integration; continued British-Irish oversight 
through an intergovernmental conference and weak provision for integration within 
the wider archipelago in a British-Irish Council.37 It allowed the creation of 
exemplary forms of North-South institutions which, although relatively minor in 
terms of funding and actual achievement,38 were a major step in modelling how 
integration on the island of Ireland might proceed and in creating an official culture 
open to integration. It extended the equalization process, bringing reform of policing 
and criminal justice, and further measures to ―mainstream‖ equality in all policy 
areas. It brought a promise (yet fully to be achieved) of harmonization of equality 
measures and rights in both jurisdictions. It provided constitutional recognition of 
those who wished to be Irish or British or both. This was less than nationalists had 
desired, but it was seen by the Irish government as a preparatory step to ensure 
that—should there eventually be a vote for Irish unity—it could be brought about 
smoothly and without disruption. At the same time, the mapping of a possible path 
to Irish unity allowed a constitutional guarantee—by both governments—that there 
would be a change from British to Irish sovereignty when and only when it was so 
voted by a majority in each jurisdiction on the island. Given the demographic 
balance and divided constitutional preferences among Catholics, this means that 
Irish unity would come about in the middle term only if a section of Protestants 
voted for it. 

This (i) opened way to future constitutional change, thus part-satisfying nationalists, 
while ensuring that that change would only be by majority consent in Northern 
Ireland, thus giving unionists a significant level of security; (ii) it gave nationalists 
new avenues for influence on policy, within strong constraints of equality and rights 
(iii) it changed the character of sovereignty, not formally, but in terms of its impact—
British sovereignty in Northern Ireland became an increasingly formal concept 
consistent with radical distancing of policy, culture and norms from the mainland 
United Kingdom model; (iv) it gave a gradualist route to functional Irish integration, 
through the layering effect of the new North-South institutions.  

All of this has very radically changed the shape of Northern Ireland. Brian Feeney 
wrote that even moderate nationalists in the SDLP would only sign up to the new 
Northern Ireland if it were no longer Northern Ireland.39 Unionist Peter Weir 
complained that the ―dimmer switch‖ was constantly being applied to Britishness.40 

If, constitutionally, this remains Northern Ireland under British sovereignty, politically 
and experientially, it is a Northern Ireland as much open to and ruled by nationalists 
as by unionists. The national character of Northern Ireland has changed, and may 
change farther, long before constitutional change is likely.41 The 2011 elections—
with their poor turnout betokening a lack of public interest, and the overwhelming 
support from voters for the power-sharing parties and rejection of the anti-
agreement Traditional Unionist Voice—shows that the mass public has accepted 
this situation at least for the middle term. 
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Changing public identities and attitudes in Northern Ireland.  

Restructuring has produced shifts in attitudes and identities. The survey data give 
us an overall picture of the changes. Catholics, now able to assert their nationalism 
and more likely than before to assert an Irish identity, are also less likely to prefer a 
united Ireland.42  

Figure One: Constitutional preferences of Catholics in Northern Ireland 
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Protestants have no new desire for a united Ireland (only 4% prefer it as a 
constitutional option) but they have a much greater sense that they could live with a 
democratically achieved united Ireland. So, for example, in the 1980s well over half 
of Protestants predicted violence in the event of a united Ireland; since 1998, 
around half of Protestants say they could live with a united Ireland achieved 
democratically, although they would not like it, a quarter would welcome it and only 
a fifth would find it almost impossible to accept.43  

There has also been change in perceptions and identity. Individuals are now less 
likely to identify as nationalist or unionist, and more likely to identify as neither. 

