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Abstract:
The increasing international use of power-sharing agreements to end conflicts and
accommodate ethno-national opposition within a democratic frame has highlighted
problems in power-sharing practice. It also shows problems in consociational theory. And
it brings into focus the distinctive identity processes amongst state-centred populations
who are at the heart of peace processes and central to the stability of power-sharing
regimes, and whose identity trajectories have been little studied. Rather than
consociationalism faltering because it freezes identities, as its critics say, it falters because
it leads to change in them, and particularly so for state-centred groups. This article analyzes
the dynamic interrelations between the functioning of power-sharing institutions, group
identity processes and normative change in two relatively successful complex
consociational regimes (Northern Ireland and the Republic of North Macedonia). It shows
mechanisms whereby backsliding is likely to happen just when the consociational
institutions have been stabilized, and how the resulting incremental institutional drift
destabilizes the institutions to the point where radical intervention is needed to restore
their momentum. It shows the asymmetric modes of identity construction and change
amongst state-centred populations and amongst their challengers, and shows the
particular trajectories and difficulty of change for the state-centred groups.
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Identities, institutions and ideals: ethno-national conflict, complex power-sharing,
and consociational theory.
Introduction
The increasing international use of power-sharing agreements to end conflicts and
accommodate ethno-national opposition within a democratic frame has highlighted
problems in power-sharing practice. 2 We argue that it also reveals problems in
consociational theory (CT) – by far the most prominent and ambitious theorization and
justification of one form of power sharing.3 And it brings into focus the distinctive identity
processes amongst state-centred populations who are at the heart of peace processes and
central to the stability of power-sharing regimes, and whose identity trajectories have been
little studied. 4 This article provides a theoretically informed explanation of recent
reversals in power-sharing practice, that reveals flaws in consociational theory and shows
distinctive identity patterns in state-centred groups.
The last decade has seen reversals even in some of the most well-designed cases of complex
consociational power-sharing - in the Republic of North Macedonia (RONM) and in
Northern Ireland 5 – showing an unexpected trajectory of political backsliding and
institutional drift after it appeared that the consociational institutions were stably in place
and functional. In each case, the process was driven by the state-centred population and its
bloc parties, who came to accept the new order and then later turned against it. There has
been little theoretically informed analysis why. The proximate causes of the problems, in
particular external opportunities, are well recognized: but exogenous change is endemic,
complex consociation is designed to cope with it, and contingent explanations do not
explain the common patterns in the two cases. Moreover the trajectory is not simply a
response to exogenous opportunity; it involves the more puzzling phenomenon of changed
priorities amongst the state-centred parties and populations.
We provide a theoretically-informed explanation of the reversals of power-sharing in these
cases that generates a revision of CT but not from the conventional critical perspective that
consociational institutions ‘freeze’ identities (Taylor, 2009 ). Instead we show that they
stimulate change in them, especially in the state-centred population, thus giving real
potential for a democratic peace. But that change provokes instability and eventual
backsliding in a ‘concertina effect’ that consociational concepts fail to recognize,
consociational institutions fail to manage and consociational norms fail to guide.
After a short theoretical discussion of consociationalism and group identity processes we
move to the substantive focus of the article, tracing the institutional trajectories of change
in Northern Ireland and RONM, showing they were driven by asymmetric group identity
processes, and offering a theoretically-informed explanation that focusses on the agents
and timing of the process. We outline the theoretical and policy-related significance of our
2

Since the beginning of the 1990s, over three quarters of negotiated agreements have involved some form of
power-sharing, see Hartzell and Hoddie, 2017, 41. On the practical problems, see McGarry, 2017; Jarstad and
Sisk, 2008; and Sisk, 2013.
3
On contemporary complex consociational theory, see Wolff and Cordell, 2016; on its relation to other forms of
power-sharing, see Jarstad, 2008.
4
There is nothing equivalent to the major comparative study of once-dominated (‘challenger’) populations
undertaken by Lamont et al (2016).
5
Names are contentious. We use the official names even, in the case of RONM, in discussing earlier periods.
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argument and in conclusion point to its wider implications for analysis of state-centred
populations.
Consociational theory (CT)
Consociational theory, from its classic statement in the work of Arendt Lipjhart (1977) to
the present, has been concerned to give typological descriptions of consociational powersharing, to predict the conditions under which consociational institutions will be adopted
and to explain their functioning (Wolff, nd). It has a strong policy-orientation, and
consociationalists revise definitions, theory and policy on the basis of practical experience.
Lustick (1997) argues that there is a methodological circularity in Lipjhart’s work. But
circles can be productive if they are large enough. We argue that CT’s ontological
assumptions are restrictive, and change in these allows a TC (a theory of consociations
rather than a specific consociational theory) to develop progressive research and policy in
a wide range of areas.
CT works from existing group divisions – ethno-religious or ethno-national groups in
conflict and the parties that represent them - and analyses how power may viably and
functionally be shared between their bloc parties. In the liberal forms of consociationalism
with which we are concerned in this article, the divided groups are understood as selfdefining, parties self-designate as bloc parties and people decide whether or not to vote for
them (O’Leary, 2005). Consociational power-sharing then has four characteristics:
•
•
•
•

executive powersharing: this does not require a ‘grand’ or total coalition, as long as
each of the blocs is meaningfully represented in government (see discussion in
McGarry and O’Leary, 2017).
mutual vetoes : whereby parties in each bloc can stop policies imposed by another
more powerful bloc or alliance (see McEvoy, 2013)
proportionality: each main bloc is to be proportionally represented in government,
and also in other spheres for example security, civil service, etc.
segmental autonomy: The term, as Coakley (2009 ) argues, is misleading; it is
generally understood to involve a set of provisions including group equality in key
fields, institutional recognition of and protection for group identity, and acceptance
of bloc parties.

