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Abstract 

Ethnic minority and immigrant populations in Northern Ireland 

have been regularly subjected to discrimination, intimidation and attacks.   

The UK and international media have represented the region’s post-

conflict ‘dual majority’ as racist inheritors of sectarian bigotry.  The 

current research investigated how forms of collective, or in-group, 

identities are constructed in relation to the presence of ethnicized or 

immigrant populations, through the discourse analysis of media and text-

based material from Northern Ireland. 

This constructivist perspective considered how social groups are 

formed in discourse and focused on the productive potential of language.  

The theoretical framework connected the social psychology paradigms 

of Social Identity Theory and forms of Discourse Analysis. The 

‘collective’ identity was conceptualized as dynamic and formed in 

language to serve rhetorical goals. Media and community-circulated 

texts were regarded as have a role in promoting and sustaining identity 

within understood systems of meaning in a culture. 

The literature review discussed the collective identity in Northern 

Ireland in relation to ethno-political division, and to research approaches 

towards ethnic minority and immigrant groups. The Contact Hypothesis 

has explained relations between Catholic and Protestant groupings, but 

this was viewed as less appropriate to addressing apathy and violence 

against ethnic minority communities. Alternatively, language-in-use is a 

social process by which groups decide who belongs, who meets with 

approval, who is subject to discrimination and violence, and who is made 

visible in media discourse.  

The initial study considered a propaganda leaflet urging for the 

removal of the Chinese community in an area of Belfast. Violent racist 



discourse was legitimized and constructed as a virtuous response to their 

presence. The second study moved the focus of study towards opinion in 

the Northern Ireland regional press, which condemned the intimidation 

and attacks on the Roma community in Belfast. The analysis 

demonstrated that language was used strategically to manage blame, 

deflect responsibility from the in-group and to critique institutions. This 

discourse appropriated the needs of ethnic minority groups to in-group 

political ends. The third study considered events following racist speech 

against the Muslim community in a church sermon broadcast from 

Belfast. The analysis examined how the discourses of two Northern 

Ireland Assembly members, First Minister, Peter Robinson, and Anna 

Lo, MLA and ethnic minority representative, worked to construct 

collective identity following the sermon. The First Minister defended 

racist speech. By contrast, Lo constructed an appeal to a wider collective 

who would want to disclaim racism. These discourses emphasize the 

difficulties in working towards an inclusive form of civic identity in 

Northern Ireland. 

The concluding discussion identified effects of racist discourse, 

emphasised the stereotyping, appropriation and quieting of ethnic 

minorities, and evidenced lack of institutional accountability. Thus, 

academics working in the field of inter-ethnic relations in Northern 

Ireland should focus upon research that will investigate and facilitate the 

mobilization of social action.  Academic work that identifies patterns of 

discourse which potentially disadvantages ethnic minority groupings and 

challenges constructions of racism may lead to the creation of 

possibilities for social change.         
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1.0. Introduction 

1.1. Foreword 

The famous / Northern reticence, the tight gag of place 

And times: yes, yes. Of the "wee six" I sing 

Where to be saved you only must save face 

And whatever you say, you say nothing. 

Seamus Heaney (1975). Excerpt from “Whatever you say, say 

nothing”. 

In 1993, the former Manchester United and Northern Ireland soccer 

star George Best gave a speech at the Northern Ireland Football 

Writers’ Dinner. Previously, the world-renowned African-Brazilian 

soccer player, Pelé had been generous enough to suggest that Best 

was the greatest player of all time. Best’s response to this modesty 

was to say that Pelé ‘wasn’t bad for a nigger’.  

Belfast Telegraph, 24 May, 1993, cited in McVeigh, 1998, p. 11 

During the academic years of 2007 to 2009, I relocated from my native 

Belfast to the city of Leeds, and found work as a Graduate Teaching 

Assistant in the Psychology Department of a small university college there. 

Due to return home in late August of my final year in the north of England, 

I looked forward to commencing a research PhD, a study of how people in 

Northern Ireland perceived and responded to immigrant populations.  

During the time between my interview, offer and acceptance in the spring 

of 2009 and leaving Leeds, a series of racist attacks in Belfast against three 

households of Roma people occurred close to Queen’s University. This 
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made news headlines around the world, not least because of a resonance 

with the history of brutal attacks and attempts at extermination of this ethnic 

group across Europe (McGarry, 2010; Kostadinova, 2011), but the location 

of the attacks was clearly important, awakening a sense of fear that decades 

of sectarian violence, ‘the Troubles’, supposedly terminated with the Good 

Friday Agreement (GFA) of 1998, had returned to take an ugly, disturbing 

and chimeric form via attacks against the migrant communities of the 

region. 

Indeed, this would not have been the first occasion on which 

international media attention had been drawn to race-hate crime in Northern 

Ireland. Sociologists Lentin and McVeigh (2006) provide a pertinent 

summary and critique of reporting in the years following the agreement: In 

early 2005, the renowned German magazine Der Spiegel named Belfast as 

“the world’s most racist city” (Matussek, 2005, cited in Lentin & Lentin, 

2009). The article discussed the idea that during ‘the Troubles’, Protestants 

and Catholics lacked the inclination or energy for racist action, but that 

following the ceasefires, bigots had time on their hands to turn violent 

attention towards ethnic minority communities. In the previous year, UK 

news media had developed a similar idea about racism in Northern Ireland, 

with both the BBC and the Guardian employing the moniker the “race hate 

capital of Europe” to describe the plight of ethnic minorities who found 

themselves subject to the represented surplus of hatred present in Belfast 

city (BBC News, 2004; Christafis, 2004). Lentin and McVeigh note at that 

time, media discourse had fostered a representation of racism as the 

inheritor of sectarianism in post-Troubles society. The attacks upon the 

Roma provided opportunity for another media construction of this idea, 
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with the BBC Correspondent for Northern Ireland, Mark Simpson, gravely 

concluding that, “racism is the new sectarianism” (BBC News, 2004). This 

statement located racist behaviour as a naturalized successor to partisan 

intolerance. 

 Back in Leeds, I was surprised and challenged by the ways in which 

the intimidation of the Roma people in Belfast entered conversation in my 

place of work, given knowledge of the PhD study that that I would soon be 

commencing.  There were two occasions where this topic was raised by 

members of the academic staff who expressed their opinions on the 

motivational origins of the attacks. One colleague suggested the causal 

explanation as the failure of the Northern Irish schooling system to integrate 

its young people, so it was understandable that such extreme intolerance of 

difference resulted.  The anti-racist demonstration that followed, on the 

pavement of an arterial route near to the sites of the attacks, was framed as 

undemocratic, with quiet petition to electoral representatives mooted as the 

only reasonable approach. A conversation that I found particularly 

objectionable centred on a reasoning that despite all the centuries of British 

involvement in Ireland, that Northern Irish UK citizens had yet to learn the 

‘British’ way of voicing objection – this colleague represented his idea of 

‘Britishness’ as the ability to discuss and solve problems quietly, and he felt 

that ‘Britishness’ in Northern Ireland was the antithesis of this suggested 

quality.  Both of these people communicated the view that the racist attacks 

against the Roma had a clear ‘sectarian’ element, resulting from fear and 

hatred of social difference. The intimidation of the Roma, so near to where I 

had lived and studied was distressing in itself, yet the way that this racially-

motivated violence shaped talk about the city, at a distance, was acutely 
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troubling. It appeared to me that my colleagues assumed that I stood apart 

from this and that that I was rhetorically placed outside their judgement.  

Yet the talk of others evoked a series of  upsetting stereotypes for me about 

who ‘we’ were in Northern Ireland that I believed were partial, narrow and 

negative, portraying ‘us’ as a ‘lesser’ people.  

The college in which I worked was governed by a Roman Catholic 

ethos, and given my identity status, a Northern Irish Protestant, the 

peculiarities and vagaries of Irish sectarian division were often a theme of 

conversation, and a genuine source of humour.  Raised in a middle-class 

suburb of Belfast with no family ties to security or military, in common 

with most from that demographic I was fortunate to have escaped personal 

impact from the worst atrocities of the ‘Troubles’, despite being born during 

their incipiency. While I have no doubt that the place and times in which I 

was raised were formative, in post-Agreement times, most of ‘us’ speak 

with levity about the place we call ‘home’.  My first opening quotation to 

this thesis introduces the poet Seamus Heaney’s scathing criticism of the 

everyday practice of being compelled to say “nothing” about what mattered 

most and he hints towards the worst consequences of revealing anything 

about one’s political opinion at the height of the violence in Northern 

Ireland in the 1970s. Yet unlike his position as a Roman Catholic young 

male living in a rural townland in those times, I did not feel compelled to 

“say nothing” about the mundane and the terror that passed for everyday 

life in Northern Ireland: after all, scathing and sometimes surreal humour 

and a focused analysis of our collective selfhood had become part of our 

contemporary culture, much evidenced in media-led phenomena in post-

Agreement time. For example, the BBC Northern Ireland sitcom ‘Give My 
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Head Peace’ (McGarry, Quinn & McDowell, 1988 – 2007), was led by a 

quartet of local satirists known as ‘The Hole in the Wall Gang’; Newton 

Emerson’s scathing wit which ridiculed mid-Ulster conservative 

Protestantism found space in the black humour of the Portadown News 

(2001 – 2005); the BBC Northern Ireland interactive documentary “State of 

Minds” (BBC Northern Ireland, 2007) investigated individual and group 

measures of tolerance and division, led by Dr Orla Muldoon who was a 

Senior Lecturer in the School of Psychology at Queen’s Belfast at that time. 

Heaney is not, of course, the only author from Northern Ireland to produce 

creative work that engages profoundly with sectarian history: a corpus of 

literature and cultural criticism testifies to the engagement of the 

imagination in ways too numerous to list for my purpose here. Finally, but 

not least, the implementation of the GFA continues to be perceived as an 

achievement of resolution to a seemingly intransigent political problem that 

was almost beyond imagining to a generation raised witnessing the worst 

atrocities of the ‘Troubles’, whether first-hand or transmitted via a 

television screen.    

