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NORTHERN IRELAND AFTER BLAIR:  

THE CHALLENGE OF DEVOLUTION 

ABSTRACT 

The Northern Ireland problem was arguably the most time-consuming of all the domestic 

political issues to which Tony Blair directed his attention. It found a place at the outset in 

new Labour’s package of constitutional reforms, and was closely related to—but distinct 

from—the programme of territorial devolution in Great Britain. This paper analyses the 

painful stages through which the devolution programme proceeded in Northern Ireland, 

drawing attention to the contrast with the much smoother Scottish and Welsh experiences, 

and seeks to account for its unusual character. It uses survey data to highlight three major 

dimensions that distinguish Northern Ireland from other regions of the United Kingdom. 

First, the spread of attitudes towards the relationship with London is much wider and more 

complex than in Scotland and Wales: Northern Irish Catholics and Protestants alike are 

divided between those who favour full integration with Great Britain, those who wish to 

leave, and a range of intermediate positions. Second, there is a “second front” in Northern 

Ireland: the relationship with Dublin. Here, once again, attitudes span a wide range, and they 

cannot automatically be inferred from religious background. The third distinctive 

characteristic of Northern Ireland is its bicommunal character; the dynamic but mutually 

suspicious character of the relationship between Catholics and Protestants adds a further layer 

to disagreements over the shape of devolved government. In addition to other evidence, 

survey data reveals the complexity of the Northern Ireland problem, and highlights the extent 

of the challenge faced by the Labour government is pursuing a solution—a challenge which, 

against the odds, Tony Blair proved capable of confronting much more effectively than any 

of his predecessors. 

INTRODUCTION 

The comprehensive plans for devolution that marked the early years of the new Labour 

government after 1997 evoke memories of the scheme for “home rule all round” more than a 

hundred years earlier. Gladstone’s thinking on home rule as a mechanism for securing the 

integrity of the United Kingdom indeed foreshadowed Blair’s perspective on devolution as a 

device to strengthen the Union. As the 1997 Labour manifesto put it, 
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Subsidiarity is as sound a principle in Britain as it is in Europe. Our proposal is for 

devolution not federation. A sovereign Westminster Parliament will devolve power to 

Scotland and Wales. The Union will be strengthened and the threat of separatism removed 

(Labour Party, 1997). 

Notwithstanding the apparent recurrence in the 1990s of a theme first popularised in the 1880s, 

there is an important difference between the two contexts. On each occasion, the matter to be 

resolved concerned the three “Celtic” peripheries; but whereas the problem in Scotland and 

Wales continued to be recognisably similar over the decades, that in the third periphery had been 

fundamentally transformed. The challenge to the Union was no longer posed by a radical 

nationalist Ireland, where a secessionist paramilitary movement, the Irish Republican 

Brotherhood (IRB), operated on the fringes, but by a bicommunal Northern Ireland, where the 

IRB’s successor, the Irish Republican Army (IRA), had been involved in a bloody conflict with 

the British army in the wider context of paramilitary-led confrontation between the two 

communities. The eloquent omission of Northern Ireland from the main “devolution” section of 

the Labour manifesto draws attention to this difference. The language used in dealing with 

Northern Ireland was, from a unionist perspective, startling.. Defence of the Union was not 

mentioned; instead, the manifesto stated that “the future of Northern Ireland must be determined 

by the consent of the people”—an apparently vague commitment, but one carrying far-reaching 

implications. 

This paper proposes to highlight the distinctiveness of this “third case” in the devolution work-

box: to draw out the unusual character of Northern Ireland within the broader devolution agenda. 

It begins in the next section by revisiting the well-known historical dimension, but doing so 

within a specifically comparative context within the United Kingdom. The following section 

reviews the equally well-known 10-year history of negotiations (1997-2007), leading through the 

1998 Good Friday agreement and the 2006 St Andrews agreement to restoration of devolution in 

2007, but again giving a new twist to this by interpreting it in the context of the broader 

devolution experiment. The last substantive section attempts to spell out the longer-term 

implications of the Northern Ireland devolution experience, drawing on important survey, 

electoral and demographic data—an analysis that underscores the unique character of the 

Northern Ireland case. 
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THE STRUCTURAL CONTEXT OF DEVOLUTION 

The term “matrioshka nationalism” has been coined to describe a political phenomenon in which 

a territorially based movement seeking to establish autonomy within a broader state (or 

separation from it) is in turn challenged by an internal movement advocating precisely the same 

principle in respect of its own interests, in the manner of the Russian matrioshka doll which, 

when opened, reveals inside a smaller doll, which may itself contain a yet smaller one, in a 

process that may continue over several stages (Taras, 1993). The post-Soviet or earlier post-

Habsburg successor states offer classic examples of this phenomenon. This term has also been 

used to describe the “Irish problem”, which in reality reflects three nested territorial issues. The 

outer doll, the United Kingdom, contained a smaller doll, Ireland; Ireland contained a smaller 

doll, Northern Ireland; and Northern Ireland contained the smallest doll, its Catholic population. 

This metaphor is used in the three following subsections to describe three structurally different 

but related sets of problems that set the United Kingdom’s “third case” of devolution apart from 

the structurally simpler cases of Scotland and Wales. 

Ireland versus the United Kingdom 

The process by which the United Kingdom came into existence reflected the strangely uneven 

and imperfect process of state-building on this west European archipelago. The relatively 

centralised emerging English state, ruled by the Tudor dynasty (of Welsh origin) since 1485 had 

extended its control over Wales in what later became known as “acts of union” in 1536-42, and 

such separate Welsh political institutions as existed had vanished by 1689. Succession to the 

throne by the Scottish Stuart dynasty in 1603 was followed by the acts of union of 1706-7, which 

created Great Britain as a single parliamentary entity but left intact many separate Scottish 

institutions (particularly in the areas of education, law and religion). The acts of union with 

Ireland (1800) merged the British and Irish parliaments and created the United Kingdom, but left 

a separate Irish government in place. The process of incorporation never extended to the adjacent 

crown dependencies of Man, Jersey and Guernsey. 