Together these provide proportionality, parity and protection for existing groups in
conflict. This is augmented in complex consociationalism which takes
seriously the many reasons nations, states and nationalisms are important to people.6 It
tackles ethno-national division and conflict across state borders, advocating consociational
governance plus a series of arrangements for territorial self-governance, local autonomy,
transborder institutions, common rights harmonized across regimes and/or constitutional
guarantees of how future change would take place democratically (Wolff and Cordell,
2016; McGarry and O’Leary 2013; O’Leary, 2019, 1-32). This is designed to stabilize powersharing even in the face of geopolitical change and internal power shift by providing
guarantees of rights and equality across state boundaries.
6

McGarry, 2017; McGarry and O’Leary, 2017.
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This institutional configuration is guided by accommodationist norms (McGarry, O’Leary
and Simeon, 2008) by which ethno-national groups are accepted as they are (or rather as
the bloc parties they vote for define them) and their representatives are incorporated into
every aspect of state institutions. Institutions are reformed to accommodate national
identities, rather than to incentivize change in them. 7 This in turn is based on a social
ontology of groupness: ethno-national group boundaries and group identities are deeply
rooted, stable and non-negotiable, and it is ‘idealistic’ to think otherwise (McGarry and
O’Leary, 2004,19-24; O’Leary, 2005, 4-10; McGarry et al, 2008, 73-8). They are ‘resilient,
durable and hard’ (McGarry et al, 2008, 53), changing if at all only over the long term.
This ontology leaves CT ill-equipped to analyze dynamic processes of institutional,
contextual, and micro-identity change. CT argues that ethnic identities are deep, enduring
and need to be accommodated and it pays much more attention to the institutions of
accommodation than to the identities themselves: they are treated as simple phenomena
that in their form do not differ greatly one from another. But where identities are complex,
contested and variable phenomena, the standardized consociational tool-box may have
counter-intuitive effects. Proportionality, parity and protection are highly likely to
challenge state-centred identities and to produce a dynamic interaction between identities,
institutions and ideals that is increasingly recognized as central to institutional change. 8
We will argue below that the dys-functioning of complex consociational institutions is to
be explained at least in part by the unanticipated group identity processes they set in
motion.
Group identity processes and state-centred populations
By ‘group identity’ we mean the core interconnected and internally contested package of
categories, values, narratives and beliefs associated with group-belonging: this is an
expansive meaning-laden rather than a narrow categorical concept of group identity. 9 By
‘group identity process’ (GIP) we mean the changing weights of the different values,
categories and beliefs associated with group membership, so that the balance of
identification within the group changes. GIPs differ in their form (whether they involve
primarily a change in category or in meaning and value, whether they involve an increase
or decrease in the salience of the category) and in their directionality (the values that are
prioritized, whether they are a movement to more or to less openness). In ethno-national
relations, this is seldom a change from one nationality to another but rather between
different ways of being national (Hutchinson, 2005).
7

Here, particularly in party system and electoral design, is where centripetalists most disagree with
consociationalists. See Horowitz, 1990; Reilly, 2001. Their point is that the party system inevitably shapes group
definitions and has sticking power, that makes it hard for voters to change. Consociationalists, on the contrary
believe that to achieve and stabilize such institutions requires ‘organised mass parties with confident and secure
leaders’ (O’Leary, 2005, 28-33) that will represent group interests and identities, broker compromise and ensure
political stability
8
This is increasingly seen as central to institutional change, see Mahoney and Thelen, 2009; although this has
only slowly been recognized in the study of conflict and peace-building, but see Ruane and Todd, 2007; Todd,
2014; Broschek et al, 2018 ; Toubeau, 2018 ; and Bogaards, 2019.
9
For an overview of the different usages of ‘identity’ in political science and IR, see Rumelili and Todd, 2018. For
discussion of the uses of different concepts of identity, and of the quite radical changes of meaning and
boundaries, not categories, within each part of Ireland in the 2000s, see Todd, 2018.
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The form and direction of identity change differs with the resources and opportunities and
repertoires available to different subgroups, and is likely to be asymmetrical in conflict
situations because the starting points, repertoires and points of reference differ between
groups in conflict. They also differ within them, so that ‘groupness’, to use Brubaker’s
(2002) term, is highly contested and parcellated, partly constituted by competing projects
carried forward by organizations and factions and parties, each offering competing
definitions of the group’s values and identity (see Lamont et al, 2016). In what follows, we
do not dig deep to the individualized affective dimensions of identity studied by
psychologists (self-esteem, esteem as group member, solidarity, etc; see Ashmore et al
2004 ) but rather inductively focus on the empirical patterns and logics of group identity
– what beliefs, values and projects in the traditional identity package are emphasized, what
left recessive, and what choices does this favour. This allows us to map the rationales of
identity change in light of changing social structures and political opportunities.
We focus on state-centred populations – those who define themselves primarily by a statecentred, institutional reference point. They differ from populations who define themselves
primarily in terms of values, meanings and linkages embedded in sub-state organizations
and informal practices, as do many of the ‘challenger’ populations who resist state power.
State-centred populations have a predominantly institution-centred identity, prioritizing
the ‘civic’ values of the state over the specific values embodied in their daily practices and
linkages. But states are also forms of exclusion, and state boundaries are power-resources
which benefit some groups, providing easy alliances and organizational resources and
valorizing their ideas, while dis-benefitting and disorganizing others (Lustick, 1993;
Wimmer 2002; Poulantzas, 1968). For state-centred populations, this gives rise to a potent
mix of interests, values and identity when the state is challenged.
There is relatively little theorization of state-centred identity groups. Castells (1977)
distinguished ‘legitimating’ identities originating in state norms and ideologies from
‘resistance’ identities (often based on informal linkages and sub-political institutions) and
from ‘project’ identities focused on future-oriented values. But he believed that legitimating
identities were now residual and vanishing as state-hegemony and authority was
increasingly questioned: on the contrary there is much evidence as to the continued vitality
of these identities. Memmi (1965) showed how civic state-centredness is common between
metropolitan liberals and settlers fighting at the colonial periphery, taking a different form
because of the differential challenge (see also Wright, 1987 ). Abulof (2015 ), Rumelili
(2015) and others trace how some state-centred identities are resistant to change not
simply from interest but from ontological insecurity; their very identity is so connected to
state-institutions, power and/or alliances that change threatens implosion. Lustick (1993)
explores the ideological and military thresholds before the resistance of state-centred
groups to state-downsizing is overcome. But these studies do not show the variation within
and choices available to state-centred populations (see Todd 2005) nor how they contrast
with challenger populations.
Most recent comparative empirical work has focused on challenger and stigmatized
populations, showing, for example, the symbolic resources used in everyday struggles
against inequality, discrimination and ‘assaults on worth’ (Lamont et al. 2016a). There is
no comparable comparative research on how state-centred populations respond to
political reform and equalization or on the cultural logics of identity change amongst them.
5