Figure 2: Self-identification as nationalist, unionist, or neither. Life and Times surveys  
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Even while both populations are sceptical that full equality has been achieved, they 
do not feel discriminated against. In 2003 (the last time the question was asked in 
the Life and Times surveys) only about 15% of Catholics thought Protestants were 
treated better than themselves.44 Half of Protestants, when asked in 2003, thought 
that Protestants and Catholics were treated equally and only about 10% of 
Protestants thought that Catholics were treated better than Protestants in Northern 
Ireland.45 

The mood of the Catholic public has been described as ―buoyant‖.46 This has been 
correlated with an increasing assertion of Irish identity particularly among the 
young.47 But the wider values and aims associated with the assertion of Irish 
identity have changed. The desire for a united Ireland has declined over ten years 
even while the Sinn Féin vote has risen (see figure one above). The political 
distinction between republicans and nationalists has decreased: now those who 
vote Sinn Féin may not want a united Ireland, or at least not want one immediately; 
sons and daughters of ―constitutional nationalists‖ vote republican without sharing 
either the social profile or the beliefs of republicans of the 1980s.48 Nationalists, and 
young nationalists in particular, have seen the changes as confirming and allowing 
them to assert their Irish identity, and at the same time freeing them to decide 
whether or not they actually want constitutional change.49  

 
TABLE TWO: SELF-REPORTED IDENTITY: NORTHERN IRELAND50  
 

 

Meanwhile Catholics are increasingly willing to see a British element in their 
identity. Table Three shows an increasing Catholic acceptance of a British 
dimension to their identity, a trend confirmed by the community relations identity 
modules of 1999 and 2007, and by the fact that the respondents themselves 
believed that their parents would have been much more likely (58%) to say ―Irish 
only‖.51 
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Table Three: Some people think of themselves first as British. Others may think of themselves first 
as Irish. Which, if any, of the following best describes how you see yourself?52 
 
 

 %  

  Catholic Protestant No religion 

Irish not British 43 0 7 

More Irish than British 32 4 23 

Equally Irish and British 14 18 22 

More British than Irish 4 40 26 

British not Irish 1 35 14 

Other 6 2 8 

Don't know 1 0 0 

 

One change is clear from the data: identity packages are significantly more varied 
than in the past. The cluster of strongly Irish identified republican supporters who 
want a united Ireland immediately and are deeply alienated from Northern Ireland 
may still exist, but both Irish identifiers and Sinn Fein supporters now also include 
individuals with a much wider range of attitudes and aims, thus diffusing the political 
impact of the older cluster. The Catholic population’s self-reported identity and 
views are still sharply contrasted with those of Protestants, but now within the 
Catholic population it is more difficult to predict politics from identity, or even identity 
from politics. The one segment where the older dynamic remains is among the 
most marginalized sections of the Catholic population some of whom have become 
recruits for dissident republicans. 

There has been significant change too among Protestants. By the mid 2000s, 
qualitative research showed many Protestants seeing that change is inevitable, and 
reprioritising the elements of their identity accordingly. They remain ―British‖ but 
British identity for many is becoming increasingly thin, purely official, a political sign 
rather than a culturally rich identity.53 The 2007 Life and Times survey (Table 3 
above) shows only a minority of the Protestant population who see themselves as 
―British only‖.54 Young Protestants increasingly opt for a Northern Irish 
identification.55 For this wide and internally diverse group of Protestants, a cultural 
threshold is being crossed, as they opt away from a ―national‖ notion of Britishness.  

At the same time, radical divisions have emerged within the Protestant population 
between those who do and those who don’t feel confident, support the new order, 
want to make things work. In the early 2000s about a third of Protestants felt their 
culture unprotected, and felt that they were underdogs.56 A third of Protestants in 
2003 believed equality laws protected Catholics at the expense of Protestants.57 
Protestant dissatisfaction was at its height in 2003, and has since moderated with 
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the DUP’s entry into government in 2007. Still, however, even by 2011 there is 
considerable tension within the Protestant working class, as was seen in the July 
2011 rioting in East Belfast.  

These intra-community distinctions are interrelated with changing resources and 
opportunities. Qualitative research has shown constant reflection and questioning in 
the 2000s.58 Yet if all groups are reassessing their previous identifications and 
ideals, not all have the resources to change them or the opportunities to benefit 
therefrom. Predictably, change has been greatest and most diverse amongst the 
Protestant population, whose expectations were most challenged and whose 
habitual modes of response proved inappropriate in the new order.  