So, despite the grave nature these attacks, there exists a level of 

sophistication, nuance and understanding of ‘our’ sectarian past in Northern 

Ireland that would appear to defy a simplistic analysis of a direct and 

uncomplicated relationship between our sectarian past, divided present and 

the racist persecution of a stigmatized minority group in the present.  Thus, 

in the months before I commenced my postgraduate studies I formed an 

onus of responsibility toward my future work, that demanded an obligation 

to both the minority ethnicized communities in Northern Ireland, and the 

majority ethnic, or Protestant/unionist and Catholic/nationalist communities 
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with whom my own identity and upbringing was inextricably linked. It 

became incumbent that my PhD project should work unambiguously 

towards understanding intimidation and violence directed against 

minorities, whilst giving rigorous consideration to the social psychology of 

the ‘host’ communities emerging from a violent historic past, without in any 

way becoming an apologist for racism or further entrenching stereotypes 

about any of the communities involved. I was in no doubt that this would be 

anything but an easy or complacent accomplishment.  I was later to 

discover in my reading that I was in good company in feeling the weight of 

the task as a moral project: Allport’s (1954) classic work, The Nature of 

Prejudice, was borne from an era of legal segregation and the slavery of the 

past; Tajfel and Turner’s work of the 1970s and 1980s (e.g. Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979) was inspired by the Nazi atrocities of the second world war 

against socially stigmatized minorities in Europe; Sherif’s Realistic Conflict 

Theory experiments at Robbers Cave in 1954 (Sherif, 2010), reflected his 

political concerns as a Turkish citizen (Kayaoğlu, Batur & Aslɩtűrk, 2014); 

Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) text which charters middle-class ‘white’ 

discourse legitimizing the exploitation of  Maori New Zealanders, Mapping 

the Language of Racism, is located in the ‘white’ first author’s country of 

origin.   

On my return to Northern Ireland and the commencement of my 

research, I found difficulty in integrating my concerns with the published 

work that I began exploring. Most all of the models and theories which 

explained attitudes to immigrants from the ‘host’ community perspective 

relied on there being a shared sense of what these ‘attitudes’ might be; that 

motives could be explained by internal cognitive-affective variables such as 
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‘threat’ (Stephan & Stephan, 1997; 2000); that a reasonably homogenous 

majority ‘host’ community was present and stable in any given society 

(Berry, 1980); where there was more than one ‘host’ community identified 

that there would be a clear hierarchical structure evident between these 

communities (Bourhis, Moise, Perreault & Senecal, 1997; deSaissy, 2009). 

In relation to work undertaken in Northern Ireland, the assumption that 

dividing a variable or factor by community grouping (i.e. Protestant or 

Catholic) to measure differences in attitudinal outcomes was part of a prior 

decision-making process on the part of the researchers and thus it was 

assumed that historical processes which had effected these two 

communities differently would lead to distinctive observable outcomes (for 

example, deSaissy, 2009; Pehrson, Gheorghiu & Ireland, 2013; van 

Rijswijk, Hopkins & Johnson, 2009).  

A possible way of circumventing these problems would have been the 

use of interviews or focus groups, but that required a consideration of the 

direction in which the participants might want to steer the interview given 

the conflation between migration and race issues in the popular discourse. 

Disavowal or disclaiming of prejudice may have been the goal of 

participants (cf. Wetherell and Potter, 1992). Unlike footballer George Best, 

that ‘Belfast son’ and representative of  “our common humanity” (Peter 

Hain, former Secretary of State, cited in Lentin and McVeigh, 2006, p. 145) 

, whose offhand racism towards Pelé in 1993 was quoted at the beginning of 

this section, my participants would have been most likely to want to 

suppress such talk. This methodology seemed remote from the harsh reality 

of racist attacks that minority communities, making up just 1.8% of the 

region’s population (NISRA, 2011), had been experiencing and continue to 



 

8 
 

experience with relentless frequency:  for example, the recent Human 

Rights and Racial Equality Benchmarking Report (2013/14) noted that 982 

incidents with a racist motive were reported to the PSNI during this period 

(calculations from NISRA datasets cited in Montague & Shirlow, 2015). At 

the end of January, 2015, it was reported that police figures showed a rise in 

racist hate crime reporting in Belfast of over 40% on the previous eight 

months, compared with the same period in the previous year (BBC, 2015).  

Such a sense of continued urgency and the resonance of news media 

reporting seemed too relevant and immediate to ignore, yet the research 

methods suggested in the initial stages of my reading seemed to work to 

distance this from the analysis.  In order to stay true to the considerations I 

deemed necessary for this project in the early summer of 2009, I made a 

decision to re-formulate my research question and find methods of 

incorporating ‘hot’ or violent events with ideas about ‘ourselves’ in 

Northern Ireland that allowed ‘us’ to continue despite these affronts to ‘our’ 

sense of humanity, the worth of others, and, of course the worth of 

‘ourselves’ (cf. Billig, 1995).   

Thus, the central research aim of my empirical work centres upon how 

forms of collective identity are constructed and represented in Northern 

Ireland, in relation to the presence of ethnicized or immigrant populations.  

This is examined through fine-grained analysis of media and text-based 

rhetoric.  This formulation of the research question meant that I could 

investigate the construction of collective forms of identity as rhetorical 

accomplishments, as a means of arguing how ‘we’ want to be represented in 

relation to ‘them’, and what social and political purposes are achieved by 

these forms of discourse (Billig, 1991, 1996; Billig et al., 1988). Thus, the 
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focus shifts to a constructivist perspective, with consideration to how social 

groups are formed in discourse, and how the productive potential of 

language may lead to divergent or subtly differing forms of action (Billig, 

1995; Haslam, Reicher and Platow, 2011; Parker, 1992; Reicher, Haslam & 

Rath, 2008; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). It is within this collection of ideas 

about how we might position constructions of ourselves in relation to the 

way we view the other (Reicher et al., 2008) that I now turn to the 

theoretical framework of the current thesis and the aims that arise from the 

considerations discussed. 

1.2. Theoretical Framework and Aims 

The theoretical framework of the thesis connects two late twentieth 

century paradigms in social psychology: Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 

1978; Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Discourse Psychology 

(Parker, 1992; Potter & Edwards, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987).  The 

contributions of these approaches to social psychology have been outlined 

by Reicher (2011) who argues that both approaches search for new ways of 

approaching human sociality. The key commonality is a focus on the 

ingenious ways in which people can change themselves and the social and 

political worlds they inhabit. Thus, while I will employ specific approaches 

from discourse analytical perspectives in later chapters and explain their 

theoretical underpinnings, for the purpose of explaining the wider 

theoretical framework in this introduction, I use Reicher’s term “Discourse 

Psychology” here (2011, p. 392) to encompass the micro-level approaches 

pioneered by Potter and Edwards (1992), macro-level approaches favoured 

in work influenced and critiqued by Wetherell (Wetherell, 1998; Wetherell 

and Potter, 1992) and approaches influenced by a Foucauldian analysis of 
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discursive resources available in culture and ways of speaking within 

identified discourses (Parker, 1992, 1998, 2005). 

Social Identity Theory (SIT) involves a re-thinking of the nature of 

the ‘self’, shifting from a cognitive and individualist perspective to the 

dynamic nature of the collective identity. The focus of the theory is how 

self-definitions, shared understandings and actions are produced across 

social contexts. This theory is primarily concerned with issues of social 

power and change, with Tajfel’s focus being on how people differentiate 

groups and band together to overcome existing inequalities (Reicher, 2011). 

This is quite different from the common misrepresentation of Social 

Identity and Social Categorization Theories as an understanding of how 

powerful groups discriminate, thereby boosting in-group esteem (Reicher, 

2004, 2011; Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). A later form of 

these theories, the Social Action approach (Reicher, 2004; Haslam et al., 

2011; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001), contends that categories are not frozen in 

a particular moment in time, that is, the synchronic form of analysis must 

always be a feature of the experimental method, but in the diachronic 

context of human social activity, category construction is constantly shifting 

according to situational demands. Thus an analysis of talk and text is 

essential to understanding how groups are formed in rhetorical contexts, 

motivating groups toward social action (for example, Haslam et al, 2011; 

Reicher, 1996;  Reicher & Hopkins, 1996, 2001; Reicher, Hopkins & 

Condor, 1997; Reicher et al., 2008; Reicher, Hopkins & Levine, 1997).   

An understanding of the theory and processes of Social Identity 

Theory, Social Categorization Theory and the Social Action approach 

underpins my understanding and definition of the “collective” identity as 
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fluid, dynamic and, crucially for this thesis, formed in language to serve 

rhetorical goals. Inclusion into either the in-group or other ‘collective’ will 

be a rhetorical achievement and will be fluid within and across texts.  I do 

not require the prior differentiation or naming of categories to analyse their 

formation in text, or to pre-define belonging, using signifiers such as, 

‘Protestant’, ‘Catholic’, ‘nationalist’, ‘unionist’, ‘Northern Irish’, ‘British’, 

‘Irish’, ‘ethnic majority’, ‘ethnic minority’, ‘racist’, ‘anti-racist’ and so 

forth. Instead, my analytic focus is on how categories are defined within 

text and talk, when and why categorization shifts, and to interrogate the 

purpose of these achievements. The idea of the ‘collective identity’ and how 

it is used to empower and disempower majority and minority groups, is 

central to the current work.    

My research topic, the construction of inter-group representations of 

identity in relation to migration and ethnicity in Northern Ireland, requires a 

situated analysis of social identity. Thus, I have chosen to approach my 

analysis of inter-group identity using a variety of methodological 

approaches from Discourse Analysis.  In his comparison of the similarities 

and differences between Social Identity and “Discourse Psychology” 

approaches, Reicher (2011, p. 392) regards these approaches as having two 

common aspects. The first of these involves studying social life by the 

critical study of language use, and involved defining language not as 

reflecting social reality, but the very means through which social reality is 

created. Thus, language is viewed as a social phenomenon in its own right. 

A second key theoretical underpinning is the knowledge of conventions of 

language and in a culture are shared by its users, and as such, concepts like 

validity and reliability are rendered redundant, as the ‘common store’ of 
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usage validates which grammatical and semantic constructions have 

meaning  (cf. Potter & Wetherell, 1987). A close analysis of language use in 

context is required to see how objects and ideas are constructed, how these 

constructions vary, and to what purpose or function these constructions are 

used.  

The perspective of discourse psychology shifts the focus of enquiry 

towards language and its productive potential (Willig, 2008).   This 

approach challenges ‘cognitivism’ (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Billig et al., 

1988; Hollway, 1989; Parker, 1992), the assumption that talk is the route to 

cognition, and that cognitive structures are enduring and have predictive 

validity.  Discourse becomes the focus of study because that is where 

meanings are created.   The data is not considered as a factual account.   