Complex consociational regimes provide a test case of the capacity of state-centred groups
to accept and accommodate to state-reform towards proportionality and parity, and an
experimental arena where we can see when they resist it and what in it they resist. In what
follows we take an inductive approach asking (i) what are the patterns of identity change
in the state-centred population and how far are they different from the challenger
population (ii) what are the logics of change? (iii) what causal effects on power-sharing
institutions, if any, does this identity change have?
Comparative patterns
Cases and questions
We choose two cases – Northern Ireland and the Republic of North Macedonia (RONM) –
that are very similar in formal character. They are liberal and complex consociational
democracies, with ethnic party systems, widely seen as amongst the most effective and
successful cases of complex consociationalism (McEvoy, 2015). In both cases a
consociational agreement has been in place for close to two decades. It ended violent ethnonational conflict but there remains ethno-national division with a state-centred population
posed against a challenger population with strong kin-state linkages (see McEvoy, 2015;
Gjoni 2019 ). In each case, these populations are compositely constructed on a multiplicity
of dimensions (including descent, ethno-communal, national, religious, and even
civilizational). In each case, the conflict over the form of regime and existence of the state
was entwined with conflict over horizontal inequality (Ruane and Todd, 1996; Koinova
2013 ).
In other substantive respects, the cases are very different. Northern Ireland is a region of
the United Kingdom, RONM has been an independent state since 1991. The cases differ in
the historical form and depth of division, in their geopolitical context, economic structure,
past experience of violence and extent of reform of horizontal inequality (Ruane and Todd,
2015; Koinova, 2013 ) and in the guarantors and brokers who oversaw agreement and its
implementation (see McEvoy and McCulloch 2018).
They are, however, very similar in institutional trajectory and in GIPs. In each case, a
negotiated agreement was with great difficulty reached between state-centred and
challenger parties and it was opposed by significant sections of the state-centred bloc. A
crisis-ridden period of implementation followed and finally – in large part due to insistence
by guarantors – implementation of most of the provisions of agreement was finally
achieved and a period of stable democratic functioning ensured. Then new problems
emerged, driven by the main state-centred political party and population. This led to
stalling of policy, institutional drift, significant weakening of the institutions and even, in
the case of RONM, of democracy itself. This was more than a ‘bumpy road’ to be resolved
by ‘institutional tinkering’ (McCulloch and McEvoy, 2018; McCulloch, 2017): it was a
serious institutional crisis to resolve which – in RONM - required major concerted
international and cross-community effort.
Our question is why this trajectory? Why did institutional problems emerge after the
agreement was implemented and had functioned stably for some years? Why did they take
the form of institutional drift? Why was the change driven by the state-centred population
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which had previously accepted the new order, and by a state-centred party which had
previously led it?
We use a qualitative process tracing method to identify the patterns of change. 10 In
exploring the role of group identity processes that involve meanings and assumptions that
are not always directly empirically accessible, we reconstruct the processes through
seeking a reflexive equilibrium between theoretically plausible and powerful claims and
empirical data.11 In the next section we outline the phases and sequences of change, and in
the subsequent we identify the common patterns of change and show the inadequacy of
conventional explanations of them.12

Sequences:
Agreement
Northern Ireland, Good Friday Agreement (GFA) 1998; RONM, Ohrid Framework
Agreement (OFA) 2001.
In each case the negotiated agreement changed the form of regime to allow strong and
complex power-sharing across a wide range of fields, with proportionality, veto-powers,
grand coalition and segmental autonomy of different forms, together with recognition and
institutional expression of national difference (in the Northern Ireland case, involving
transnational institutions) while giving guarantees that the state’s existence would be
protected (in the Northern Ireland case subject to the democratic will of the population).13
In each case, the agreement gained asymmetric support, with the state-centred parties
divided and the challengers largely positive. Only one of the main state-centred unionist
parties in Northern Ireland, the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), participated in the
negotiations, and it split over the final agreement; the other main party, the Democratic
Unionist Party (DUP) opposed negotiations and agreement. Just over half (57%) of
Protestant voters approved the agreement in referendum in May 1998, as did the vast
majority (93%) of Catholic voters in Northern Ireland, and – in a simultaneous referendum
- the population of the Republic of Ireland (Hayes and McAllister, 2007). Ethnic Macedonian
parties approved the agreement only under strong international pressure (see McEvoy,
2015, pp ). It was not put to referendum, but Gromes’ overview of existing surveys shows
that the majority of Albanians accepted it and a bare majority of ethnic Macedonians
rejected it (Gromes 2009, pp. 10, 15-16, 20).
10