Some Protestants have changed quite radically: the quarter of Protestants who 
would welcome a united Ireland, the fifth who have moved to a sense of themselves 
as equally Irish and British; the fifth who remained in support of the Good Friday 
Agreement through the crises of the 2000s. This group—including the business 
elite, peace workers, ecumenists, many sportspeople and journalists, and 
spreading to small business, and sections of the younger generation—have a 
strong interest in developing a working new Northern Ireland open to the South and 
have the resources to develop these linkages in relative safety.59 Significantly, 
professionals are less evident in this group: teachers, academics, doctors and 
lawyers tend to find their career paths within their own state, and there has been 
relatively little harmonization or integration of standards and opportunities, 
particularly in the crucial field of education.  

Large sections of the Protestant population have privatized politically. The new 
politics may not have been altogether to their choosing, but they will live with it. 
They have disengaged from politics, and some also from British identity, but they 
have not disengaged from their own professional networks or from their own 
community. Particularly in the working class, quite extensive rethinking has 
coexisted with a behavioural acceptance of communal norms, and an unwillingness 
to venture too far from them in public.60 For these people, if there is going to be 
political change, they will change together as a community: this is the message of 
the political plumping for the Democratic Unionist Party as a ―tribune party‖.61 It is 
also the message of the unexpected local plumping in Protestant East Belfast for 
the cross-community Alliance candidate, Naomi Long, in the 2010 Westminster 
elections. Now that structural change is all but complete, there is little indication at 
time of writing (Summer 2011) during a major Irish and Eurozone economic crisis 
that the community will plump for more radical change.  

Economic pain is also evident throughout the United Kingdom and particularly in 
the still economically depressed Northern Ireland, and it is particularly problematic 
for the unskilled working class. Amongst the worst off are the working class male 
Protestant youth who lack educational qualifications and face a future of 
unemployment or partial employment. This leaves a constituency for resistance to 
change. At present, those willing to resist are limited in numbers and in overt 
support, although vocal and organised. But the potential support among the young 
unemployed has been clear in the rioting and violence in June-July 2011.  
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As expected, identity change has been less extreme among Catholics and 
nationalists, whose expectations have been fulfilled and whose identities have been 
confirmed in the new order. Change is a matter of moderation of aims and of 
willingness to try to come to terms with Protestants and unionists within the new 
socio-political structures. Irish identity is asserted more strongly than before, 
particularly among the young. For the middle class, professional and business 
groups, and for those with stable employment, the present situation allows stability, 
full and equal self-expression, and as much linkage with the Irish state as they may 
want. Figure One shows that a majority of the population are satisfied with this. For 
the moment at least, nationalism has both strengthened and moderated, focusing 
on cultural expression within Northern Ireland. This moderation may be temporary. 
The young are not just more likely to assert a strong Irish identity, but also more 
likely to voice support for a united Ireland.62 Indeed recent studies of youth opinions 
suggest that sectarian attitudes and aims are overt among the young.63 

As in the Protestant population, there has been considerable political 
disengagement among Catholics. Even more than Protestants, however, they have 
maintained a level of communal solidarity, plumping for the strong ―tribune‖ party, 
Sinn Féin. Given the recurrent crises of implementation of the Good Friday 
Agreement, which could well have ended their advance towards equality in social, 
cultural and political position, even those who have no strong constitutional views 
have been unwilling to allow any possibility of fallback. And, parallel to Protestants, 
in the most marginalized Catholic areas, the youth remain a potential support base 
for republican dissidents.  