Language is regarded as constructing social reality.  Parker (1992) cited 

Barthes (1977) in this respect concerning the locus of the meaning in the 

written word: “writing is the destruction of every voice, of every point of 

origin” (p. 46).  This is an implicit criticism of cognitive and individual 

accounts of social psychology and has implications for researcher 

reflexivity.  For example, when I write in this foreword  of  my subjective 

experiences discussing the Belfast attacks on the Roma whilst at work at a 

university college in Leeds, this creates a new “point of origin” or 

discursive perspective that comes into existence beyond my thoughts and 

emotions, that works in its own right, when I re-read, when my supervisor 

reads, an examiner reads and so forth, and the possibilities for this to 

interest, influence, inspire provoke disagreement, agreement, boredom, 

anger and so on, will continue beyond my lived experience, memory, or 

intention.   Willig (2008) further explained that the epistemological position 
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is relativist as discourse plays a fundamental role in that construction of 

meaning.  As human subjectivity is structured through language, there are 

numerous versions of reality that can be constructed.  The researcher 

authors rather than discovers knowledge and should maintain an awareness 

that his /her claims and the discourses used to construct them, are also 

relativist in orientation.  Within the discursive strategy employed, the author 

becomes another subject, assuming their own subject position.  

A Foucauldian approach to language seeks to describe and critique 

the discursive worlds that people inhabit, and to explore implications for 

subjectivity and experience.  The focus is on the availability of discursive 

resources within a culture and the implications for those within it (Willig, 

2008).  Discourse plays a role in wider social processes of legitimization 

and power (Parker, 1992; Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine, 2008), therefore 

critical discourse analysis asks questions about the material conditions 

under which experience takes place, and is concerned with the social, 

physical and psychological effects of discourse.  This is related to 

institutional practice concerning the regulation of social life.  Cultural 

systems of meaning may be understood as overarching structures of 

knowledge that are interrelated with systems of power (Parker, 1992).  

Returning to my definition of the ‘collective identity’ and how this 

construction may be used to empower and disempower majority and 

minority groups, in the empirical chapters I work within these discursive 

theoretical ideas and assumptions, to consider how the ‘collective’ is 

constructed in text and talk, with particular reference to the way in which 

social power is represented and legitimized in the situated context of post-

Agreement Northern Ireland.  I assume that the media and community-
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circulated texts which I analyse will refer to readily understood systems of 

meaning within the discursive economy of the culture, which will include 

objects such as “war”, “community”, “difference”, “racism”, 

“immigration”, “sectarianism”, “unionism”, “nationalism”, “Protestants”, 

“Catholics” and so on.  The situated analyses and the discursive perspective 

with which I approach the texts also serves to provide a critique of the 

analytical models centred on the Social Identity approach, such as a models 

of leadership characteristics and processes (Haslam et al., 2011) and a 

stepwise model of inter-group hatred (Reicher et al., 2008). While my 

overarching analytical approach depends on the theoretical acceptance of 

Tajfel and Turner’s approach to the inter-group dynamic within Social 

Categorization Theory, the aim of the situated critique is to further explain 

and expand the uses of these models through fine-grained discursive 

analysis of language use in specific times and situations in Belfast where 

inter-group identity between majority and minority ethnicized communities 

is salient. 

1.2.1. Summary of Aims 

Following this discussion of the theoretical framework, the aims of 

the current thesis may be understood in relation to the discussion of Social 

Identity Theory and Discourse Psychology.  The central aim of the thesis is 

to consideration of how are forms of collective identity constructed and 

represented in Northern Ireland, in relation to the presence of ethnicized or 

immigrant populations.  I intend to show that constructions of the dynamics 

of collective identity in relation to immigrant and ethnicized populations 

may be used to serve specific rhetorical goals.  A situated analysis using 

text material generated in Northern Ireland using discursive approaches will 
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consider what patterns of discourse inhibit or facilitate inter-group relations 

in between majority communities and immigrant and ethnicized 

populations. The fine-grained discursive analysis of rhetorical material that 

furthers specific political argument will critique and extend social identity 

approaches to topics such as inter-group ethnic tensions and effective 

minority leadership. A focus on discursive approaches will challenge 

assumptions about the nature of social identity inter-relationships.   

1.3. Chapter Summary 

The aim of the second chapter is to review relevant academic literature 

pertaining to the collective identity in Northern Ireland in relation to both 

majority ethno-political division (Protestant and Catholic /unionist and 

nationalist/ British and Irish) and majority-minority ethnic group relations 

(‘white’ ethnic majorities and other immigrant or ethnic minorities).  It is 

intended that not only the psychological literature will be encompassed, but 

studies with a sociological, political or cultural focus should be included.  

Literature on the Contact Hypothesis, the most widely used theory to 

consider inter-group relations in Northern Ireland, is reviewed and critiqued 

and the application of the Collective Action Model to racialized inequality 

is considered. A number of qualitative studies concerning religious and 

national identity in border regions on either side of the UK and Republic of 

Ireland divide are reviewed to gain a further understanding of the patterns 

of demarcation between the collective majorities and to consider what these 

divisions imply for the identity of ethnic minority communities living in 

Northern Ireland. An interdisciplinary analysis of the literature on 

immigration within the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland provides a 

national and regional context for understanding constructions of the 
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collective self and the other (Billig 1995; Reicher and Hopkins, 2001), as it 

will be argued that political context and intergroup relations are empirically 

related.  The literature review will then turn to focus on the ‘host’ or 

‘receiving community’ perspectives on immigrants in both the Republic of 

Ireland and Northern Ireland, upon ideas about what constitutes ‘racism’ in 

an Irish context, and upon a selection of qualitative studies undertaken in 

Northern Ireland in relation to a ‘host’ perspective on immigrant and 

ethnicized populations residing there.  Finally, examples of national 

representation and ethnic otherness in qualitative research in other UK 

contexts will be considered. The conclusion will inform the rationale for a 

discursive and rhetorical approach to understanding the collective identity 

in Northern Ireland in relation to immigrant and ethnicized populations.  

  Chapter 3 will discuss the methodological approach. This begins by 

discussing the theoretical orientation which considers both Discourse 

Analysis and Social Identity Theory. I will explain why text-based and 

media material was chosen for analysis. A summary and review of the 

specific texts that have influenced the epistemological approach to 

discourse and rhetorical analysis and their relevance to the current study 

context will follow.  The final stage of the chapter will describe each study 

in turn, explaining the topics of investigation, the methodological 

orientation and the relevance to the investigation of the central research 

aim, the construction of the collective identity in Northern Ireland in 

relation to immigrant and ethnicized populations. 

 Chapter four, the first empirical study of the thesis, examines the 

construction of a loyalist response to the presence of people of Chinese 

ethnicity in the Donegall Pass area of Belfast in the form of a leaflet urging 
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their removal from the locality. The method of analysis is set out by Parker 

(1992) and the study demonstrates how discursive objects such as 

‘community’ and ‘martial’ action were constructed so that violence 

becomes defensible or honourable, concluding that the in-group 

construction of the other will reflect the identity and anxieties of the 

represented collective (Billig 2002: Reicher, Haslam & Rath, 2008). This 

study has been published in the International Journal of Conflict and 

Violence (McKeever, Reed, Pehrson, Storey and Cohrs, 2013) and has been 

re-worked to focus on answering the central research question of the thesis. 

I am grateful for the contribution of the expertise and subject knowledge of 

the co-authors who assisted in bringing my own analysis of this leaflet to 

publication. 

The second study considers what discourses were used to construct 

and represent the collective identity in regional newspaper articles that 

condemned attacks on homes belonging to the Roma community in south 

Belfast in June 2009, using Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) approach to 

racialization and power. Language was used strategically in the texts to 

accomplish the purpose of managing blame for the attacks on the Roma, 

often by deflecting responsibility from the in-group, for accomplishing 

ideological purposes, and for critiquing both societal and political 

institutions. Accusations of ‘sectarianism’ and ‘racism’ were coupled: 

sectarian bigotry was constructed as an established practice that was a 

precursory motivating factor for racist behaviour. These situated 

constructions of racism, represented as directed by the violent past and a 

divided present, often contradicted academic and legal definitions of 

sectarianism as a subset of racism. Examples of how these formulations of 
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social problems may potentially disempower ethnic minority discourse were 

discussed. 

In chapter six, a final study considers the idea that patterns of 

discourse may differentially empower or disempower speakers who 

represent ethnic and political groupings. This final study examines the 

effects of the discourse of ‘entrepreneurs of identity’ (Haslam et al., 2011; 

Reicher and Hopkins, 2001) in representing collective identity in Northern 

Ireland. This requires a continued constructivist approach to language that 

acknowledges the Collective Action Model, a critical reappraisal of the SIT 

and SCT approaches to social identity and intergroup relations. The 

discursive approach critically considers the view that language creates 

possibilities for imagining social action and is thus central to the 

empowerment of out-groups, with regard to the temporal and cultural 

processes of both ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ a social group (Reicher and 

Hopkins, 2001; Reicher, 2004). The analysis considered media interviews 

with the First Minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson, and 

subsequently with Anna Lo, MLA, the first Chinese-born UK 

parliamentarian. These interviews followed the First Minister’s support of a 

broadcast church sermon by Pastor James McConnell at the Belfast 

Metropolitan Tabernacle in May 2014 which condemned the doctrine of 

Islam and branded Muslims as untrustworthy. The analysis indicated two 

different patterns for collective identity and (in)action within a leadership 

model proposed by Haslam et al., (2011). Robinson’s discourse worked to 

emphasize McConnell as the embodiment of Christian goodness, while 

denying the identity and needs of the out-group. This justified indifference 

towards racialized ‘hate speech’ as an appropriate in-group response. Lo’s 
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discourse worked to create an alternative anti-racist identity to appeal to the 

widest group possible, thereby mobilizing social action against ‘hate 

speech’, yet her response was constrained by avoiding reference to the 

region’s violent past and divided present.  