The nineteenth-century United Kingdom thus comprised a peculiar set of clearly defined 

territories in which the degree of political antagonism towards the English core was inversely 

related to the duration of constitutional integration: weakest in Wales, a little stronger in 

Scotland, very powerful in Ireland. This was indicated most clearly in election results, 
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particularly after the franchise extension of 1884. The general elections of 1885 and later showed 

the continuing strength of the Liberal Party in both Scotland and Wales, but this party was 

completely extinguished in Ireland, replaced by a more radical Nationalist Party. The failure of 

any significant nationalist party to emerge at this time in either Scotland or Wales reflected the 

relatively moderate character of demands for home rule, expressed most obviously within the 

Liberal Party rather than in opposition to it. It was thus easy for the government to make minor 

concessions to these two expressions of Celtic nationalism. The junior post of Secretary for 

Scotland was created in 1885, and raised to the status of full Secretary of State in 1926; Wales, 

by contrast, more thoroughly absorbed within the English administrative framework, was given 

its own Secretary of State only in 1964. 

The office in Ireland which corresponded to that of Scottish or Welsh secretary, that of Chief 

Secretary for Ireland, had not been abolished by the Act of Union, but its existence fell far short 

of Irish nationalist demands.
1
 For the Nationalist Party, which won 85 of Ireland’s 103 seats in 

the House of Commons in 1885 and whose support remained at this level until 1918, nothing less 

than an Irish parliament with substantial devolved powers was acceptable, and several members 

of the party sympathised with the separatist agenda of the IRB. Increasing radicalisation of Irish 

opinion during the years of the Great War sounded the death-knell of political moderation, and in 

1918 the Nationalist Party was swept aside by the separatist Sinn Féin party, which won three 

quarters of all Irish seats in the general election of that year. In a series of stages, most of Ireland 

withdrew completely from the United Kingdom: the phantom form of home rule which the 

British attempted to introduce in 1921 was replaced the following year by the creation of the Irish 

Free State, a British dominion outside the United Kingdom. The process of a further weakening 

of British links, particularly in 1936-38, was completed in 1949 when Ireland left the 

Commonwealth and terminated the role of the King as head of state. 

The three Celtic peripheries of the United Kingdom thus displayed very different patterns of 

attitudes towards the English core of the state. Scottish and Welsh elites were incorporated in the 

process of political development, though seeking to protect their institutional autonomy (in 

                                                 

1
 Formally, the head of the Irish administration was the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, but in the course of the 

nineteenth century this became an increasingly ceremonial office, with de facto power passing to the Chief Secretary; 

this process shadowed the passing of power from the King to the Prime Minister. 
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Scotland) and their cultural distinctiveness (in Wales). Their Irish counterparts remained largely 

aloof from this process, instead pursuing, with some success, the path of political separatism. 

Nevertheless, we can see structural similarities in this broad development: in each of the three 

cases, the articulation of a distinctive ideology of regional autonomy. 

Protestant Ulster versus Catholic Ireland 

Use above of the term “Ireland” (the official name of the state) masks a major difference between 

this case on the one hand and Scotland and Wales on the other. The boundaries of Scotland and 

Wales (if we make exception of the historically ambiguous position of Monmouthshire) have 

been uncontested, perhaps because, at least until recently, the implications of living on one side 

or the other were perceived as being small. Ironically, though, while the natural frontiers of 

Ireland (defined by its insular status) were much clearer, the boundary with the rest of the United 

Kingdom was deeply contested. This arose from the more profound character of internal political 

divisions within Ireland, and their geographical expression. 

The existence of clear cultural and even economic divisions in Scotland and Wales is undoubted: 

between the Highlands, with their largely Gaelic-speaking population, and the more southerly 

part of the country in the case of Scotland, and between the more Welsh-speaking and the more 

anglicised areas in the case of Wales. These differences have even found ambiguous political 

expression, especially more recently, with a tendency for the Liberal Democrats and Scottish 

National Party to be stronger in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, and for Plaid Cymru to be 

stonger in the Welsh-speaking districts of Wales. But these links between culture, region and 

voting behaviour pale into insignificance compared to the clarity with which religious differences 

in Ireland were translated into political ones: after 1885, there was an almost perfect correlation 

between religion and party support in Ireland, with Protestants overwhelmingly supporting the 

Conservative (or, later, Conservative and Unionist) Party and Catholics the Nationalist Party 

(Coakley, 2002). This is despite the misleading image arising from the handful of well-known 

Catholic unionists and prominent Protestant nationalists at elite level—a familiar cross-

fertilisation in comparable cases of nineteenth century nationalist mobilisation. 

This form of stark political confrontation was not just of electoral significance: it had a real effect 

on political outcomes. Since Protestants and Unionists constituted a majority in the four most 
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north-easterly of Ireland’s 32 counties, those closest to Scotland, a demand for exclusion from the 

provisions of Irish home rule was not unrealistic. When this was backed up after 1912 by the 

creation of an armed paramilitary force (the Ulster Volunteer Force) and supported even outside 

the limits of conventional constitutional norms by British Tories, the ultimate outcome was the 

exclusion of the four predominantly Protestant counties and two others with large Protestant 

minorities from the provisions that led to Irish independence, and the creation instead of a new 

entity within the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland. A third matrioshka doll had emerged from 

the body of Kathleen Ni Houlihan, which had in its turn appeared from the stomach of John 

Bull—a development utterly different from the Scottish and Welsh experiences. 

Catholic Northern Ireland versus Protestant Northern Ireland 

But the third matrioshka doll was not the end of the matter. The new Northern Ireland, with its 

decisive Protestant majority, itself reproduced the problem it was designed to resolve. The United 

Kingdom had housed a 10% Irish minority. Allowing this minority to secede would have left the 

island of Ireland with a 25% Protestant minority. Excluding most of this minority from the new 

independent state came at the cost of creating the new state of Northern Ireland with a 35% 

Catholic minority (in independent Ireland, the remaining Protestant minority dropped from 10% 

to 3% of the population over the rest of the century). 