Sisk 2013 has argued for detailed process-tracing studies of a few comparative cases to discover the
mechanisms of functioning/dysfunctioning: comparison allows us to move beyond contingent events to find
common mechanisms and processes.
11
Bates et al, 1998, refer to this as the construction of ‘analytic narratives’.
12
There is a much more extensive literature, including survey research, on Northern Ireland than on RONM, and
our empirical evidence is richer in the former than in the latter.
13
Rather than outline the provisions of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement (GFA) in Northern Ireland and the 2001
Ohrid Framework Agreement (OFA) in RONM, we refer readers to the excellent accounts in McEvoy, 2015,
Koinova, 2014, McGarry and O’Leary, 2004, and O’Leary, 2019, vol. 3., 175-229. For works emphasizing particular
aspects of the OFA, see Daskalovski, 2002; Georgieva et al, 2011; Koneska, 2012; Lyon, 2011; 2012; Koktsidis,
2013; Vasilev, 2011.
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Implementation
Northern Ireland 1998-2006; RONM 2001-2005
In each case, implementation proceeded through a series of crises and a fall-off in support
by the state-centred population.
In Northern Ireland, there was a succession of crises caused by commitment problems:
without the decommissioning of IRA arms, unionists were unwilling to share power with
republicans; without unionist commitment to the proposed reforms, republicans were
unwilling to decommission. The power-sharing executive functioned for only 19 months in
the 9 years between June 1998 and May 2007 and IRA decommissioning was finally
achieved only in 2005. During this period there was a marked drop off in support for the
Agreement amongst the state centred population– by 2003 only 28% of the Protestant
population (and still 74% of the Catholic) said that they would vote for the GFA if the
referendum was held again. In the 2003 elections, the DUP triumphed over the more
moderate UUP, and Sinn Féin over the more moderate SDLP. But while support for the
agreement fell, the state-centred population moderated in its political attitudes, even on
the most contentious issues. Now a clear majority would be willing to accept a united
Ireland achieved democratically: the percentage of Protestant die-hards unwilling to accept
this had declined very significantly by 2004 (see Figure 1). Attempts to mobilize
Protestants against aspects of the Agreement using symbolically resonant themes ( Victims
groups, the ‘Love Ulster’ campaign) failed; only a few thousand attended a ‘Love Ulster’
march in Belfast in 2005 and soon the campaign petered out (Nagle, 2009 ) After the
decommissioning of IRA weapons and other reforms, the once-extreme DUP entered a new
power-sharing executive with the once-extreme Sinn Féin amidst plurality approval by
unionists; by 2007 58% of the Protestant population thought the GFA had been a good
thing. 14
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2007 data from NILT, GFAFORNI. In 2006, when asked how they would vote in a referendum on St Andrews
39% of Protestants said they would vote yes and only 15% no, with close to a third of the population undecided
NILT 2006 VOTESTA.

8

Figure 1: changing percentage of Protestant unionist die-hards, swayers and
changers. 15
Sources: Northern Ireland Life and Times surveys; Rose, 1971; Coopers and Lybrand,
1988.
In RONM there were also crises of implementation, in particular over Albanian language
education and local self-government (see Lyon, 2011; 2012 ; Koinova, 2013, 173-4
).
The insistence on these reforms by the international community was widely perceived as
unfair by ethnic Macedonians, even the liberal ones (Koinova, 2013, p194 ; Neofostistos
2010 889) and there was a slight fall off in support for the OFA (Gromes, 2009 ). However,
there was also evidence of a moderation of attitudes on the part of the ethnic Macedonian
population. In 2004, VMRO called a referendum against the implementation of local
autonomy in ethnic Albanian areas, a key provision of the OFA, but participation was very
low, signalling a growing acceptance of the new regime. Even the once-extreme parties
accepted the Ohrid Framework. VMRO-DPMNE remodeled itself as technocratic, centreright, pro-OFA, pro-EU party. Implementation proceeded and the EU granted candidate
status to RONM in 2005
During the implementation period, acceptance of the consociational institutions increased
amongst the challenger population. In Northern Ireland, nationalist diehards, who could
never accept the British connection, were a tiny proportion (3%) of the Catholic population,
and increasing numbers came to prefer the new devolved regime to a united Ireland (see
Figure 2). In RONM, Albanian irredentism declined and acceptance and positive feeling for
the Macedonian state increased (Gromes, 2009, 16, 21) .

15

The question was ‘If response to NIRELND2 is not 'To reunify with the rest of Ireland'
If the majority of people in Northern Ireland ever voted to become part of a United Ireland do you think you ... [i]
would find this almost impossible to accept; [ii] would not like it, but could live with it if you had to; or, [iii] would
happily accept the wishes of the majority?; [iv] don’t know.’ We label the first ‘diehards’, the second ‘swayers’
and the third ‘changers’.
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Figure 2. Preferences among Catholic population (Northern Ireland) to remain in the
United Kingdom
Sources: Northern Ireland Social Attitudes and Life and Times surveys. Rose, 1971;
Moxon Browne, 1978.
Stabilizing consociational democracy.
Northern Ireland 2007-2012; RONM 2005-2008
There followed a period of stable functioning of the consociational institutions when the
state-centred population and parties, as well as the challengers, came to accept the
agreement.
In Northern Ireland, a period of stable government, moderation of party policies and of
public attitudes ensued (Mitchell et al, 2009). Continuing points of conflict within the
executive, for example over the devolution of policing in 2010, were eased by a major
British financial package (McEvoy, 2015 pp ). Democratic devolved politics appeared to be
working smoothly in the Assembly and in local government (Conley, 2013; O’Connor, 2013;
O’Leary 2019). The DUP maintained its bloc dominance against more extreme parties.
Nationalists in Northern Ireland increasingly came to accept the present constitutional
arrangement within the United Kingdom, while unionist die-hards, who could never accept
a united Ireland, stayed below 20% of the Protestant population (figures 1 and 2). Politics
appeared ‘normalized’, with a significant fall-off in electoral participation.16
In RONM, reforms proceeded sufficiently far that it was admitted to candidate status by the
EU in 2005. In 2006, VMRO-DPMNE - now presenting as a modernizing technocratic
centre-right party - won an election on its economic programme and on its reputation for
efficiency, rather than on nationalist grounds (Crowther, 2017). The splinter hardline
ethnic Macedonian party, VMRO-NP, won only 6% of the vote. Gromes (2009, ) notes that
‘The number of people in favor of the Framework Agreement was never higher than when
16