The discussion of findings in chapter seven concluded that the 

construction of the ethnic or immigrant other in the analyses reflected the 

construction of the collective self in the discourses of the texts (cf. Reicher 

et al., 2008). In addition to the promotion of violent racism, elsewhere, 

minority ethnic identity, concerns and needs were rejected, appropriated or 

ignored. A focus the defence of in-group identity may unduly effect the 

development of both multiculturalism and the confrontation of racism in 

Northern Ireland society and thus it is unsuitable to apply a Contact 

Hypothesis approach, the dominant paradigm for reconciliation between the 

‘two communities’.  Instead, Collective Action approaches to mobilizing 

support by minority ethnic and immigrant groups and their allies is 

necessary to promote the full civic participation of these groups, and for an 

end to racist bigotry and violence. The approach of the current version of a 

Racial Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland was reviewed with regard to 

this conclusion. The wording of this document constructs the influence of 

sectarian division upon racism as confined to impoverished contexts, 

whereas the current thesis evidenced sectarian and racist discourse in the 

language of the influential and powerful.  There is a misplaced reciprocal 

emphasis in the Strategy upon the improvement of relationships between all 

communities, whereas profoundly unequal power relations between 

majority and minority communities are evident.  Future research may 

consider how out-groups may best mobilize collective action towards racial 
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equality, the development of multiculturalism, and the recognition of 

contributions that ethnic and immigrant communities make to society. The 

research acknowledges the difficulties of the endeavour of working to 

construct a common and inclusive civic identity.  The thesis aimed to 

contribute to the understanding of ethnicity discourses in a divided society 

and has indicated which social psychological approaches may be most 

effective in working towards a common collective identity, while 

identifying the difficulties and barriers towards making multiculturalism 

part of the fabric of identity in Northern Ireland.       

 

1.4. Conclusion 

It has been argued that news media reporting of racially-motivated 

incidents and crimes does little to help us directly understand where these 

tensions originate or how they may be ameliorated, and that it may be 

judicious to regard hyperbolic media construction and reporting of racism 

with due scepticism (Lentin and McVeigh, 2006).  The foreword to this 

thesis recounted personal experience which illustrated the influence of 

media texts in the perception of ethnic majority or national communities, 

who were constructed at ‘other’ in conversation, with regard to a series of 

attack upon migrants in Belfast in 2009. Yet, beyond the idea that one 

function of the news media should be to help us understand ethnic minority 

communities and ‘our’ reactions to them, a close analysis of the reporting 

and discussion of these topics is essential to a complete understanding of 

who ‘we’ are or wish to be (cf. Reicher et al., 2008). I contend that it is 

important to question assumptions about how ‘we’ relate to the ethnicized 

other in order to understand how both racist and anti-racist rhetorical 
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strategies are employed using the discursive resources available in a culture.  

My central research aim is a consideration of how are forms of collective 

identity are constructed and represented in Northern Ireland, in relation to 

the presence of ethnicized or immigrant populations. The objective of the 

empirical work which follows in later chapters is to make a case for the use 

of both Social Identity Approaches and Discourse Psychology in order to 

consider how certain patterns of discourse and rhetoric may inhibit or 

facilitate inter-group relations between majority communities and 

immigrant or ethnicized populations.  In the following chapter I will review 

theoretical approaches that have used to analyse the relationship between 

ethnic, national, racialized and immigrant communities in Northern Ireland, 

elsewhere in the United Kingdom, and in the Republic of Ireland. I will also 

consider sociological approaches to the problem of racism in Ireland. This 

review of the academic literature should further strengthen the case for my 

analytical approach. 
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2.0. Perspectives on immigrants, ethnic minority 

communities and ethnic majority communities in the 

Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland and other UK 

contexts 

2.1. Introduction 

The aim of the current chapter is to review relevant literature that will 

further an understanding of the collective identity in Northern Ireland.  This 

will include the topics of inter-group relations in Northern Ireland, other 

UK settings and the Republic of Ireland, to inform the central research 

question: the construction of the collective identity in Northern Ireland in 

relation to the presence of minority ethnic or immigrant populations. It is 

intended that not only the psychological literature will be considered, but 

studies with a sociological, political or cultural focus should be included 

(cf. Gough, Robinson, Kremer and Mitchell, 1992).  The review will begin 

by outlining the need for this research in relation to recent political 

developments in Northern Ireland and their impact upon migrant and ethnic 

minority populations. The terms used to define group membership 

throughout this thesis will be considered. Studies that have considered the 

relationship between the ‘dual majority’ populations of Northern Ireland 

will be reviewed, as this is the context in which the current work in 

undertaken. This will include work within the Contact Hypothesis, a 

consideration of the alternative approach of the Collective Action Model, 

and qualitative studies of religious and national identity following the 

Agreement.  A review of some of the models and theories used by 

psychologists to empirically test and predict the nature of relationships 
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between ‘host’ and ‘immigrant’ groups or between ethnicized groups, that 

is, the Acculturation Strategy Model, The Interactive Acculturation Model, 

the theory of Integrated Threat, will be outlined.  

  

The review will then turn to a detailed analysis of how immigrant and 

ethnic minority communities have been considered in the psychological and 

sociological literature within an all-Ireland context. The purpose of that 

section will be to locate the current research within history and political 

accounts that pre-date not only the post-Agreement focus of the current 

work or the Troubles, but also the partition of Ireland in 1921. This is not to 

infer a historical causal model, but to provide an understanding of the 

context for the current research and to understand both the strengths and 

limitations of previous approaches, which will help to inform the focus of 

the analytical work to follow. A small amount of social-psychological 

research has taken place in Northern Ireland between the majority and 

ethnic minority communities, and that work will also be critiqued.  The 

political context in which this work has arisen will be explored in more 

detail, with theoretical associations between the phenomena of sectarianism 

and racism being discussed. The review will then turn to the body of 

literature which uses Discourse Analysis and Collective Action approaches 

to analyse the content of talk and text about collective national identity in 

relation to multicultural identity English and Scottish settings. I will 

conclude by summarizing and consolidating the findings from the literature 

review, and provide an outline of the methodology and empirical work in 

the chapters that follow.  
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Yet, it should be noted from the incipiency that within the stated aim 

of furthering understanding of how the collective identity has been 

constructed in investigated in the scholarly literature, that this review can 

only partly explain the complexity and particulars of identity representation 

in Northern Ireland.  Reducing this task to a variety of research findings can 

only touch upon the ways of understanding identity.  For example, the 

interplay between acceptance of past conflict as an almost ‘banal’ part of 

everyday life, in contrast with the ‘hot’ reactions that ethno-national 

identity can invoke, can never be fully explained by binary approaches, 

whether these are the separation of theorized identity components into 

variable, or even linguistic approaches, such as Billig’s (1995) discrete 

theoretical division between national settings where nation is taken-for-

granted, and those where passionate nationalism is persistently salient and 

on display.  This combination of discursive approaches to the methodology 

will be developed further in the chapter that follows.  Another subtle 

complication is the idea that ‘hot’ aspects of violent national identity, 

unique to post-war Western Europe from the beginning of the conflict in the 

late 1960s, have been presented as an ongoing and complicated media 

spectacle, and this process of production and reproduction of conflict and 

social division is part of a process of influence concerning ongoing political 

and media representation of identity across all kinds of media texts (cf. 

Trew, Muldoon, McKeown & McLaughlin, 2009).  I postulate that this will 

reinforce a sense of uniqueness and dispensation evident in the construction 

of ethno-national majority identity in Northern Ireland, especially in texts 

that are intended for public consumption, such a newspaper articles, 

television news reports, or documentaries.  Thus, the current literature 

review can merely assist in developing a background understanding of why 
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the methodology chosen will help investigate performative, fluid and 

complex aspects of identity construction, and why media texts have been 

chosen form analysis concerning the relationship of the collective self to the 

ethnic or immigrant other in the defined research context.    

2.2. Locating the current research in Northern Ireland  

 In Northern Ireland, employment opportunities available with the 

growth of EU coincided with a fragile peace following the signing of the 

Belfast or Good Friday Agreement (GFA) in 1998. This led to an addition 

to the small ethnic minority communities in the region: approximately 122 

000 long-term migrants arrived between 2000 and 2010 (Russell, 2012).  

The years since the signing of the accord have been marked by periods of 

political intransigence, disaffection with the Agreement and sporadic 

incidents of violence and civil disturbance (MacGinty, Muldoon & 

Ferguson, 2007). Following the St Andrew’s Agreement concerning the 

devolution of justice and policing in May 2007 the devolved Northern 

Ireland Assembly was finally formed. This was the planned governmental 

outcome of the GFA. At the current time of writing, in September, 2015 the 

power-sharing Assembly at Stormont faces another major difficulty, as First 

Minister Peter Robinson has stepped down from his post, leaving only 

Arlene Foster as deputy, as part of a walk-out by all other mainstream 

unionist MLAs, the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and Democratic Unionist 

Party (DUP), following the official announcement by the PSNI Chief 

Constable concerning the involvement of the IRA in a Belfast killing in late 

August (McDonald & Watt, 2015).    

Immigrant communities and ethnic minority communities have not 

been immune to the continuing effects of instability and political 
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irresolution in Northern Ireland.  The Race Relations (Northern Ireland) 

Order arrived in legislature as late as 1997; comparable legislation was in 

place in England and Wales in 1963. Connolly (2000) argues that the 

experiences of ethnic minorities in Northern Ireland before the late 1990s 

were largely absent from public and academic discourse; an action research 

report by Mann-Kler (1997), aptly titled Out of the Shadows, examined the 

impact of racialized discrimination upon statutory service provision, and 

despite the widely held belief in public discourse that racism was largely 

absent from social relations in Northern Ireland (McVeigh, 1998b), a survey 

by Irwin and Dunn (1997) of the ethnic minority population recorded that 

44% had experienced verbal abuse, 29% had experienced criminal damage 

to their property or business, and 10% had suffered a physical assault.  

Following the formation of the Stormont Executive in May 2007, the 

publication of a Racial Equality Strategy was stalled until March 2014, 

despite the rights, safeguards and equality regardless of ethnicity being 

enshrined in the Equality Agenda within the GFA (Northern Ireland Office, 

1998) and Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (Office of the First 

Minister and Deputy First Minister, 1998). This required public authorities 

to promote equality of opportunity regardless of “racial group” and to 

promote “good relations” between people of “different religious belief, 

political opinion, or racial group” (cited in Lentin & McVeigh, 2006).   

The bi-annual Northern Ireland Life and Times Surveys (NILT) have 

charted a steady rise in individuals who self-describe as prejudiced against 

minority ethnic and new migrant communities. In 1994 only one in ten 

adults would have described themselves as at all prejudiced, whereas in 

2008, 32% of respondents described themselves as either ‘ a little’ or ‘very’ 
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prejudiced (Jarman, 2009).  Reports of racial harassment and racial 

incidents to the police have increased: in 1996, 41 incidents were reported 

compared to 222 in 2001 (Jarman & Monaghan, 2003); in 2002 there were 

185 incidents reported, with 1047 being reported in 2007 (Jarman, 2009). 