In summary, the wider population is divided in its stance towards the new order, not 
primarily on ethno-religious but on sectional-class lines. There is a vocal and 
influential segment of liberals and moderates (a minority of Protestants and a larger 
section of Catholics) pushing forward the new political agenda and open to 
increasing North-South and internal Northern Ireland integration. Among them, 
there is increasing permeability of boundaries. There is a smaller, equally vocal and 
much more dangerous marginalized minority resisting the new order and willing to 
attack one another. Meanwhile much of the population of Northern Ireland, 
Protestant and Catholic, are becoming depoliticised, waiting to see how politics 
develops, and unwilling to take a stand separate from their own community. These 
communities remain as separate and as opposed as before. Indeed private 
rethinking coexists with increasing segregation, where the temptation within each 
community is to press clientelistically for resources for themselves. The big 
question is whether and how the British, Irish and/or Northern Irish governments 
can stimulate more momentum for change in what is evidently a dangerous 
division.64 One of the wild cards is precisely the cross-border one: the increasing 
permeability of the state border is one way that the antagonistic balance in Northern 
Ireland itself may be offset, and further change stimulated. Institutional integration 
both at professional level (in education) would have an important effect, although it 
is also important to find ways to benefit the most marginalized.  
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CHANGING ENTRENCHED OPPOSITIONS? PROSPECTS FOR ISRAEL 
PALESTINE 

In Israel-Palestine there is plenty of evidence of shifting identifications, particularly 
but not exclusively in the period of state and nation building.65 There is also 
considerable evidence that the political economy of Israel impacts on internal Israeli 
divisions and self-identifications, thrusting lower class Israelis into competition with 
Palestinians.66 Equally, the pressures towards politicization for the Palestinian 
citizens of Israel come in large part from the ascriptions of identity by Jewish 
Israelis.67 Meanwhile the increasingly Islamist character of Palestinian national 
identity, particularly in Gaza, and the related shift in religious assumptions to allow 
for nationalist mobilization have been documented.68 In addition, the variation in 
type and tolerance of violence with changing political circumstances and 
opportunities has been shown.69 There has, however, been relatively little 
opportunity to study how different regimes affect political attitudes and identities. 
Thus the discussion that follows constructs plausible scenarios, based on the 
processes identified in Northern Ireland.  

The two state model  

The partition of Ireland exacerbated the underlying long term conflict of interests 
between Protestant and Catholic and created a tight structural bind where unionist 
security was incompatible with nationalist rights: unionists—even the liberals—were 
unwilling to threaten the security of the state, and nationalistsi—n part because 
equality was so thoroughly denied under unionist rule—were slow to define goals 
short of a Catholic dominated united Ireland.  

Partition has already taken place in Israel Palestine, with only limited autonomy and 
territory for Palestinians. It has already produced serious problems: the cutting of 
existing economic linkages and impoverishment of Palestinians; a rush to Israeli 
settlement in the Palestinian territories with the related security problems; mutual 
attacks with radically asymmetric numbers of casualties; and more generally a 
structural bind where Israeli politicians are slow to accord rights to Palestinians 
because of the security threat, and many Palestinians see no prospect of justice 
while the Israeli state exists. A two state model with greater powers and territory for 
the Palestinian state and a clear division of authority between the states would 
clearly advance the position of Palestinians. As in the Irish Free State, it would give 
a potential for autonomous development although this would  depend also on 
developing an economic infrastructure where it is presently very weak, and 
employment traditionally found by movement into Israel.  

A two state model would also have advantages for Israel. On the model of the 
partition of Ireland, it would allow Palestinians within their own state to detach from 
concern with Israel, at once decreasing the threat to the state and increasing 
international legitimacy (and thus regional security). However the economies of 
Israel/Palestine may be less conducive to a two-state solution than the (relatively 
separate) economies of mainly agricultural Ireland and the industrial Northeast in 
the early 20th century. The situation for Palestinians is also significantly more 



IBIS DISCUSSION PAPERS       PATTERNS OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION 

    

    

 - 14 - 

extreme than it was for Irish nationalists in the Irish state: the Irish had lost ―a part 
of their nation‖, but not the part they themselves had lived in or particularly 
identified with. Palestinians lost the land they had lived in, and so the question of 
the right of return is likely to remain practically (rather than simply theoretically) 
important unless and until they have adequate life-chances and conditions in their 
present situation. Thus the economic and political viability of a Palestinian state is 
an absolutely critical question, even before we begin to talk of the critical political 
issue of Israeli settlers or other issues of security in the region. 