From 70% in 1998 to 62% in 2007 to 56% in 2011.
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the new government came to power.’17 But ethnic Macedonians remained uneasy: while
70% of the Albanians in Macedonia believed that the Ohrid Agreement provided a good
long-term solution for Macedonia’s ethnic problems, only 30% of Macedonians agreed.18
Reversal, institutional drift, crisis and resolution.
Northern Ireland 2013-2019; RONM 2008-2017
Stable power sharing lasted for only three years in RONM and for five years in Northern
Ireland before the tide turned within one of the major bloc parties. This was more than a
re-composition of the political bloc, it was a reversal of the previous political trajectory by
those who had once led it. In each case the reversal was triggered by exogenous change
which emboldened hardliners from the state-centred group who were still embedded in
key social and political positions (Koinova, 2013 182 ). Increasingly they won popular
support.
In each case, institutional drift occurred; the institutions remained in place, the rules and
norms continued to be referred to, but they now functioned differently – or not at all - and
the guarantors did not intervene.19 Meanwhile the state-centred population’s attitudes and
preferences became more hardline, justified by a reinterpretation of accommodationalist
norms: respect for identity was taken to justify retention of ethnically-weighted state
symbolism and institutional practices. There began a new feedback loop between
hardening popular preferences, party-political policies and changing institutional
functioning. Meanwhile the weakening of the institutions heightened the impact of
exogenous change. 20 Crisis finally developed, taking a different form, with differing
outcome in each case.
In Northern Ireland, the advent of a new, increasingly sovereigntist British Conservative
government from 2010, together with a weakened Irish state after the economic crash of
2008, changed the resources in the intra-unionist struggle. Hardliners were no longer
arguing against the tide and attempted to harness inchoate popular unease by affirming
classic British sovereignty over Northern Ireland. Their opportunities were increased by a
new British-Irish policy (announced in 2012) which no longer focused primarily on
Northern Ireland but expected the devolved government to sort out its own conflicts (Todd
2017).
A popular unionist ‘flags’ protest (2012-3) against Belfast City Council’s decision to reduce
the number of days that the British flag was flown over City Hall was the first sign of popular
reversal; its leaders justified it as ‘ordinary people simply expressing their cultural
identity’, and, unlike earlier protests, it won the support of about half of the Protestant
17

59% of citizens supported the agreement, only 28% rejected it (IRI 2008: slide 9). Positive feeling about the EU
was also high.
18
(Balkan Monitor, 2008, 10).
19
On ‘drift’ see Hacker et al, 2015; in RONM, see Koinova, 2013, 183-5, 201-2; in Northern Ireland, see Todd,
2017.
20
For example, had the power-sharing institutions in Northern Ireland been working well up to 2016, it is likely
that the main parties would have negotiated an shared stance with respect to Brexit which would have
maximized their impact and influence, rather than allow the question radically to split the executive, and
increasingly to polarize the population.
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population.21 The DUP hardened its policies and by 2013, the power-sharing executive was
deadlocked: even policy decisions that had already been agreed and for which EU funding
had been secured were reversed by the DUP. 22 By 2014, unionist public opinion had
become more extreme, with die-hards now a third of the population (see figure 1).
International mediation failed, the British and Irish governments did not intervene until
the crisis was full-blown, then brokered two further agreements in 2014 and 2015 which
failed to restore any momentum (Todd 2017; O’Leary 2019 269-282). The UK-wide
referendum on Brexit in 2016 further divided the population: 56% of the Northern Ireland
population voted to remain in the EU, but 60% of Protestants voted to leave, led by the DUP.
Brexit threatened to undermine key provisions of the GFA and this, with the chance to
harden the Irish border and make a united Ireland less likely, appealed to the hardliners in
the DUP and let them marginalize the other factions (Murphy and Evershed, 2019).
Polarization increased as the DUP entered a ‘confidence and supply’ agreement with the
minority Conservative government, itself increasingly unionist and sovereigntist, and
unionist political rhetoric became virulently dismissive of nationalism.
In 2008, a Greek veto on NATO membership changed the opportunity structure in RONM.
It was now less likely that it would quickly be accepted into the EU or NATO. The hardliners
within VMRO-DPMNE were strengthened and Gruevski saw his opportunity to win massive
public support in a snap election called and fought on a nationalist platform. Identity
assertion was central to the new politics - Skopje 2014 highlighted the ethnic Macedonian
nature of the state. Even if the initial popular motivation was anti-Greek rather than antiethnic-Albanian (Spaskovska, 2012), the impact on OFA was major, for it involved symbolic
rejection of any ethnic Albanian ownership of the state and of public space.23
The ensuing 9 years followed the letter but not the spirit of the OFA. This was indeed stable
government but it functioned not to share power but rather to parcel out offices and state
jobs between the parties, delegating local Albanian affairs to the DUI, while keeping the
direction of state policy and symbolism as the preserve of VMRO. (Gjoni and DiGuardia,
2014; Crowther, 2017). Rather than calling halt, in 2011 the EU, US, and NATO issued a joint
statement praising the country’s progress in becoming ‘a stable, multi-ethnic, multicultural and inter-religious society’ (McEvoy, 2015, 202). The result was a ‘dismantling of
opposition, corruption, suppression of media, corrupt judiciary’ (Gjoni and Di Guardia,
2014. See also Crowther, 2017; Koinova 2013) and some fall off in political participation
(Daskalovski, 2014). The extent of corruption became evident after the 2015-6 release of
tapes showing ‘state capture affecting the functioning of democratic institutions and key
areas of society’. 24 Symbolic of the hardening of popular views between 2008-2017,
support for the EU decreased and this was directly interrelated with the symbolic assertion
of identity: EU and NATO membership would require continued reform and name-change
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See Nolan et al, 2014, 52, 64, 73.
See Nolan 2014, and O’Leary 2019, vol 3, 258-282
23
Ethnic Albanians were free to express their identity through language and increasingly flags, but only in their
own local areas, not in central public space which was defined as Macedonian. See Koinova, 2013, 189
24
The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia Report:
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_r
epublic_of_macedonia.pdf. Quoting from http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-16-3634_en.htm
22
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to accommodate Greece, and this prospect radically split the populations and increasingly
the ethnic Macedonian parties.25
Only after major mobilization, and with Albanian state and strong international support,
was the governing party ousted and a new government elected in 2017 which promised to
restore the momentum of the consociational institutions and the OFA (see Stefanowski,
2017; Bassanauer, 2018). This in turn provoked a new wave of opposition, this time
focused on the renewed push to resolve the ‘name’ question. A large section of the statecentred population saw the 2018 Prespa Agreement with Greece as, in the words of the
President, ‘historical suicide’.26
Patterns
In each case there was a difficult and crisis-ridden period of achieving, accepting and
implementing agreement, during which the state-centred population was deeply divided
on its merits. When eventually the agreement was institutionalized there was a period of
relatively successful consociational government, backed by voters: far from being ‘failed’
or ‘neo-trustee’ states, where crises are never overcome, there was popular democratic
ownership of agreement. At this point there was a period of stalling of institutions and
institutional drift which made the institutions crisis-prone, requiring major intervention to
restore institutional functioning.
In each case the process of institutional drift was driven by the state-centred population
and its main party. The process was asymmetric: the challenger population and parties
remained fully in support of the agreement.
In each society, the state-centred population sequentially moderated then again hardened
its position. Ethnic Macedonians were always uneasy about the OFA, but this unease was
countered both by pragmatism and by a sense of civic patriotism (Nancheva, 2013152-5,
285 ). The relative weights they gave these motivations varied radically over time: in 2006
a large majority rejected hardline politics, in 2008 a large majority embraced it and by 2018
the population was very deeply divided not just on strategy but also on identity. 27 In
Northern Ireland, where divisions within the Protestant population were fluid and
intensely fought, over a quarter were committed to the GFA, and only a sixth consistently
against it, while the rest swayed over time. As institutional drift occurred, hardline
attitudes increased amongst the state-centred population; only much later did the
challengers begin slowly to harden their views.