According to figures from the Northern Ireland Census (NISRA, 2011), the 

rate of reported incidents remained close to 1000 per year in subsequent 

years. Racist incidents and reported racist crime in the region have become 

regular features of extensive news media reportage. At the time of writing 

in 2015, a selection of these reported incidents includes bricks and paint 

being thrown at windows of homes in north Belfast (Belfast Telegraph, 

2015), an arson attack on the business premises of a Lithuanian woman in 

east Belfast (Williamson, Belfast Telegraph, 2015), and the intimidation of 

a pensioner from Ghana who felt compelled to leave his home in the 

Shankill Road area after his home was repeatedly dabbed with graffiti 

reading ‘no blacks’ (McDonald, Guardian, 2015).  

There are numerous publications funded by statutory and voluntary 

bodies that have outlined and investigated the dilemmas and difficulties 

facing migrants and ethnic minority communities in Northern Ireland. 

These have covered topics such as employment and living standards (Bell, 

Jarman & Lefebvre, 2004; Wallace, McAreavey & Atkin, 2013), education 

(Connolly & Khaoury, 2010), immigration and social cohesion (Hickman, 

Crowley & Mai, 2008; Jarman & Byrne, 2007), experiences and reporting 

of racial harassment and challenging racism (Connolly & Keenan, 2001; 

Jarman & Monaghan, 2003), political representation (McGarry, Hainsworth 

& Gilligan, 2008) and police accountability (Radford, Betts & Ostermeyer, 

2006).  Racial prejudice and discrimination have frequently been challenged 
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by the Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities (NICEM), founded in 

1994 as a cross-ethnic alliance formed from different ethnic minority 

organizations. 

   The following review will be interdisciplinary and will provide 

both a United Kingdom and Irish context for understanding the 

categorization of the self and the other. It will be argued in the course of the 

review that political, historical and geographical contexts and intergroup 

relations theory are empirically related (cf. Billig 1995; Reicher and 

Hopkins, 2001).  The objective of the review is to propose a rationale for a 

discursive approach to understanding the collective identity in relation to 

ethnicized and immigrant communities in Northern Ireland.        

2. 3. Definitions 

This sub-section will explain how the signifiers and terms ‘Northern 

Ireland’, ‘immigrant’, ‘ethnicity’, ‘racism’ and ‘nation’ have been defined 

for the purpose of this review chapter.  Even the decision to use the 

descriptor ‘Northern Ireland’ in the title is not without controversy: in the 

nationalist and republican traditions, ‘the north of Ireland’ is preferred in 

objection to the partition of the island of Ireland. Still, Northern Ireland 

exists as a “semi-autonomous part of the United Kingdom” (BBC, 2012) 

and I argue here that without acknowledging the political existence of 

Northern Ireland in that way, that this would be a very different thesis. 

Thus, I use the official, ‘Northern Ireland’ throughout and related 

terminology that accepts the composite six counties as part of the United 

Kingdom. Northern Ireland will be referred to as a ‘region’ of the UK, 

rather than the term, ‘country’, to reflect its political status as partly, rather 

than wholly, autonomous. 
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Concerning the term, ‘immigrant’, I refer to the scholarly literature.  

As part of a schematic classification for researchers testing acculturation 

models, Berry (cited in MacLachlan & O’Connell, 2000) defined both 

immigrants and refugees as first-generation arrivals into a population by 

way of migration from elsewhere.   This definition provided a means of 

operationalizing group membership.  In their work on racism in Ireland, 

Lentin and McVeigh (2002) emphasised, however, that some 

categorizations, such as ethnic or cultural group, are essentially dialectical 

in origin and therefore subject to negotiation. Thus, they may be employed 

to either self-define or classify, depending upon whether the user is, for 

example, a member of the group or the state (Brewer, 1992; Lentin & 

McVeigh, 2006).  In Ireland, a focus on category-based definitions, such as 

‘asylum seekers’ and ‘refugees’, may miss the complexity and fluidity 

within broader issues of inclusion and exclusion from society (Boucher, 

2000).  Given the historical complexities of Ireland’s recent past and the 

difficulty of providing a set of definitions that encompasses both economic 

migrants and ethnic groupings, the purpose of this review will not be to 

exclude or narrow the definition of ‘immigrant’, but rather to give 

consideration to any relevant literature where minority groups may be 

labelled by immigrant, refugee, indigenous, ethnic minority or sojourner 

status.  Similarly, the terms ‘host’, ‘majority’ and ‘receiving’ community 

will be used interchangeably and where most appropriate to the literature 

under review.  

With regard to ideas about ‘race’, ‘racism’ and ‘ethnicity’, I choose 

definitions that are specific to the national context(s) of the current work. I 

choose to adopt Lentin and McVeigh’s (2006) approaches to the 
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racialization of social groups from sociological work situated in Ireland.  

These authors regard articulations of ‘race’ as codes for manifestations of 

social power, thus defining racism as “a system of subordination” (italics in 

the original) and always dialectical in origin, as they are situated in lived 

experience of inequalities between social groups. Thus, racism may be used 

to differentiate not only between those whose appearance or nationality 

makes them ‘different’ in a given social context, but also between the 

collective ‘us’ and the ‘others’ within a nation, region or city. This is a form 

of defining racism that may encompass state racism, allows explanation for 

‘white’ anti-Irish racism with the context of British Imperialism, and also 

may be used to understand anti-Traveller racism within Ireland (Lentin & 

McVeigh, 2002, 2006; McVeigh, 1998b; Rolston & Shannon, 2002). This is 

a means of defining race through power asymmetry and lived social 

relationships. Yet, even the supposed descriptive ‘fact’ of ‘immigration’ has 

become conflated with racialized discourse and forms of ethnicized 

nationalism (Lentin, 2007; Lentin & McVeigh, 2006). Thus, some state 

immigration policies that are implemented to restrict numbers of migrants 

who are represented as having claim to a state’s resources or citizenship, 

have been termed by Balibar (1991, cited in Lentin & McVeigh, 2006) as 

‘crisis racism’. Allowing for these understandings, I have chosen to use the 

commonly accepted term ‘ethnic group’ as a working definition to signify 

currently used forms of symbolic separation between racialized groups or 

ethnicized populations. In relation to the particularity and specificity of the 

‘majority’ ethnicities in Northern Ireland, commonly defined as ‘white 

British’, ‘white Irish’, ‘Protestant’ or ‘Catholic’, I will use the terminology 

‘majority communities’ when considering these communities in relation to 

other ‘minority ethnic communities’ in the region (cf. McVeigh, 1998).  
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The understanding of what constitutes a ‘nation’ or ‘national 

identity’, follows that of Reicher and Hopkins (2001) who work within the 

assumptions that there are multiple and competing definitions, and wish to 

move away from essentialist notions of place or ethnicity and towards 

questioning the consequences of defining a nation or identity in one form or 

another, when used to mobilize support for, or oppose, different political 

projects. This definition relates national identity to human action and is 

useful in the current work in addition to the pragmatic and political 

understanding of ‘Northern Ireland’ as it supplants arguments concerning 

the current or aspirational status of Northern Ireland as a region of the UK, 

the Republic of Ireland, or, in the 1970s, as having an independent ‘Ulster’ 

future.  The specific ways in which national identity in relation to the 

immigrants and ethnic minorities is represented and constructed in everyday 

talk, political speeches, and some of the academic literature across specific 

situations in Ireland and the UK will be considered in this review and I will 

employ the terms ‘nation’ or ‘national identity’ in relation to their usage in 

the literature and the material chosen for analysis.      

2.4. The Contact Hypothesis and majority groupings in Northern 

Ireland 

The Contact Hypothesis (Allport, 1954) has been the most widely 

used theory to consider inter-group relations in Northern Ireland between 

the majority ethnic groups, Protestant/unionist/loyalist and 

Catholic/nationalist/republican, especially with regard to contact between 

children and young people, through school, university or community 

projects (for example, Cairns and Hewstone, 2002; Hewstone, Cairns, Voci, 

Hamberger & Niens 2006, Hughes, Campbell, Hewstone & Cairns, 2007; 
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McKeown, Cairns, Stringer & Rae, 2012; Stringer et al., 2009; Tausch, 

Hewstone, Kenworthy & Cairns, 2007; Tausch, Tam, Hewstone, 

Kenworthy and Christ, 2007; Trew, 1986).  Much of the critical literature 

regarding the application of the Contact Hypothesis in educational policy 

and settings has focused on the aims of the early work on inter-ethnic group 

understanding, which focused on relationships between Protestants and 

Catholics alone (see Niens and Cairns, 2005) and in recent years, the 

difficulty in implementing citizenship education in a society where political 

identity is defined by bipartite group membership (Smith, 2003).   The 

central aim of inter-group contact is to reduce prejudice between groups, 

defined by Allport (1954) as “antipathy based on faulty generalization” (p. 

300), but this definition has been extended in the literature arising in a 

Northern Ireland to encompass a rage of measures, including identity 

salience (Stringer et al., 2009; Tausch et al., 2007 b), attitudes, trust, 

forgiveness and reconciliation (Hewstone et al., 2006; McGlynn, Niens, 

Cairns & Hewstone, 2007,) infra-humanization (McKeown et al., 2012), 

anger (Tam et al., 2007), perceived group status and inter-group threat 

(Tausch et al., 2007).   

2.4.1. Evidence for the Contact Hypothesis as a general theory of social 

psychology 

Pettigrew’s (1998) work on this hypothesis proposed that the 

extended effects of contact worked best when friendships were established 

between group members. Pettigrew & Tropp (2006) conducted a meta-

analysis of research literature which demonstrated that inter-group contact 

reduces in-group prejudice through the promotion of positive in-group 

relations, and that this is an effect which generalizes to the out-group. While 
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structured contact was seen to enhance prejudice reduction, pre-conditions 

for contact to be effective were not essential, and the authors proposed that 

a ‘mere exposure’ effect was a likely explanation (Zajonc, 1968).  These 

results emerged across a range of settings and targets, not just with the race 

and ethnic differences originally addressed by the theory, thus establishing 

the Contact Hypothesis as a general theory of social psychology.  The 

effects of contact in promoting inter-group friendships in Northern Ireland 

as a means of establishing reconciliation and forgiveness between the 

majority ethnic groups, during and following the Troubles, has received 

much attention in the literature and has been a focus of government policy 

and spending in the educational sector (Neins and Cairns, 2005; Tam et al., 

2007).  