While it is not the object of this paper to explore why this nested process of secession failed, it is 

clear that the stage which brought about the downfall of the attempted settlement of the “Irish 

question” was the last one. Northern Ireland’s Catholic minority was large, it was increasing as a 

proportion of the population (to almost 45% by 2001), its social status was relatively low (giving 

it little by way of vested interest in maintaining the status quo) and its sense of identity linked it 

to Dublin rather than to Belfast or London. The Unionist government did nothing to undermine 

the minority’s sense of alienation, pursuing policies of exclusion rather than incorporation. The 

outcome was an irresistible campaign for civil rights beginning in 1968, followed by a renewed 

nationalist campaign to end partition, or at least to reshape the nature of the Union. 

As is well known, the nationalist resurgence in Northern Ireland took a dual form, divided 

between the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) with its programme of moderate reform 

(power sharing within Northern Ireland, and institutionalised links between North and South), 
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and Sinn Féin and its ally, the IRA (committed to forcing a British military withdrawal and 

reunifying Ireland). Unionist forces were similarly divided, between the Ulster Unionist Party 

(the old ruling party, which had broken the links to its British Conservative Party parent in 1986) 

and Rev Ian Paisley’s radical Protestant Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). The division between 

the two unionist parties did not, however, coincide with a key policy dimension which divided 

each of them: the relationship with London. Each contained committed supporters of devolution 

(though for long it was assumed that this would take the form of majority rule, consigning 

Catholics to permanent minority status), thus resembling the moderate section of the Scottish or 

Welsh nationalist parties. But each also contained committed supporters of complete integration 

with Great Britain (implying a new relationship with London which would altogether remove the 

kind of distinctiveness that was emerging in Scotland and Wales), resembling the more 

committed unionist orientation within the Scottish and Welsh Conservative parties. Each of the 

unionist parties thus accommodated a “devolutionist” and an “integrationist” tendency, 

corresponding to what have been described as “two traditions in unionist political culture”, an 

“Ulster loyalist” and an “Ulster British” one (Todd, 1987). The latter strain was much more 

pronounced in the Ulster Unionist Party, one of whose leaders, James Molyneaux (1979-95), and 

several of whose leading members were associated with it. 

THE NEGOTIATION OF DEVOLUTION 

The devolution programme of the new Labour government thus faced different challenges in the 

three outlying parts of the United Kingdom.
2
 In Scotland and Wales, the stated strategy was to 

safeguard the Union by relaxing the ties which bound these countries to England. This entailed 

conceding devolution in the Scottish case, and persuading the Welsh to accept devolution. In 

Northern Ireland, the issue was the pursuit of peace and stability, regardless of the implications 

for the Union, and the agenda sought explicitly to address three long-standing sets of 

relationships which were referred to as three “strands” in the negotiation process: intercommunal 

relations within Northern Ireland, the North South relationship, and the broader pattern of 

relationships in the archipelago. 

                                                 

2
 For general reviews, see Bogdanor, 1999; Pilkington, 2002; Ruane, Todd and Mandeville, 2003; O’Neill, 2004. 
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[table 1 about here] 

A further important difference between the Northern Ireland context and the two others is 

highlighted in table 1. This uses survey data from 2003 to illustrate a point that is supported by a 

long line of earlier evidence and also by more recent data. In multi-option questions worded like 

the ones reported here, support for the separation of Scotland from the United Kingdom is 

relatively low, both in Scotland and in England; and support for the separation of Wales is even 

weaker, both in Wales and in England.
3
 In England, Scotland and Wales, support for the more 

modest form of autonomy implied by Scottish and Welsh devolution is strong—sizeable 

majorities in all three countries consistently support this position in multi-option questions. But 

attitudes within and towards Northern Ireland are starkly different. Most English people would be 

happy to see Northern Ireland leave the United Kingdom; but most Northern Irish people strongly 

wish to stay (among Protestants, this attitude is almost universal). Since this position has been 

consistent over time in recent years, it entirely changes the context of negotiations for a 

settlement of the Northern Ireland problem, creating a tension between the pro-British loyalties of 

most of the population there and the logic of the new Labour devolution programme. The manner 

in which this tension has been resolved may be considered from two perspectives: the principles 

of a settlement agreed at an early stage in the Good Friday agreement of 1998, and the much 

slower process of implementation of these principles 

Negotiating the settlement 

By comparison with the challenge of Northern Ireland, hammering out the principles of 

devolution in Scotland and Wales was very straightforward, and in both cases the outline was 

approved by referendum in 1997 (admittedly, by a knife-edge in Wales). In Scotland, which 

already had a substantial network of executive institutions, the creation of a parliament with tax-

raising powers was the outcome. In Wales, by contrast, support for devolution was much more 

uneven, with committed advocates matched by strong opponents. The referendum proposal was 

                                                 

3
 It is important to note that a different question wording (such as the dichotomous “should Scotland become an 

independent country?”) can produce a quite different result, with much larger proportions opting for “independence”. 

The most dramatic example was recorded in the Sunday Telegraph on 26 November 2006: it was reported that 59% 

of English respondents and 52% of Scottish respondents had answered “yes” to the question above. A long series of 

similarly worded questions generated the same level of support in Scotland. 
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correspondingly modest, resulting in the establishment of a deliberative assembly, falling well 

short of the creation of meaningful institutions of self-rule. 

In Northern Ireland, however, the position was much more complex. First, in principle the 

structural issues were much more complex. The relationship with London was not the only one to 

consider; as we have seen, the relationship with Dublin and the relationship between the two 

communities within Northern Ireland also had to be taken into account. Second, feelings were 

much more deeply entrenched: the historical antagonism between the two communities had been 

fought out in a complex, bitter and bloody conflict that had claimed more than 3,000 lives, tens of 

thousands of injuries and massive social and economic damage. Negotiators were thus faced with 

the difficulty not just of designing institutions for the future but also of dealing with the legacy of 

the past. 