25

USAID, 2017, 52 ; Eurothink, 2019, slide 4. The decrease in support was primarily among the ethnic
Macedonian population. In 2013, when asked if they would approve EU membership with a change of name,
two thirds of ethnic Albanians approved, while two thirds of ethnic Macedonians disapproved, and in 2018, 90%
of ethnic Albanians and among ethnic Macedonians, over three quarters of SDSM supporters, and only 10% of
VMRO supporters (ICDS May 2018 pp., 12-13, 29 )
26
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-45699749 . Resistance had not, by Sept 2019, derailed the process.
27

Close to a third of VMRO supporters (and less than 10% of SDSM) believed that any constitutional change
would affect their identity, over a third of SDSM supporters (and less than 10% of VMRO) believed that
constitutional change would not at all affect their identity (ICSDS, 2018, p. 26).
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The pattern is puzzling for the threat to the state did not increase. On the contrary, once
power-sharing was stabilized, objective threats to the existence of the state became weaker
and more indeterminate. There was power-shift: slow demographic change, a decrease in
horizontal inequality, an increasing influence of kin states. But this increased the
challengers’ acceptance of the state and thus was a force for stabilization (Gjoni, 2019;
Coakley and Todd, 2019). With reform, there was a decrease in the relative economic and
political position of the state-centred group, but the best chance for economic development
lay in the new order.
Nor was it a matter of hardline populations or bad leaders or bad neighbours or bad
institutions.28 There had been significant moderation of policies and preferences within the
state-centred populations and parties before the reversal occurred, and ‘neighbours’ were
not significantly more malevolent than before. Nor was the problem a fatal flaw in complex
consociational design. That design was good enough to get the agreement functioning
stably for a number of years, in itself a major achievement.
There was geo-political change but in neither case did it amount to a calamitous exogenous
shock: the question is why these geo-political opportunities were taken up by the statecentred parties and populations when other more cooperative responses were easily
available to them. There are of course contingent explanations that differ in each case. But
these do not explain the common patterns. We are forced, therefore, back to consider the
GIPs in each case.