2.4.2. Research evidence from Northern Ireland 

Niens and Cairns (2005) explain that in Northern Ireland, over 90% 

of children are educated in schools that are traditionally attended by 

members of either the Protestant or Catholic communities. The first 

integrated school, situated in Belfast, opened its doors in 1981 as the result 

of a parental and community initiative. Later education reform orders 

ensured that mutual understanding and heritage was taught across the 

curriculum of all schools, and a voluntary contact programme was fostered 

between schools. Niens and Cairns record that early research into the 

efficacy of inter-group contact in educational settings measured contact 

itself as a successful outcome (Cairns and Hewstone, 2002). Researchers 

have remained critical that reluctance to speak about social difference, and 

avoidance of sensitive topics in conversation such identity politics, or the 

impact of the conflict, is the prevalent dynamic concerning talk and 
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organized activities in contact settings (Kilpatrick and Leitch, 2004; Trew, 

1986).  There is evidence that contact has limited effect where children 

return to communities where dislike, fear or antipathy of the other 

dominates (Donnelly & Hughes, 2006; Hughes, Campbell, Hewstone & 

Cairns, 2007). Dealing with the development of ‘separateness’ of religious 

identity and forming an understanding of the history of sectarian division 

amongst children of primary school age in integrated settings can be 

difficult for teachers, parents and religious leaders (Berkerman, Zembylas 

& McGlynn, 2009).  Yet, a number of outcome-based studies demonstrated 

that forms of extended contact had a positive impact on quantity and quality 

of inter-group friendships and challenged interpretations of group 

identification (e.g. Irwin, 1991; McGlynn, 2003; Stringer, Wilson, Irwing, 

Giles & McClenaghan, 2000). A cross-sectional study matching those who 

attended integrated versus traditionally-structured schools demonstrated that 

inter-group contact was extended to friendships within and outside school 

and associated with less extreme political attitudes (Stringer et al., 2000).   

Later process-based studies sought to determine when contact is most 

successful at reducing and promoting attitudes associated with a peaceful 

outlook, for example, Hewstone et al. (2006) used data from the Northern 

Ireland Social Attitudes Survey of 1989 to 1991 to demonstrate that out-

group contact predicted positive attitudes towards forgiveness, trust and 

perspective-taking, with even those who had experienced the worst of the 

Troubles, indicating that attitudes were ameliorated via inter-group contact.  

Niens, Cairns, Hewstone and McLernon’s (2003) retrospective study of 

undergraduate students found that integrated education was positively 

associated with perceptions of quality of out-group contact. Recent studies 
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have concentrated on forms of social identification with the in-group as 

predictive of out-group threat, with high identifiers feeling more anxious 

about contact (Tausch et al., 2007a; 2007b).  McKeown et al., (2012) 

incorporated micro-contact and ecological approaches developed by Dixon 

and Durrheim (Dixon & Durrheim, 2003; Durrheim & Dixon, 2005) to 

demonstrate that in a structured context designed to facilitate inter-group 

contact, there were no infrahumanization differences between those who 

chose to sit beside and out-group member and those who did not, indicating 

that micro-segregation and attitude change may vary according to contact 

pre-conditions.  Thus, there is a range of compelling evidence that contact 

between the majority communities has fostered inter-group understanding, 

reconciliation and changes in identity structure between these communities. 

 

2.4.3. Criticisms of applications of the Contact Hypothesis in Northern 

Ireland 

Despite such positive research evidence, the contact approach in 

Northern Ireland has been criticized in the applied literature. In a summary 

paper concerning the contribution of integrated schooling towards moving 

out of the conflict, McGlynn, Niens, Cairns and Hewstone (2004) noted that 

the schooling system in Northern Ireland is socially divided along lines 

other than sectarian ones, often by gender, and usually by ability through 

the continuation of a transfer test at age eleven.  While most pupils involved 

in contact and integrative experiences placed a high value on these (Stringer 

et al., 2000) and that positive outgroup attitudes were mediated by reduced 

inter-group anxiety, contact experiences were often characterised by a 

culture of avoidance where religion and politics were excluded from polite 

conversation. Their inclusion across even these contexts would be 
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considered as socially gauche. McGlynn (2003) discusses the necessity of  

adopting and advancing a critical multiculturalist approach to the inclusion 

of Local and Global Citizenship education at Key Stages 3 and 4 of the 

Northern Ireland Curriculum (CCEA, 2003). Donnelly’s (2010) qualitative 

study of interviews with teachers in one integrated school in Northern 

Ireland evidenced this culture of avoidance even in this overtly ‘mixed’ 

setting where an integrated ethos supposedly prevailed; only two out of 18 

teachers held strong views about wanting to enforce a plural rather than a 

neutral or avoidant message about sectarian division. Reasons given for a 

neutral or avoidant stance included the desire to avoid confrontation, fear of 

violence being directed against staff (such as car vandalism), lack of time 

due to the pressures of delivering the academic curriculum, and irrelevance 

to subject teaching (for example, in mathematics and science), with a 

default argument being that if children were being educated together, this 

‘mere exposure’ would be the most positive influence (see Pettigrew and 

Troop, 2006).  

These findings must raise the question that if it is difficult to speak 

about sectarian attitudes given the composite life experiences and relational 

social identities of those involved in contact (see also Livingstone & 

Haslam, 2008), surely talk about ethnic difference will also present a host of 

difficulties, not least because of both cultural norms and the 

majority/minority asymmetry involved? Donnelly’s findings also allude to 

this type of manoeuvring in interviews with teaching staff: when exploring 

bigotry and prejudice in religious education classes, the teacher used 

examples from gender and racial discrimination where possible, rather than 

examples of sectarianism, in an effort to remove the discussion from an 
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immediate and uncomfortable context. Moreover, Smith (2003) argues that 

an inquiry-based model of citizenship will be essential to the development 

of understanding of multiculturalism in schools in Northern Ireland. He 

explains that a ‘rights and responsibilities’ model needs to underpin the 

definition of citizenship in a Northern Ireland context; by contrast, Parekh’s 

(2000) definition of citizenship for a Runnymede Trust publication on the 

future of multi-ethnic Britain, which separates cultural identities from state 

inclusion, would hold little relevance to the ethno-political situation in 

Northern Ireland.  Instead, Smith argues that the enjoyment of equal rights, 

which relates to the historical situation, potentially transcends a nationalistic 

model in the present, is consistent with the aims of the GFA and allows due 

attention towards the rights of children and minorities, should be central to 

the discussion and promotion of citizenship in Northern Ireland schools. It 

would seem that a ‘mere exposure’ rhetorical defence and a culture of 

avoidance of difficult conversations would be challenged by such a model.   

Yet a further criticism of the application of the contact hypothesis 

and integrated education is found in Hayes, McAllister and Dowd’s (2007) 

study of the political outlook of those educated within systems of formal 

and informal integrated settings in Northern Ireland, that is, an acceptance 

of the dominant political view. Catholics educated within these settings 

were more likely to endorse pro-British politics than those educated in 

Catholic maintained schools, highlighting that there may be political as well 

as affective and cognitive consequences of institutional contact and 

resultant prejudice reduction. Indeed, given the choice, contact may not 

even take place at all between members of the most politically polarized 

and ethnically homogenous majority communities due to intense feelings 
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fear or antipathy expressed by some members of these groups (Hughes, 

Campbell, Hewstone & Cairns, 2007).  

2.4.4. The Collective Action Model and challenges to racial inequality 

 Following their research in South African contexts, Dixon, Levine, 

Reicher and Durrheim (2012) propose that attention should be given to the 

political environment in which contact work takes place. Prejudice 

reduction research in the post-World War II environment of the 20th century 

has focused on historically advantaged groups, the underlying implication 

being that they had flawed and false negative thoughts and feelings about 

disadvantaged out-groups. It is ironic that inter-group research has 

demonstrated that prejudice reduction and identity changes, which resulted 

in the perception by disadvantaged groups that the dominant hold them in 

more favourable esteem, may in fact result in unchallenged discrimination 

(Dixon, Tropp, Durrheim & Tredoux, 2010). They explain that an 

alternative model to prejudice reduction is the collective action model, 

which focuses instead on allowing subordinate group members to recognize 

disadvantage and challenge inequality. However, Dixon, Durrheim, Kerr 

and Thomae (2013) propose that in situations where inter-group equality 

has been largely achieved, that the prejudice reduction model should 

benefit, and that an either/or theoretical approach is unnecessary. Moral 

goals, such as reconciliation and understanding amongst majority groups in 

Northern Ireland (e.g. Hewstone et al., 2006) may be appropriate for some 

situations and groups, but a promotion of these alone may unduly 

characterize resistance or negative valence approaches as disharmonious 

and best to be avoided.  Challenging racial discrimination and violence in 

Northern Ireland may require a more active and direct approach that is 
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counter-intuitive to the polite mores of avoidance culture so often featured 

in structured ‘dual majority’ encounters. 

2.4.5. Implications for the current research 

These findings have implications for relations between majority and 

minority ethnic group relations in Northern Ireland.  First, ‘mere exposure’ 

in less-than-optimal conditions for contact in the region (e.g. Gallaher, 

2007; Hughes et al., 2007), rather than that of a contact intervention (see 

also Dixon, Durrheim & Tredoux, 2005), has not resulted in harmonious 

social relations and prejudice reduction (e.g. Jarman, 2003; Montague & 

Shirlow, 2015).  There is evidence that structural racial inequality needs to 

be challenged, for example the Racial Equality Strategy has been criticized 

for failing to fully acknowledge the contributions that ethnic minority 

communities make to the society and the economy (Lo, 2014), and not least 

because only 12 people have been convicted in Northern Ireland in the past 

five years under hate crime legislation, despite 531 – 771 offences with a 

racist motive being recorded (NISRA datasets, cited in Montague & 

Shirlow, 2015). Moreover, the establishment of contact and its subsequent 

effects are part of an ongoing, ameliorative process, in stark contrast to the 

more urgent need to challenge the many forms of racism experienced by 

ethnic minority communities in Northern Ireland.  The evidence and 

argument presented in this sub-section indicates that a research approach 

should be adopted that deals with dominant group constructions of the 

minority out-group and discusses how these may be challenged. 
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2.5. Religious and national identity in border regions of Ireland 

This section reviews a series of Northern Ireland and Republic of 

Ireland cross-border studies conducted by Muldoon and colleagues which 

consider collective forms of national and religious identity within the 

political context of majority community division both north and south of the 

border following the GFA. (McLaughlin, Trew & Muldoon, 2006; 

Muldoon, McLaughlin, Rougier & Trew, 2008; Muldoon, McLaughlin & 

Trew, 2007; Muldoon, Trew, Todd, Rougier & McLaughlin, 2007; 

Stevenson & Muldoon, 2010; Todd, et al., 2006; Trew, Muldoon, 

McKeown & McLaughlin, 2009). These studies used essay writing and 

other written responses to garner the opinions and views of adolescents 

living in these areas, and interviews with adult populations concerning 

topics such as the meaning of national identity, religion, and memories of 

the conflict. Primarily using Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) along with some descriptive quantitative analysis to 

summate differences between groups, this research represents a detailed 

collection of qualitative work on the social psychology of national identity 

in the border regions and it provides a valuable insight to the ways in which 

interdependent identities within and between national boundaries may 

influence the ways in which ‘other’ ethnic communities and collectives may 

be constructed and represented within and between these imagined and 

actual boundaries of group identity and political geography. The influence 

of news media texts was considered in a strand of this research and will be 

discussed.   