The broad shape of the institutional package that was agreed in April 1998 is well known, and 

may be summarised here only in broad outline.
4
 First, provision was made for a new assembly 

and executive following the classical consociational model: members of the assembly are 

required to designate themselves as either “nationalist” or “unionist” (though they may opt for 

“other”). This, together with the relative strength of the parties, determines who becomes First 

Minister and Deputy First Minister (these must come from opposite designations) and the 

distribution of ministerial posts and committee positions (these are allocated automatically to 

parties based on their relative strength). On politically sensitive issues, there is a requirement for 

cross-community support in assembly voting—again, a classical consociational feature. Second, 

provision was made for a North/South Ministerial Council comprising ministers from Dublin and 

Belfast who would supervise the work of a set of new North-South “implementation bodies” and 

promote other forms of cooperation between the Republic and Northern Ireland; this was also 

envisaged as having a parliamentary tier in due course. Third, two sets of institutions were to 

bring the British and Irish governments together: a British-Irish Council, which would extend 

also to the new Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish executives as well as to the administrations in 

                                                 

4
 For general background on Northern Ireland, see Arthur, 2000; Aughey, 2005; Cunningham, 2001; McGarry and 

O’Leary, 1996; Mitchell and Wilford, 1999; Ruane, 1996; and Tonge, 2002. Aspects of the Good Friday agreement 

are discussed in Carmichael, Knox and Osborne, 2007; Cox, Guelke and Stephen, 2000; Dixon, 2001; McGarry and 

O’Leary, 2004; Ruane and Todd, 1999; and Wilford, 2001. 
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the crown dependencies of Guernsey, Jersey and Man, and a British-Irish Intergovernmental 

Conference to handle matters of bilateral interest, including matters not devolved to the Northern 

Ireland executive. 

While these measures appeared to imply acceptance of the existing constitutional position of 

Northern Ireland as part of the United Kingdom, notwithstanding new links with the Republic, 

the constitutional issue was also dealt with more explicitly. The agreement formally 

acknowledged that a majority of the population of Northern Ireland wished to remain in the 

United Kingdom, and the two governments pledged to respect this; the government of the 

Republic further agreed to hold a referendum to drop a territorial claim on Northern Ireland that 

had been written into its constitution in 1937. On the other hand, the agreement also sought to 

reassure nationalists by acknowledging that should a majority within Northern Ireland ever agree 

to support Irish unity the British government would seek to implement this, and would also hold a 

referendum to ascertain public opinion on this issue as necessary. 

The remaining parts of the agreement, some of them vital in securing its acceptance, dealt with 

concrete issues rather than with matters of high politics. Far-reaching commitments were made 

on the promotion of equality in the areas of cultural relations and symbols, economic and social 

status, and citizenship rights (Northern Ireland residents could opt for either British or Irish 

citizenship, or both). But it was in the area of security that the most difficult issues had to be 

addressed, and some delicate balances were struck. The police force was to be reconstituted so 

that it would be more balanced in its composition and more acceptable to Catholics, and the 

British military presence was to be reduced; and Sinn Féin agreed to support the disarmament of 

the IRA as part of a package designed to end paramilitary activities. Paramilitary prisoners were 

to be given early release; and it was also agreed that structures would be established to assist 

victims of the violence. It was agreed that vigorous efforts to promote human rights would be 

undertaken, and that the working of the criminal justice system (a source of particular grievance 

to Catholics) would be reviewed. The overall package, then, was extraordinarily broad and 

complex, with carefully crafted language that was sometimes disguised as clumsy inelegance. It 

was designed to provide a blueprint for resolving as many long-term issues as possible, while 

dealing with unresolved matters either by deliberately ambiguous language or by providing for 

alternative mechanisms for tackling them. In these respects, and in the protracted nature of the 
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negotiations that led to the agreement (including not just all parties except the DUP, but 

representatives of paramilitary groups, the British and Irish governments and external mediators, 

of whom President Clinton was the most notable), it was a much larger undertaking than either 

the Welsh or even the Scottish processes. 

Implementing the settlement 

The implementation of devolution in Northern Ireland contrasted, once again, with the rather 

more routine process in Scotland and Wales. Scottish and Welsh voters approved their respective 

devolution packages by referendum in September 1997, with 74.3% support in Scotland and a 

bare majority of 50.3% in Wales. Following legislative elaboration in respect of the new 

arrangements, elections to the Scottish Parliament and to the Welsh Assembly took place in May 

1999, and the new institutions began their formal life. Notwithstanding predictable difficulties in 

both cases, the new institutions seem to have functioned smoothly and to have attracted high 

levels of public acceptance. 

In Northern Ireland, post-agreement euphoria was quickly translated into support for the new 

arrangements by referendum in May 1998 (when the package was supported by 71.1% of those 

voting). Voters in the Republic of Ireland gave massive support (94.4%) to the package more 

indirectly on the same day, by supporting a constitutional change which not only dropped the 

territorial claim on Northern Ireland but also guaranteed the maintenance of partition for the 

foreseeable future by formally “recognising that a united Ireland shall be brought about only by 

peaceful means with the consent of a majority of the people, democratically expressed, in both 

jurisdictions in the island”, as a new article 3 of the constitution put it. 

Although the new assembly was elected in June 1998, well before its Scottish and Welsh 

counterparts, implementation of the agreement was to prove extraordinarily difficult and, in its 

first phase, short-lived. The Assembly proceeded quickly to adopt standing orders and to elect 

dual first ministers (David Trimble of the Ulster Unionist Party as First Minister and Seamus 

Mallon of the SDLP as Deputy First Minister), and it was clear that the automatic carve-up of the 

10 ministerial posts would give three each to the Unionist Party and the SDLP, and two each to 

Sinn Féin and the DUP. But the new executive faced several serious problems. First, the DUP 

expressed deep opposition to the agreement, but made life difficult for the pro-Agreement parties 
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by taking up their ministerial posts. Second, even the mainstream Unionist Party was reluctant to 

enter office alongside Sinn Féin, arguing that the executive could not be finalised until the IRA 

had begun to “decommission” its weapons. For the IRA, disarmament smacked of surrender, and 

its political ally, Sinn Féin, sought to fudge this issue. For militant nationalists, the symbolism of 

disarmament would have meant exposing the extent to which concessions had been made on 

fundamental principles, and would have strengthened the “dissident” paramilitaries who were 

already crying “treason”. 