Explaining reversal
The agents: Group Identity Processes in the state-centred population
State-centred populations are vulnerable to fission. The consociational shared state,
characterized by proportionality, parity and protection, removes the reference point on
which the population can unite, bringing to the fore their internal divisions, forcing them
to choose between conflicting imperatives and incentives. They can either resist the
change, try to make the best of the situation despite their unease, or emphasize other
values, beliefs and sources of identity (see Todd, 2005). The situation for challenger
populations is quite different, for the unreformed state forces them into internally divisive
choices between assimilation, resistance and privatization while the new shared state is
welcomed by them all, with differences on aims and strategy pushed into the future.
In both cases studied here, the state-centred population was initially a disparate alliance
brought together only through the state. In Northern Ireland, unionists had long been
divided between a more localistic, solidaristic, religious-identifying ‘loyalist’ cluster with
conditional loyalty to the British state, and a more liberal, progressive, ‘Ulster British’
cluster who identified at once with the British state and with the progressive values it was
held to embody (Todd, 1987; McAuley 2010). The Union-state was the sole uniting
reference point for the different clusters of unionists – without it they fell back on a
plurality of complex, stranded, value-laden particular identities. Ethnic Macedonians –
28

The main explanations for conflict – or breakdown of agreement – given by Michael E. Brown 1996.
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according to Danforth (1993) and Nancheva (2013) - worked with competing ethnic origin
narratives, and with internally-conflicting discursive tropes, emphasizing both the national
descent group at the base of the state and the tolerant interethnic relations within the state.
But for all, their very identity as Macedonian was interrelated with state-hood.
After agreement, new identity options emerged and the state-centred populations divided
in their choices, depending on their resources, opportunities, and initial position:
• Die-hard reaffirmers of the old identity existed but as a decreasing minority in both
RONM and in Northern Ireland.29
• Privatizers opted out of the dominant ethno-national divisions, and they were
relatively few.30 But there was significant fall off from group solidarity especially as
the institutions were put in place – for example, in elections in Northern Ireland, and
in abstention in the 2004 referendum in RONM.
• Some ethnicized and moved to an ethnic egalitarian perspective. Gardner (
)
describes this option for a small number of Ulster Scots identifiers in Northern
Ireland.31
• More moved to a positive acceptance of the shared state, and a commitment to its
furtherance. 32 This stance has long been evident among business and higher
professionals in Northern Ireland (see for example Ben Porat, 2006 ; Hayward and
Maginess 2014 ; Ruane and Todd 2017). Nancheva (2013) argues it was also evident
in Macedonian discourse, although it only became an important popular
phenomenon there after 2017.
• By far the most popular choice, however, was to retain the old identity configuration
and pragmatically adapt, seeking compromise and accommodation, precisely the
stance encouraged by consociationalist norms. 33 This was a highly unstable
position, for logically the state-centred identity cannot accommodate the opposition
to the (old) state by challengers. Its unease at the changes in the state is augmented
by its unease at the potential disintegration of the old state-centred alliance. At the
limit, the old identity threatens to implode, the very definition of ontological
insecurity.
We represent the GIP of the state-centred population diagrammatically in Figure 4 below.

29

As figure 1 shows, they fell to between 14-20% of the Protestant population in Northern Ireland, less likely to
be educated, more likely to be young and urban dwelling, than other clusters.
30
See Todd (2018, 128-9) who estimates that there were no more than 10 % consistent privatizers in Northern
Ireland in the 2000s: partial privatisers, for example who distanced from unionism but not from the union as a
constitutional preference, were much more prevalent; Neofostistos (2012, 65-8) shows a similar phenomenon of
situational privatization in RONM.
31
While information on RONM is less clear, it is possible that the third of SDSM supporters who – in 2018 – felt
no threat to their identity under any conditions fall into this category. (ICSDS, 2018)
32
Surveys show that between a quarter and a third of the Protestant population gave committed support to the
GFA: the percentage is smaller for ethnic Macedonian support for the OFA.
33
About half of the Protestant population in Northern Ireland are ‘swayers’ (see figure 1) and more in RONM.
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Identity clusters in the state-centred population:

In contrast, the challengers have little identity unease with the new regime – rather it
confirms the worth of their previous struggle. They affirm their place in the new shared
state or develop longer-term project identities which envisage wider transformative
change, or simply privatize. Each subset differs in their long-term goals and often in party
political preferences, but in the short term they are united in support for the regime and
for parity of esteem and cultural respect.

assimilators

project identity
privatiser
s

Before agreement

pluralist
acceptance of
shared state

After agreement

Figure 5: Identity clusters in the challenger population
Adding to the unease among the state-centred population is a relative decline in its
economic and social position: in the RONM, for example, it had lost economic security with
the fall of communism and had lost status with the OFA, without yet gaining the promised
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economic dividend of EU membership (see for example Neofostistos 2010, 889). When this
coincides with identity anxieties, it forms a potent mix, easily mobilizable by die-hards.34
But in both cases the relative economic decline was longer-term and preceded agreement,
stabilization, and reversal. It adds to identity concerns, but does not explain the change in
tack.
The timing
Why does stabilization of the consociational regime prove so challenging to sections of the
state-centred population? Three factors coincide at this time:
First, as physical insecurity and uncertainty end, identity concerns come into prominence.
Second, the full implications of agreement become clear. There is ongoing symbolic change
in the state, incipient splintering of group unity, an increasing presence and assertion by
the challengers, and for many no change in their material position. It becomes increasingly
clear that their old state centred identity and identity alliances will not thrive in the new
regime.
Third, guarantors tend to back off once implementation is complete. Thus there is
increasing opportunity for the state-centred population to assert their own concerns
without fear of sanction.
This conjuncture of identity processes and power shift is augmented by exogenous events
- the NATO veto, Conservative ideological shift in Britain – which embolden the die-hards.
But there will always be exogenous change and there will always be die-hards, looking for
opportunities. These endemic factors become important because of the endogenous
identity processes set in motion by the consociational agreement that provide a
constituency that is now ready to listen to the die-hards.
As it becomes clear that their constituents are uneasy, the state-centred parties allow the
institutions to drift, redefining expectations and converting the meaning of the rules until
the sharedness of the state is undermined. Close clientelist linkages between increasinglymobilized sectors of the state-centred population and its bloc party help marginalize those
still committed to a shared state (Nolan et al, 2014 ; Crowther, 2017). This is a gradual
process of drift, for the change of mind of population and of party members is slow – they
may have little appetite for the agreement, but neither do they want to collapse it.
As institutional drift occurs, however, it strengthens the group identity processes, seeming
to prove that: ‘power sharing is just dividing up the spoils’, ‘there is just division, no real
sharing of the state or society’, ‘no-one has changed’, ‘there is no need to change or
compromise because outside actors will not enforce change’. Thus the feedback patterns
between geopolitical context, institutional change and endogenous group identity
dynamics are tightened in a negative way.
It could have been different. The backsliding is a product of the partial success of
consociational institutions in producing some identity change and its partial failure in not
34