These studies demonstrate that national identity was constructed as of 

personal importance, historically continuous and subject to influences that 
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were highly valued by participants. These included family life, religious 

affiliation, ethnic identity, socio-political context, geographical location, 

political unrest and media information. For example, an analysis of 

adolescents’ views on the relationships between religion, ethnicity and 

national identity demonstrated that a conflation of these was present in half 

the essays by Roman Catholic participants and a third of those by 

Protestants. In the rest of the sample, qualitative analysis demonstrated that 

other adolescents who did not espouse one of these religious identities often 

felt alienated from experiencing both ethnic and a national identity 

affiliation (McLaughlin et al., 2006). Moreover, in another related study, 

social, developmental and family reasons for involvement of youth in 

paramilitary activity was cited either over or in addition to ‘badness’ or 

‘madness’ explanations of ‘hot’ nationalism (Muldoon, McLaughlin & 

Trew, 2007). A sense of historical and familial continuity was also present 

in more general explanations of the meaning of national identity, with 

parental influence regarded as grounding one’s own sense of national 

belonging. While either ethno-religious affiliation or personal belief was 

considered as either divisive or providing an ecumenical antidote to 

prejudice, ethno-religious identity was always recounted with reference to 

social division between Catholic and Protestant communities (Muldoon, 

McLaughlin & Trew, 2007; Muldoon et al., 2007). Where religious identity 

was discussed as a means of extending friendship and harmonious relations 

with others of different national aspirations, the civic means of achieving 

this was rarely discussed, with mention of the GFA absent from all essays 

in one study (Muldoon et al., 2007) or mentioned in only 10% of lists about 

memories of the conflict (Trew et al., 2009).  
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National identity claims took different forms across the ethno-

religious divide. Catholic participants in Northern Ireland claimed an Irish 

identity, but often defined this in terms of opposition to a British identity, 

except when evoking basic civic markers of their UK membership, such as 

passport ownership. For Protestants, identity could shift between Irish, 

British and Northern Irish, but a singular Irish identity was rarely embraced, 

with Muldoon et al. (2007) describing the relationships between border and 

ethnic identities as oppositional and negatively interdependent upon each 

other. Both Muldoon et al. (2007) and Todd et al. (2006) regarded the adults 

they interviewed in ‘mixed’ marriages across the ethno-religious divide as 

engaging in talk that blurred boundaries between families, communities and 

nations. Muldoon and colleagues commented on the sophisticated narratives 

of these participants whose formulations of identity often worked to 

transcend perceived conventional forms of situated identities, and were 

frequently imparted with a strong moral and religious narrative flavour. 

Todd regarded these narratives as neither ethnic nor state-orientated, but 

grounded in constructing the participants’ representation of their morality as 

an exemplar of civility and openness, representing the conflict as alien to 

their values and denying its influence upon their family and community 

interactions. These participants were described by the authors as a “liminal” 

(p. 378) community. This description of living in a psychologically blurred 

state of national, political and religious existence illustrates the force of 

these forms of social division upon the sense of self, and the psycho-social 

impact upon this form of ‘otherness’.     

A study in this series concerning the role of the media in creating and 

sustaining memories of the Northern Ireland conflict (Trew et al., 2009) is 
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particularly relevant to the topic of the current thesis. The research rationale 

was based on previous findings related to middle-eastern conflicts and the 

Troubles. Bar Tal and Tuchman (2005) found that amongst young people, 

inter-group representations of conflict were influenced by multiple sources, 

which included family, schooling and the media. Media representations 

were a means of transmitting shared stereotypes about other groups. In an 

unrelated survey of Irish border participants, Anderson (2006b, cited in 

Trew et al., 2009) found that in Northern Ireland, separation was reflected 

and sustained by the fact that the two communities read different news 

publications, whereas this was not the case for Protestants and Catholics 

south of the border in the Republic, who tended to read the same 

newspapers. A longitudinal survey by Whyte (1995) recorded the news 

media interests of 12 year-olds in Belfast and Dublin in 1991, and in a 1992 

follow-up, found that as adults, the participants in Northern Ireland had 

more interest in local news stories that their Dublin peers.   

Participants in Trew et al.’s (2009) survey questioned how often the 

conflict was a feature of family discussions, and asked participants to list 

events they recalled as belonging to the Troubles, together with how they 

became aware of each. The researchers concluded that the news media was 

an important source of knowledge for these young people about the recent 

historical past, but that there was an asymmetry between the two 

communities, with Catholic participants showing more interest in the 

conflict in general, and listing discussions with family and friends as 

important sources of knowledge more frequently than Protestants.  In 

relation to the frequency and nature recall of the Omagh bombing and the 

psycho-social impact of its subject matter as the single largest atrocity of 
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the Troubles where 29 civilians were killed in a car bomb blast in the 

summer of 1998, the authors cited Roe and Cairns’s (2003) argument that in 

Northern Ireland, “media has a role cultivating basic assumptions about the 

nature of society” (p.179). Fifty-five per cent of respondents listed this 

incident, citing the media as the source of information just as frequently as 

discussions with family and friends, although they would have only been 

aged six or seven at the time of occurrence.  

The ‘Bloody Sunday’ massacre of 1972 where 29 unarmed civilians 

were shot by British soldiers during a protest march against internment in 

Londonderry/Derry was also frequently recalled, with the media cited most 

often as the source of information. Trew et al. cite Conway’s (2007) 

explanation for this pattern of results: that one purpose of re-enactments of 

the original march is to attract media attention as a means of wider 

community remembrance, and in this way the organisers may be described 

as “memory entrepreneurs” (p. 31).  In contrast, the GFA was listed by10% 

of the sample, leading the authors to conclude that events of intense and 

tragic emotional significance, rather than mainly political significance, 

would have greater media exposure and be likely to attract the attention of 

adolescent consumers. Thus, Trew et al.’s study, along with the previous 

research cited, would indicate that the news media has an important role to 

play in developing public discourse about emotive and controversial current 

events in Northern Ireland, and that these events may be represented 

differently in publications whose readership divides along ethno-religious 

lines.    
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2.6. Majority and minority inter-group relations: Theories and models 

Turning now to relations between the ‘dual majority’ and ethnic 

minority communities, the following theoretical approaches have 

specifically accounted for intergroup relations and their outcomes between 

immigrant groups and receiving communities, or between indigenous 

peoples and the majority post-colonial community: the Acculturation 

Strategy Model (Berry, 1980, 1997, 2005; 2008), the Interactive 

Acculturation Model (IAM; Bourhis, Moise, Perreault and Senecal, 1997), 

and the Theory of Integrated Threat (Stephan and Stephan, 1996).  Their 

research applications to inter-group relations in the Republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland will be described and evaluated within each sub-section.  

2.6.1 Acculturation Strategy Model 

Berry’s model (1980; 1997; 2005; 2008) provided a means of 

classifying individual differences in adaptation strategies to unfamiliar 

environments.  The classification has been operationalized as two questions 

requiring forced choice responses: Is it of value to maintain one’s own 

cultural identity? / Is it of value to maintain relationships with the wider 

society?  Responses classified individuals as utilising one of four adaptation 

strategies: integration; assimilation; separation; marginalization.   An 

integrative strategy may be defined as valuing mainstream culture whilst 

simultaneously maintaining one’s own.  This was regarded by Berry as the 

most psychologically healthy adaptation and should associate with 

measures of wellbeing.  Individuals who chose to adapt to mainstream 

culture but abandon one’s own were defined as choosing to assimilate; 

those who rejected the mainstream but embraced their culture of origin have 

adopted a separation strategy.  Within the model, marginalisation resulted 
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from renouncing both cultural orientations.  Berry regarded this strategy as 

having the least positive outcome for individual wellbeing.  Such 

differences put individual wellbeing at the core of definitions of diversity, 

but assumed the existence of a single mainstream culture, the necessity of 

adaptation to this culture, and that the receiving society will be equipped for 

easing cultural transition.  Berry’s model has been applied in the Republic 

of Ireland to examine acculturation stress and perceived discrimination 

amongst the refugee population, demonstrating that where social support 

was available, this led to reduced feelings of depression (Horgan, 2000). In 

Northern Ireland, deSaissy (2009) applied the model to consider wellbeing 

outcomes among Chinese immigrants and this research will be discussed in 

detail where I turn to reviewing the psychological literature on majority and 

minority relations between ethnic groups in the Republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland.    

2.6.2. Interactive Acculturation Model 

The Interactive Acculturation Model (IAM; Bourhis et al., 1997) was 

formulated to measure contact between culturally diverse residents of a 

society, including the consideration of mutual influence between groups.  

The model integrates into a single theoretical framework, state ideology (for 

example, immigration and integration policies), orientations adopted by 

immigrant groups, orientations of the host society, and interpersonal and 

intergroup relational outcomes. A top-down directional influence of state 

ideologies on both the individual strategies and upon intergroup relations 

was assumed.  In this respect the model operationally addressed the role of 

the state in individual and group adjustment strategies and thus advanced 

Berry’s theory by incorporating the idea that political dimensions impact 
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upon identity.  In this model, individual and group adjustment will be 

primarily dependent on structural variables.   