These issues—DUP hostility to the whole agreement, general unionist suspicion of Sinn Féin, 

and reluctance to disarm on the part of the IRA—dogged the early years of the agreement. 

Nevertheless, the stalemate was fractured at the end of 1999, when agreement on the launch of 

the executive was finally reached in the context of an IRA statement that promised progress on 

disarmament but was general in character. Later problems within the Unionist Party (a faction of 

which used the failure of the IRA to disarm as a stick with which to beat the pro-Agreement 

group) resulted in further difficulties, culminating ultimately in the suspension of the institutions 

in October 2002, ending the first phase in Northern Ireland’s devolution experiment. 

There might never have been a second phase in the devolution process had two major changes 

not taken place. First, international and especially US reaction to the events of 11 September 

2001 placed enormous pressure on all terrorist and other guerrilla groups, including the IRA. The 

first set of IRA weapons was put beyond use in October 2001, and two further such acts followed 

before the remainder of the IRA armoury was decommissioned in September 2005. Second, DUP 

opposition to the 1998 agreement appeared to be softening, a significant development in view of 

the fact that in a fresh election to the Assembly in 2003 the party had become the largest on the 

unionist side, while Sinn Féin had pushed the SDLP into second position on the nationalist side. 

Finally, a subsidiary agreement spearheaded by these two more radical parties (but in which the 

other parties and the British and Irish governments also participated) at St Andrews, Scotland, on 

13 October 2006 paved the way for a remarkable development: in return for minor changes to the 

Good Friday agreement, the DUP agreed to its full implementation. Following further Assembly 

elections in March 2007, a new executive headed by Rev Ian Paisley (vocal opponent of 

concessions to Catholics since the mid-1960s) and Martin McGuinness (a former IRA 

commander) took office on 8 May 2007. 
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THE FUTURE OF DEVOLUTION 

The introduction of devolved government is commonly seen as a conservative device by which a 

relatively centralised state can subvert demands for broad autonomy by conceding a limited 

measure of devolution. It is thus designed not to cut the bonds between centre and periphery, but 

to strengthen them by relaxing them a little. But there are attendant dangers: concession of 

limited autonomy may, rather than satisfying the regionalist appetite, stimulate a demand for 

more. Devolution, then, is not a stable end-state, but a dynamic and in many ways unpredictable 

process. In this section we review current trends in this process from two perspectives: the broad 

acceptability of devolution as it currently operates, and the probable future shape of its evolution. 

Prospects for the devolved institutions 

A recurring theme in this paper has been the contrast between Northern Ireland and the other two 

cases of devolved government, and the issue of attitudes towards the devolved institutions is no 

exception. The Scottish and Welsh institutions were gradually able to consolidate their positions 

and, notwithstanding criticism in a range of areas, to become part of the institutional landscape. 

This may be seen in table 2, which summarises attitudes towards these institutions in 2003 (the 

pattern here is similar to that in earlier and later surveys). The level of indifference is striking, 

suggesting passive acceptance rather than active support. The relatively detached attitude of 

English people towards these institutions, reflected in even higher levels of feeling that the 

devolved institutions make no difference to the way Britain is governed, also implies acceptance, 

or at least non-opposition. Although it is harder to compare Northern Ireland findings directly 

with these, it is clear that there was a substantial level of disenchantment with these institutions 

already by 2003, for reasons arising from the complexity there of the whole devolution 

experiment. 

[table 2 about here] 

The survival of the devolution experiment in Northern Ireland was challenged from the beginning 

by a significant difference between the two communities. This is illustrated vividly in figure 1, 

part (a) of which summarises attitudes towards the Good Friday agreement, contrasting near-
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universal support among Catholics with a much more modest level among Protestants, a level 

which increases only in 2006 following negotiation of the St Andrews agreement.
5
 Part (b) of 

figure 1 offers an insight into why this might be the case: whereas Catholics in general regarded 

the Good Friday agreement as having brought equal benefits to the two communities, Protestants 

in general feel that nationalists (Catholics) have gained most.
6
 Part (c) offers the most striking 

evidence of all on the evolution of Catholic attitudes: from being suspicious of devolution before 

1998 (when it might have meant the return of a Protestant dominated parliament), they became 

warmer supporters than Protestants after that date (when the Good Friday agreement guaranteed 

power sharing and equality).
7
 

[figure 1 about here] 

Those academic surveys which were available up to early 2007 offered only limited indication 

that the political stalemate was likely to be overcome, and showed continuing attitudes of mutual 

suspicion between communities, a finding compatible with regular reports of tensions in interface 

areas and the continuing construction of “peace walls” to separate Catholics from Protestants. 

Even after the Saint Andrews agreement (which was supported in opinion polls by clear 

majorities of both Catholics and Protestants), there was a strong sense of pessimism, with most 

people taking the view that the politicians would be unable to make it work.
8
 Furthermore, 

analysis of the perspective of the new, post-conflict generation does little to encourage belief that 

matters are likely to improve. A major study of the attitudes of 10-year olds conducted in early 

2007 concluded that “segregation very much remains a reality in children’s lives and it extends far 

                                                 

5
 The question in 1998 asked about actual vote on the Good Friday agreement; the 1999 response has been inferred 

from two questions, reported vote on the agreement and reported continued disposition to vote the same way; from 

2000 to 2004 the question was “If the vote on the Good Friday Agreement was held again today, how would you 

vote?”; and in 2006 the question was “How would you vote in 2007 if a referendum on the St Andrew’s Agreement 

were held?”. 