The ‘adaptive’ cluster is cross-class, but at least in Northern Ireland weighted towards the less well off.
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producing more. The lack of normative ambition about group identity allows the identity
concerns of large sections of the state-centred population to fester, while the
accommodationalist norms give ideological resources to hardliners who argue that they
too have a right to protect their state-centred identity. The way forward requires a break
from this sense of state entitlement – clear statement of better alternative projects that can
win swayers to the new order.
Theoretical significance
The patterns that we find in these two cases may not be typical. That they are extant at all
shows the need to bring identity logics into political analysis and shows the need to revise
key aspects of consociational theory, building group identity processes into its social
ontology and normative foundations.
We have shown the asymmetric group identity processes amongst state-centred and
challenger groups. This challenges a key ‘pluralist’ assumption of consociational theory,
that identities are to be accommodated as they are (McGarry et al, 2008). Challenger
identities are relatively adaptable to new institutional configurations and confirmed in
more egalitarian ones; state-centred identities are brittle in these circumstances.
Accommodationalist norms, which profess respect for all identities, ring hollow for the
state-centred population who sense that they have to change in the very form of their
identity if any accommodation is to be possible.
But, far from freezing identities, as the critics of consociationalism claim, consociational
institutions provoked a distinctive identity trajectory in the state-centred population.
Without appropriate cultural resources, norms, and institutional opportunities to
incentivize more change among more of the state-centred population, a concertina effect
occurs: a fall off of solidarity and allegiance amongst the state centred group, especially
those with resources and opportunities to do so; followed by backsliding and a return to
polarization amongst the majority of the population; leading if opportunities later emerge
to a new phase of openness and then further backsliding. This pattern has been recurrent
in the North-east of Ireland for at least a century and a half, and there are clear signs of the
same pattern in RONM. In both cases, significant moderation in the policy preferences and
attitudes of the state-centred population did not produce a stable equilibrium, but rather
unease. Only a more ambitious normative framework of reform, which points to the
cultural and normative benefits of change away from an institution-centred to a projectcentred approach, will give the signposts necessary for larger sections of the state-centred
population willingly to embrace change.
We traced a slow and partially contingent process by which ontological insecurity become
widespread. For these state-centred populations, it was an ever-present possibility, but
also one that was overcome by those clusters who changed. Its effects were slow-moving
even for those clusters most vulnerable to it. That it impacted just as other political and
security problems were resolved is significant. In these cases at least, it shows that if issues
of cultural and normative policy are left ‘until later’, it may well be too late.
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The concepts of consociational theory insufficiently grasp this identity dynamic and some
of its policy recommendations are too rigid. Practically, given ongoing group identity
processes, there can be no apriori reason to rule out power-sharing institutions that
incentivize identity change:
whether power-sharing should be centripetal or
consociational in form is a matter of practicality and viability not of paradigmatic choice.35
This leads us to three simple but important policy recommendations.
First, that guarantors should be vigilant and act quickly so that there are clear incentives –
for public and parties – not to follow through on these polarizing processes. The period
when consociational institutions are stabilized is particularly dangerous because it
provokes a new phase of discontent amongst the state-centred group, just at the time when
guarantors are tempted to step back.
Second, that a more ambitious normative orientation is needed to guide reflexive group
identity change. Pluralist accommodation should not be treated as a value in itself but as a
path towards more important norms (centred around recognition, autonomy and
responsibility) that offer an alternative pathway for state-centred populations, and counter
the trend to ontological insecurity.
Third, that there be gradually increasing provision for democratic deliberation in
consociational regimes. Strong bloc parties can disguise the institutional drift that
gradually subverts consociational functioning. Power-sharing regimes have an urgent
need for public democratic participation and monitoring as early warning systems against
drift.
Do these recommendations undermine the very viability of power-sharing which,
according to Hartzell and Hoddie (2015) depends on limited democracy? Not necessarily.
The optimal balance of leadership and participation differs in the negotiation and
implementation phases of a consociational agreement (when leadership is essential) and
when it has been institutionalized and put to work (when accountability is a priority).
Closer attention to phasing allows a flexible and sequential institution of more democratic
accountability over time (for example in the form of regular forums, commissions, citizens’
assemblies).
Conclusion
In both Northern Ireland and the Republic of North Macedonia, even well-designed
complex consociational institutions were vulnerable to endogenous group identity
processes that they themselves helped set in motion. We have argued that a renewed
theory of consociations needs to revise its assumptions and broaden its concepts,
recognizing the asymmetry of identity of the populations with which it deals, the time35

This point is also made by Cochrane et al, 2018, in their argument for flexibilism in response to problems in
institutional functioning.
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dependent character of their compliance or resistance, and thus the need for flexible
institutional development.
Our analysis focused on the specific identity trajectories of state-centred populations and
the feedback patterns between institutions, identities and ideals. Our case studies were of
once-dominant state-centred majority populations in divided societies. In these cases
change occurs as a response to pragmatic necessity and it is stalled and later reversed when
inappropriate normative signposts are given, and when the wider authorities to whom
these populations are attuned permit a restoration of the old symbolic order. One may
expect backsliding to be less prevalent amongst minority state-centred populations, more
dependent on the power-sharing rules for protection, but this demands requires systematic
study. Whether the patterns found here are common to majority state-centred populations
in societies like the UK and the USA, who want to defend their state and their identities
within it in the face of greater inclusion, is an urgent question for study.
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