Of course in Northern Ireland, even with Southern detachment, unionist insecurity 
remained and led to systematic repression and disadvantaging of the nationalist 
minority. Equally, the position of the Palestinian minority in Israel would remain 
problematic: if the existence of the state remains at risk, those committed to the 
state are unlikely to incorporate those whose commitment to it is in doubt. The 
strong position of Ultras within Israel has worked against reform and has meant that 
it is difficult to maintain even a practical acceptance of the state by Palestinians. 
Even if an economically and politically viable Palestinian state were to be achieved, 
and the demands on Israel by Palestinians radically decreased, it is far from certain 
that reformers within Israel (without strong international support) would have 
enough strength to enact a progressive reform programme to remove the many 
constraints—economic, social and political—on Palestinian citizens.  

A two state model would give Palestinians the key resource of a state from which to 
negotiate. The Irish experience shows the importance of a state—even a small and 
weak one—in driving the constitutional and restructuring processes in Northern 
Ireland and in bringing in international actors (in this case the US) to guarantee the 
settlement.70 Israel is unwilling to accept such an increase in Palestinian power and 
there is a real danger that it would pre-emptively strike against an assertive 
Palestinian state. It is in principle possible to build in and constrain the effects of 
power change within a two state model, as the structure of governance in 
contemporary Northern Ireland illustrates. But this was achieved through long 
negotiations between the Irish and British governments, it was initially imposed 
upon unionists rather than agreed by them, and that it functioned at all was 
because the two governments had a strong interest that it not fail.71 Maney et al 
point out that the equivalent of such an Anglo-Irish process in Israel/Palestine 
would be something like a US-EU process (involving two guarantors of the 
immediate protagonists), once again emphasizing the need for a strong 
international role if a viable settlement is to be reached.72  

From two states to one? Restructuring the state 

Post-1998 Northern Ireland shows how acceptance of a shared state is possible, 
even one long defined as illegitimate by nationalists. Two interrelated aspects were 
involved. The first was that this is a state under British sovereignty with agreed 
procedures which would allow a move to Irish sovereignty in the future, while rights 
of individuals and groups would be guaranteed equivalent under either sovereignty. 
For Israel/Palestine, the direct parallel would be an Israeli state (for greater Israel) 
that could become a Palestinian state under specified conditions, with no change in 
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the rights of individuals and groups. However a more thoroughly binational, joint-
authority Israel/Palestine state might be deemed more appropriate.  

The second is that nationalist acceptance of Northern Ireland was premised on a 
thorough restructuring of power relations and institutions within it, so that it would 
be ―no longer Northern Ireland‖. If we generalize this to Israel/Palestine, the effect is 
very radical. It would mean equalization of economic opportunity and condition 
through Israel, the West Bank and Gaza with strong affirmative action policies and 
targeted investment in the most deprived areas, and targeted training and 
education for the most deprived communities. It would require consociational 
government between Palestinians and Israelis with some form of weighted voting or 
bloc vetoes. It would involve public affirmation of parity of esteem through the range 
of public and educational institutions. It would require a radical restructuring of the 
security forces to permit a threshold level of Palestinian participation, so that they 
have ―the confidence of all parts of the community‖.73 The Northern Ireland case 
suggests that such a route can pay off before full equality of condition is reached, 
and thus the potential dangers of having to enforce ethno-national equality into 
perpetuity can be bypassed.  

This scenario has Israelis—like unionists—standing to lose not their state but its 
distinctive character, their advantageous position with respect to regional 
resources, and—as a by-product—their previous self-understandings. Unionists did 
not move here voluntarily, even for the sake of peace. They did it because they 
were pushed by the British government, with threat of worse if they did not move. 
The result has been much better than they had feared: their state remains, British 
sovereignty remains, there are more guarantees that they cannot be submerged in 
a state antipathetic to their values, there is less violence, there are new 
opportunities for advance. For Israelis, the benefits of such a scenario would be 
major: a more secure peace, and a deradicalisation of Palestinian opposition. For 
Palestinians too, the benefits would be massive both materially and morally.74  

Clearly a number of different quasi-federal situations within a one-state model could 
apply, with agreed conditions of movement towards a unitary state or towards a two 
state model. This would move closer to the complex mixed model, advocated by 
Wolff and others, involving both power-sharing and autonomy.75 But central to the 
success of such a model would have to be strong equalizing policies: otherwise 
Palestinians would have neither the benefit of a state of their own nor the benefits 
of equalization, and would have little incentive to accept this for longer than they 
had to.  