6
 The question was “Thinking back to the Good Friday Agreement now, would you say that it has benefited unionists 

more than nationalists, nationalists more than unionists, or that unionists and nationalists have benefited equally?”. 

7
 The question asked was necessarily different before and after 1998: first, “If there was self-rule, how much do you 

think you would generally trust a Stormont government to act in the best interests of Northern Ireland?” (1989-96), 

then “How much do you trust a Northern Ireland Assembly to work in Northern Ireland’s best interests?” (2001-03); 

those responding “just about always” or “most of the time” have been grouped. 

8
 For example, a survey in November-December 2006 found that only 28% believed the St Andrews agreement 

would work, with 37% believing it would not; Belfast Telegraph, 18 January 2007. 
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beyond the fact that children tend to live in different areas and attend different schools”, leading to 

strong in-group preferences and negative attitudes towards the other community (Connolly, Muldoon 

and Kehoe, 2007: 36). 

Yet, in an extraordinary development in March 2007, the extremes of the political spectrum, the DUP 

and Sinn Féin, announced their intention to lead a power-sharing government, and this duly took 

office in May 2007. There had been little confidence that its leaders, First Minister Ian Paisley and 

Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness, would be able to work together. A survey in late 2006 

showed only 24% believing they would be able to do so “very well” or “quite well”, with a massive 

58% believing they would be able to do so “not very well” or “not at all”. By June-July 2007, 

however, the first (optimistic) group had swollen to 67%, while the latter had dwindled to a mere 5% 

(who felt that the two men were working together “not very well” or “not at all”).9 The optimism 

associated with this political development appears so far to be holding; but its fragile nature in the 

context of continuing deep attitudinal divisions needs to be stressed. 

Prospects for constitutional change 

The new Labour devolution programme was explicitly designed to strengthen the United 

Kingdom as regards Scotland and Wales, but was neutral in this respect in relation to Northern 

Ireland, whose people were told that if they wished to leave the United Kingdom the British 

government would facilitate the process. This latter provision was crucial in bringing about a 

settlement in Northern Ireland in the first place; it was this prospect that had been used to bring 

about an IRA ceasefire in 1994. But the Irish peace process was from an early stage shrouded in 

ambiguity. Sinn Féin claimed that it had created a channel by which Irish unity might be brought 

about, while unionist supporters of the Good Friday agreement regarded it as a mechanism for 

safeguarding the Union. Most of the evidence suggests that while the long-term effects of the 

agreement will be subtle and in many respects unpredictable, there are few grounds for regarding 

it of itself as a path to Irish unity. It may have unlocked a gate on this path, but it does not 

guarantee that Northern Ireland will go down that route. Ironically, it may well be the case that a 

development which the devolution programme was designed to prevent (Scottish independence) 

is more likely than a development it sought to facilitate, or at least permit (Irish unity). 

                                                 

9
 Belfast Telegraph, 9 August 2007. 
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As has been noted, depending on the manner in which the question is worded and the range of 

options offered, opinion poll data show significant support for Scottish independence, and the 

May elections resulted in a minority Scottish National Party executive taking office. The party’s 

commitment to push for a referendum on devolution is compromised by its own numerically 

weak position in the Scottish parliament, but it is clear that such a referendum (hardly part of the 

new Labour scenario for the future) remains on the political agenda. In Northern Ireland, by 

contrast, where there is explicit machinery for a referendum on unification with the Republic and 

the province’s departure from the United Kingdom, there are no prospects in the immediate 

future for such an initiative. The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland may trigger a referendum 

if, in his view, the Irish unification option is likely to be carried, but, notwithstanding stated Sinn 

Féin optimism and an actual SDLP call for a referendum, there is little likelihood that one will 

take place. Furthermore, in a little noticed provision of the Good Friday agreement, Irish 

unification now requires a positive decision not only in Northern Ireland but also in the 

Republic—where a pro-unity referendum result can by no means be taken for granted. 

The argument—popular among nationalists, and feared among unionists—that Irish unity is a real 

possibility rests on certain assumptions about the future evolution of Northern Ireland. These may 

be divided into three propositions (not necessarily explicitly stated) which are worth examining 

further. The first is that because of demographic developments (a rate of natural increase on the 

part of Catholics that is much higher than that of Protestants) there is likely to be a Catholic 

majority in Northern Ireland in the near future. The second is that this Catholic demographic 

majority will translate itself into a Catholic majority among those of voting age. The third is that 

this Catholic majority will outvote Protestants on the issue of Irish unity. 

The first of these propositions is the easiest to tackle, but it does not lead to a very definite 

conclusion. The spectre of a Catholic demographic majority has haunted Unionists since the days 

of Lord Brookeborough (prime minister of Northern Ireland, 1943-63), since demographic 

research seemed to suggest that due to a much higher Catholic fertility rate (in the eyes of some 

Protestants in the past, encouraged by the Vatican!) the day when Catholics would outnumber 

Protestants was inevitably approaching. Study of the age profile of the Northern Ireland 

population by religious group offers some useful pointers. Figure 2 shows the distribution of 

Catholics and others by “community background” and age cohort. Community background refers 
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to current religion, or, in the case of those not indicating this or not professing any religion, the 

religion in which they were brought up. This is a conventional approach to the analysis of 

Northern Ireland’s social divisions, in effect redefining religion as a “cultural” rather than as a 

theological phenomenon—a plausible approach, given the profound historical significance of 

religion in defining ethnonational groups in Ireland.
10

 The conclusion that emerges from figure 2 

is that by 2001 there was already a Catholic majority among those aged under 25, but that the rate 

of increase of Catholics among the lower age cohorts had flattened, probably as a consequence of 

a decline in Catholic birthrates. This would suggest that there may be an overall Catholic 

majority within a few decades, but a firmer prediction would need to take account of differential 

migration patterns. 

[figure 2 about here] 

The electoral implications of population change are also complex. Given the different age 

profiles of the Catholic and Protestant communities, it is to be expected that there will be a 

considerable lag between the arrival of a Catholic demographic majority and its translation into a 

political majority among those of voting age. There has been a clear pattern of nationalist-

unionist convergence in voting strength, attributable to a steady decline in the unionist electorate 

in proportion to the nationalist electorate. This may be measured by extrapolating from the age 

distribution as shown in the population census (Courbage, 1997). Following this procedure, and 

ignoring the impact of migration and differential mortality rates, it is possible to predict that the 

Catholic voting-age population (which stood at 41.5% in 2001, when the overall Catholic 

population was 43.8%) will have risen to 42.7% by 2006, to 43.6% by 2011 and to 44.4% by 

2016.
11

 The days of a Catholic electoral majority thus seem to lie in the distant future, but new 

migration patterns associated with economic resurgence may have a considerable impact. By 

encouraging labour force mobility on the island of Ireland, they may further erode the 

demographic position of Protestants; but, by stimulating immigration from elsewhere within the 

                                                 

10
 For discussion of this approach, see Demerath, 2000; Macourt, 1995; Doherty and Poole, 2002; and Shuttleworth 

and Lavery, 2004. However, Mitchell (2005) draws attention to the social and political role of religion over and 

above its “ethnic” significance. Research has also shown that self-professed non-believers may have different 

political profiles from religiously committed people; see Breen and Hayes, 1997. 

11
 These predictions are based on computation of the population in 2001 aged 13-84, 8-79 and 3-74, respectively. 
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EU and outside it, they will also contribute to the formation of a “middle block” of unpredictable 

political leanings. 

The third question had to do with the probable voting patterns of Catholics and Protestants in any 

referendum on the future status of Northern Ireland. Before addressing this question, two points 

of clarification should be made. First, the labels “nationalist” and “unionist” are increasingly 

widely used as secular indicators of community background. Many Catholics and Protestants 

reject these labels entirely, saying they are “neither”; but there is virtually no cross-over of labels 

between communities (i.e. there are hardly any Catholics “unionists”, in this sense, or Protestant 

“nationalists”). Second, most Catholics support nationalist parties (the SDLP or Sinn Féin), and 

most Protestants support unionist parties. Large segments of each community, however, support 

other parties, including explicitly non-confessional or centrist ones; but there are hardly any 

examples of Catholics voting for unionist parties, or Protestants voting for nationalist ones. 

[figure 3 about here] 

On the basis of these patterns, one might expect solid Catholic support for Irish unity, and solid 

Protestant opposition to it. Instead, as figure 3 shows, there has been a consistent pattern of 

moderately high Catholic support for Irish unity since the 1980s, but this has normally been 

within the 50-60% band. A second large group of Catholics are consistent supporters of the 

union, and they comfortably outnumber the much smaller proportion of Protestants supporting 

Irish unity (normally, around 5%). The position may be summarised as follows. Catholics 

predominantly designate themselves “nationalists”, and they overwhelmingly reject the 

“unionist” label; they predominantly support nationalist parties, and overwhelmingly reject 

unionist ones; but, while the predominantly support Irish unity, they do not overwhelmingly 

reject the union. In fact, a considerable block of Catholics appear to be committed supporters of 

the union (even though many of them may designate themselves “nationalist” and vote for the 

SDLP or Sinn Féin). As figure 3 shows, this has been a long-term trend; and there is some 

evidence that in a 1973 referendum considerable numbers of Catholics turned out to vote to 
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maintain the union, notwithstanding a call from the SDLP (at the time, the only significant 

nationalist party) to boycott the poll.
12

 

These data point to an apparently convincing conclusion: it is likely that Catholics will eventually 

outnumber Protestants in the population of Northern Ireland; it is possible that Catholics will 

eventually have the capacity to outvote Protestants, though that will take much longer; but there 

is no evidence that supporters of Irish unity will outnumber supporters of the union in the 

foreseeable future. This conclusion must be accompanied by a caveat. Catholic support for the 

union is likely to be “soft”, based on current instrumental considerations rather than on long-term 

emotional ties, and thus to be vulnerable to being dislodged, to be replaced by “soft” support for 

Irish unity. The impact of migration and economic development is similarly unpredictable. But if 

Northern Ireland abandons the United Kingdom for the Republic, it is likely to be in the context 

of a much more complex set of circumstances that cannot at present be foreseen, and not just a 

matter of one community finally managing to outvote its rival on this issue. 

CONCLUSION 

Few of the issues, domestic or international, confronting Tony Blair as prime minister consumed 

as much of his energy as the Northern Ireland problem. At one level, this challenge fitted 

seamlessly into new Labour’s package of constitutional reforms, and especially into its 

programme of territorial devolution. At another level, though, there was an egregiously 

intractable aspect to politics in Northern Ireland, and Tony Blair was not the first British prime 

minister to join battle with the province’s ancient religious ghosts—though he may have been the 

most determined. This paper has analysed the painful stages through which the devolution 

programme proceeded in Northern Ireland, drawing attention to the contrast with the much 

smoother Scottish and Welsh experiences, and has sought to account for its unusual character. 

                                                 

12
 In the referendum, the vote in favour of Northern Ireland’s remaining in the United Kingdom was 98.9%, with 

1.1% supporting unification with the Republic of Ireland. The turnout was 57.5%. While it is technically possible 

that all of those supporting the Union were Protestants, this would imply that significantly more than 80% of 

Protestants turned out to vote. This would have been an unprecedented (but not impossible) outcome; it is more 

likely that Protestant turnout was rather lower, with pro-Union Catholics helping to account for the overall turnout 

level. 
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Complex though the blueprint for a settlement of the Northern Ireland conflict has been (with 

devolution taking a form that would be utterly unfamiliar in Scotland and Wales, provision for 

highly distinctive formal external links, and a highly challenging package of domestic reforms 

designed to buttress it), translating it into reality was arguably much more important than the 

parallel constitutional changes in Wales or even Scotland. Scotland had to wait for 20 years since 

its initial vote in favour of devolution in 1979 to see a Scottish parliament come into existence, 

but, notwithstanding the electoral sleight of hand that had negated the effect of the Scottish vote 

and the resentment and turmoil this provoked, society remained intact and pro-devolution Scots 

reacted with a strategy of patience rather than non-compliance. In Northern Ireland, though, 

disappointed political expectations and unsatisfactory structures of government had almost led to 

civil war. It is true that paramilitary campaigns came to an end in 1994, well before the new 

constitutional initiative got off the ground; but the ceasefires took place in anticipation of talks, 

and in circumstances where the broad outlines of a settlement were already discernible. 