Prospects for agreement? 

The discussion above purposively leaves out the problem of violence. Stopping 
violence in Northern Ireland required the constitutional and restructuring processes, 
in parallel to security policies, and with implicit promises of inclusion of militants in 
the political process. There is reason to believe a similar process would be effective 
in Israel/Palestine. There is strong evidence that the type and intensity of 
Palestinian violence varies with the political opportunities on offer and that it is 
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subject to popular constraints as well as aided by popular support.76 Of course 
complex issues of sequencing and security guarantees would be necessary for 
both sides but given the will, these are not insuperable hurdles. 

This points to the other crucially important factor in hindering agreement: the 
massive power superiority of Israel over any putative Palestine.77 Agreement 
occurred in Northern Ireland in 1998 only after unionists had lost the power 
unilaterally to veto it. As they lost power and faced an agreement which they had 
not desired, unionists changed their views and expectations: one-time rejectionists 
became leaders of shared governance. Very similar complexities of motivation and 
multiplex identities exist on the Israeli side and there is no reason to doubt that a 
similar shift would be possible if such a change of circumstances occurred. There is 
every reason to expect that large sections of Israelis, like most unionists, would try 
to prevent its occurrence.  

Here, however, it is necessary to take a longer view. There were lost opportunities 
in the Northern Ireland conflict before unionist power was eroded. In the 1960s, 
quicker reform by the liberal leadership of Unionism (strengthened where 
necessary by British resolve) would have permitted a quite different track of 
resolution, one involving inclusion of nationalists and civil rights activists prior to the 
politicization, radicalisation and arming of the 1969-71 period. In 1973-4, more 
determined action by the British government in support of the Sunningdale 
Agreement—a less far-reaching form of complex power-sharing than was enacted 
in 1998—could have kept alive political options considerably more in unionists’ 
interests than the one they eventually had to accept.78 The Northern Ireland case 
shows that there were several possible paths to stability, all involving inclusion, but 
to different degrees and with different timescales. If it is unrealistic to put the 1998 
model forward for the Israel-Palestine case, these earlier initiatives give different, 
less radical options.  

In all of the cases, however, iteration is central. The built-in prospect of revision in 
the future when power relations change, and credible guarantees for future as well 
as present minorities, are as important for the presently powerful as for the 
presently powerless. One of the great benefits of that mixed bag known as 
―complex power-sharing‖ is that it leaves open opportunities to change the 
elements and reprioritize the institutions as needs change.  

None of this is possible without external actors bolstering the liberal voice in Israel 
and partially balancing the power asymmetry. The US had a different relation to 
Northern Ireland (where it acted to even-up the power imbalance, at times 
countering the regional power of the UK) than it does in the Middle East, where it 
has functioned as guarantor to the regional power, Israel.79 Whether or not the US 
can change its role, depends in part on the actual prospects of a settlement. One of 
the lessons from Northern Ireland is that strategists from the (relatively powerless) 
Irish state were thinking out the necessary conditions of conflict resolution (taking 
account of the views of the still less powerful nationalists in Northern Ireland) long 
before it became a real possibility, and introducing these alternative frames of 
understanding to the British government.80 When windows of opportunity began to 



IBIS DISCUSSION PAPERS       PATTERNS OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION 

    

    

 - 17 - 

open, the two governments were ready to broker peace and to involve international 
actors to even up the power asymmetries that might have precluded settlement.81 
In this respect, exploration of the logic of the different models of settlement is 
important, even when the real conditions of achieving them may not yet exist.  
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