While Tony Blair and his government may, then, have been swimming with the tide of history in 

presiding over a settlement that seems to have stabilised Northern Ireland politically, there was 

nothing inevitable about the timing of either the Good Friday agreement or its implementation. 

The exceptional commitment of the British prime minister to this project, in which he was able to 

take advantage of a moment of constructive reflection on the part of Northern Ireland’s parties, of 

the parallel commitment of the Irish prime minister and of the benevolent support of the 

American President, no doubt contributed to the successful outcome much earlier than might 

otherwise have been the case. While there are many issues (in particular in the domain of 

security, but not just there) which have the capacity to derail the settlement, the outlook so far has 

been positive. The Blair legacy in Northern Ireland, then, will rest on a remarkable political 

achievement: copperfastening peace by innovative institutional design and skilful negotiation, 

offering long-term hope to Protestants and Catholics that their national identity and associated 

ideals will not be trampled upon, and possibly resolving a problem that had defied British prime 

ministers going back at least to Gladstone, if not to Pitt the younger. 
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Table 1. Perspectives on departure of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland  

from the United Kingdom, 2003 

Issue Percent supporting in: 

 England Country itself Difference 

Separation of Scotland 20 27 7 

Separation of Wales 19 14 -5 

Separation of Northern Ireland 63 34 -29 

Note: The question was: “Which of these statements comes closest to your view: Scotland should become 

independent, separate from the UK and the European Union; Scotland should become independent, separate from the 

UK but part of the European Union; Scotland should remain part of the UK, with its own elected parliament which 

has some taxation powers; Scotland should remain part of the UK, with its own elected parliament which has no 

taxation powers; Scotland should remain part of the UK without an elected parliament”, with a similar question for 

Wales and Northern Ireland, but with an additional option in the Northern Ireland case: “Northern Ireland should 

unify with the Republic of Ireland”. Those not indicating an opinion have been excluded. The “separatist” category 

includes those supporting independence for Scotland and Wales inside or outside the EU, and those supporting Irish 

unification or an independent Northern Ireland. Sample sizes in 2003 were 3,709 in England, 1,508 in Scotland, 988 

in Wales and 1,800 in Northern Ireland. 

Source: National identity and constitutional change merged dataset, 2001-03 (UKDA no. 5249). 

 

Table 2. Perceptions of role of devolved institutions in England and by country, 2003 

Issue General image of devolved institutions: 

 Positive Indifferent Negative 

Scottish Parliament: 

England 13 79 8 

Scotland 31 60 9 

(difference) 18 -19 1 

 

Welsh Assembly: 

England 10 83 7 

Wales 25 66 9 

(difference) 15 -17 2 

 

Northern Ireland Assembly: 

England 22 69 8 

NI 26 52 22 

(difference) 4 -17 13 

 

Note: The question was: “Do you think that so far creating the Scottish Parliament has improved the way Britain is 

governed, made it worse, or has it made no difference?”, with similar questions in respect of the Welsh and Northern 

Irish assemblies, where the responses “improved it a lot” have been grouped with “improved it a little” as “positive”, 

and “made it a lot worse” with “made it a little worse” as “negative”. The question asked in Northern Ireland does 

not correspond exactly to these: “And how good a job do you think the Assembly and Executive did in the ordinary 

day to day running of Northern Ireland?”, with options “a good job” and “a bad job”. Those not indicating an opinion 

have been excluded. Sample sizes in 2003 were 3,709 in England, 1,508 in Scotland, 988 in Wales and 1,800 in 

Northern Ireland. 

Source: National identity and constitutional change merged dataset, 2001-03 (UKDA no. 5249); Northern Ireland 

Life and Times Survey, 2003 (ARK). 
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Figure 1. Attitudes towards selected aspects of devolution, Northern Ireland, 1989-2006 

Note: (a) refers to proportions saying they voted for the agreement (1998), would do so again (1999-2005) or 

would support the Saint Andrews agreement (2006); (b) refers to perceptions that nationalists have benefited 

more than unionists from the Good Friday agreement; (c) refers to trust in “a Stormont government” (1989-96) 

or in “a Northern Ireland Assembly” to act in the best interests of Northern Ireland. 

Source: Northern Ireland social attitudes surveys, 1989-96 (UKDA nos. 2792, 2841, 2953, 3440, 3590, 3797, 

4130); Northern Ireland life and times surveys, 1998-2006 (ARK); Northern Ireland election study, 1998 (ARK). 
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Figure 2. Population by religious group and age cohort, Northern Ireland, 2001 

Note: Data refer to (religious) community background, not current religion; those whose community background 

was not established (2.7% of the total) have been allocated proportionally between Catholics and others. 

Source: Census of Northern Ireland, 2001. 
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Figure 3. Support for Irish unification among Catholics and Protestants, 1968-2006 

Note: Data refer to (religious) community background, not current religion; all figures are percentages, 

excluding those not expressing a view. 

Source: Northern Ireland loyalty survey, 1968 (ICPSR, no. 7237); Northern Ireland attitudes survey, 1978 

(UKDA, no. 1347); Northern Ireland social attitudes surveys, 1989-1996 (UKDA, as in figure 2); Northern 

Ireland life and times surveys, 1998-2006 (ARK). 