The IAM has been applied to societies containing more than one host 

community in Los Angeles and Montreal (Bourhis, Montreuil, El-Geledi, 

Harvey and Barrette, 2010), but has yet to be applied in polarised or 

separated societies where national orientation is divided, such as the region 

of Northern Ireland. The advantage of such a model is that both host and 

immigrant attitudes can be considered. In Montreal, a student immigrant 

population endorsed integration strategies of meritocratic individualism and 

integrationalism, which were regarded as ‘healthy’ models of adaptation 

within the structure of a third-level institution; their preference was 

integration with the Anglophone rather than Francophone community as 

they believed them to be more welcoming. In turn, Francophone hosts were 

ambivalent concerning migrant integration due to feelings of in-group 

loyalty and the desire to preserve a separate language and identity. A 

different social dynamic was at play within the Los Angeles immigrant 

student community, where Hispanics and Asians sought the company of 

Euro-Americans in preference to African Americans, as it was regarded as 

advantageous to assimilate with this high-status community. This example 

demonstrates that the top-down orientation of this model, which considers 

the influence of stable institutions upon institutional strategies, such as 

microcosm of the university campus, may be difficult to apply to the wider 

society in Northern Ireland where there is social division amongst the ‘host’ 

communities, but political structures remain unstable and in jeopardy.  The 

political stability that exists in Canada and the USA, are relative political 

constants absent in Northern Ireland.      
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2.6.3. Theory of Integrated Threat 

The theory of integrated threat (Stephan & Stephan, 1996; Stephan et 

al., 2002) provides a means of understanding prejudice and discrimination 

towards immigrants as regarded by the receiving population or in-group.  

This conceptualisation links the model with definitions of intergroup 

relations provided in Social Identity Theory.  The most prominent 

formulation of the theory considered three types of threat as predictive of 

prejudicial attitudes: realistic threat, symbolic threat and intergroup anxiety 

(Stephan et al., 2002). Examples of realistic threat may include possession 

of economic or political power by immigrants to the perceived detriment of 

the majority population.  Symbolic threat included fears about the moral 

and cultural attrition of belief systems and values.  Intergroup anxiety 

referred to the affective aspects of intergroup contact, including 

humiliation, embarrassment or rejection during social encounters.  This 

theory has been applied to test attitudes towards Polish immigrants in the 

Republic of Ireland (Scheibner & Morrison, 2009), and to populations in 

Northern Ireland with regard to their attitudes towards immigrants in 

general and to specifically defined national and ethnic groups (Pehrson, 

Gheorghiu & Ireland, 2013; van Rijswijk; Hopkins & Johnson, 2009). The 

details of these studies will again be considered in the context of the 

empirical work in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland later in the 

chapter. 

2.7. Immigration, ethnicity, ‘race’ and nation in Ireland 

 The following section will deal with inter-disciplinary approaches 

that researchers have considered in approaching problems of inter-ethnic 
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prejudice and racism in Ireland, past and present.  It will begin with a 

consideration of research approaches towards the Republic of Ireland and 

pre-partition Ireland, and specific approaches to the situation in Northern 

Ireland will follow. Unlike research on national identity and 

multiculturalism in English and Scottish contexts (e.g. Condor 2000, 2006; 

Reicher & Hopkins, 2001), there is no aggregated body of research which 

considers ethnic or national majority constructions of immigrants or ethnic 

minorities in talk and text. For this reason, the section focuses on a variety 

of research approaches to develop an understanding of the research context 

of Ireland as once dominated by Imperial rule, and constituting a republic 

following partition in 1921, with Northern Ireland remaining part of the 

United Kingdom and experiencing ongoing political and social division. 

This section does not assume historical, political or geographical ‘causes’, 

but develops a contextual rationale for the current research.    

2.7.1. Pre-partition Ireland and the Republic of Ireland  

Towards the end of the 20th Century, the Republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland made a transition from an emigrant to an immigrant 

society. This began with the advance of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy, the 

associated demand for labour in the Republic of Ireland during the 1990s 

and the accommodation of Eastern European Accession States into the 

European Union in 2004 and 2007.  The sociologist Galvin (2010) noted 

that from the 19th century until the 1990s, emigration was a dominant 

feature of Irish society.  The Irish diaspora has been extensively 

documented.  As a consequence of economic growth during the period 

known as the ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy, and because of Ireland’s obligations 

to the 1951 Geneva Convention on refuge and asylum, the trend was 
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reversed.  In a ten year period from 1996, net immigration exceeded 

emigration; labour migrants and refugees accounted for this change.  In 

2003, the Republic of Ireland decided that members of the Accession States 

of the EU should have unrestricted access to the labour market.  In Galvin’s 

analysis, the past emphasis on emigration left Ireland poorly equipped for 

the role of migrant host society.  As a result, legislative measures were 

reactive in nature, framing the phenomenon as problematic and temporary.  

Galvin asserted that the interchangeable use of the terms ‘migrant’, 

‘refugee’ and ‘illegal immigrant’ by government and media, along with 

increased state control through legislative powers, such as the Immigration 

Act (1999) and the Employment Permits Act (2003), could potentially 

deepen insecurities about composition and motivation of immigrant groups 

in Ireland.  The author also noted that in establishing policy, the 

government may have aimed to meet the needs of refugees and balance the 

labour market, but may also have provided categorisation of immigrants 

that were materialistically framed, leading to economic tension within the 

host community.   

In their editorial to the volume Cultivating Pluralism, a collection of 

psychological and sociological studies with a focus on ethnic minority 

groups in the Republic of Ireland, MacLachlan and O’Connell (2000) 

argued that the wider goals of social inclusion: tolerance, the 

implementation of equality of access, and the implementation of civil rights, 

may be realised through creating an ethos of pluralism within Irish society.  

Commentaries by both Furnham (2000) and  Berry (2000) shared in the 

conclusion that Irish society in the 1990s retained insular values rather than 

valuing diversity and that the social acceptance of minorities may be 
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dependent upon the assimilation of majority values.  This would sometimes 

work in favour of immigrants though experiencing welcome, but could also 

be detrimental to their attempt to integrate, for example when religious 

practices or visible differences such as skin colour resulted in perceived 

discrimination or indeed, racist abuse.  

McVeigh’s (1998a) work on racism in Ireland also points towards 

this assimilationist specificity in everyday cultural discourse, and offers the 

rationale that this should be theorized in order to properly develop effective 

located anti-racism. He argues that racism has its basis in the strength of an 

exclusive, homogenous feeling of community in Ireland that views 

outsiders as potentially threatening group security and thus raises important 

questions about connections between racism and ‘community’ discourses 

and local government policies of ‘community development’. Lentin and 

McVeigh (2002) have considered four different processes which they 

contend have encouraged the continued racialization of Irishness and have 

thus contributed to ‘othering’ and racism. These are: the evocation of 

cultural authenticity and national feelings of a right to an Irish national 

homeland; Ireland being represented as passive and disempowered 

regarding both the Irish diaspora and immigration from elsewhere; blaming 

the presence of out-groups as the cause of racism; and the projection of 

negative stereotypes on to individual group members. They claim that 

through these processes, racism has become normalized or accepted in 

Ireland, and that this goes hand-in-hand with the refusal to accept that there 

are problems that the in-group collective may be required to address.      

A recent illustration of McVeigh and Lentin’s theoretical approaches 

to both the general and the specific nature of racism concerned the 
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controversies surrounding the legal status of children born in Ireland to non-

Irish parents. The Belfast or Good Friday Agreement of 1998 changed an 

aspect of the Irish Constitution whereby Republic of Ireland citizenship was 

granted to anyone born on the island of Ireland.  As consequence, the right 

of Irish citizenship of children born to foreign national parents was 

strengthened.  In 2004, a referendum occasioned the highest local election 

turnout in almost 20 years (Smith, 2008, cited in Scheibner and Morrison, 

2009), which resulted in the Irish Nationality and citizenship Act (2004) 

following a voting agreement of approximately 80 per cent.  This new 

legislation removed this right to citizenship unless one parent had legally 

resided on the island of Ireland for at least three years immediately 

preceding the birth of their child.  These actions suggested that the Irish 

public desired a change in citizenship rights from being determined by jus 

soli, determined by birth, to jus sanguinis, determined by lineage 

(Scheibner and Morrison, 2009).  The ruling led commentators to assert that 

Ireland was becoming a racial state (Garner, 2007; Lentin 2007; Lentin and 

McVeigh, 2006).  The centre-right political hegemony within Irish society 

that deemed such a referendum acceptable, could in part explain why, 

unlike in other parts of Europe, far-right political mobilisation against 

immigrant groups had not occurred, despite highly ambivalent attitudes 

characteristic of broader international trends (Garner, 2007).  In their 

volume of collected essays, Racism and anti-racism in Ireland, sociologists 

Lentin and McVeigh (2002) argued that racisms are always situated and 

constructed; elsewhere Lentin (2003) asserted that the furore surrounding 

the constitutional status of Irish children born to non-national mothers could 

be conceptualised as the reluctance of Irish society to move from definitions 
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of nationhood that are characteristic of late modernity, into the discomfort 

of postmodern chaos.  

Furthermore, the use of seemly egalitarian descriptors such as 

‘multiculturalism’ may disguise power relationships between racialized 

groups when mobilized by social groups or incorporated into public policy 

(Hall, 2000, cited in Lentin & McVeigh, 2002).  This has been evidenced in 

a study by social psychologists Pehrson, Stevenson, Muldoon and Reicher 

(2014) who interviewed participants in a ‘multicultural’ themed St Patrick’s 

Day parade in Dublin city centre found that majority groups post-event felt 

they had achieved the collective recognition they sought, whereas ethnic 

minority groups felt that both aspects of micro-segregation and 

inauthenticity, such as placement in the parade costume design,  had marred 

their efforts towards sought identity recognition. A study of social policy 

formation by Fanning and Mutwarasibo (2007) argued that political parties 

in the Republic were unable to sensitively or effectively engage with ethnic 

minority communities, for example, a campaign for encouraging political 

involvement of these communities took place in parallel with the 2004 

citizenship referendum.   These theoretical and empirical approaches 

provide a challenge to the social psychological models which may, in 

principle, be applied to any society using seemingly neutral predictive 

factors and pre-designated desirable outcomes, such as Berry’s 

conceptualization of the psychologically healthy, multicultural society.  

Collective self-regard in Ireland both north and south, with its pride 

on being a friendly and welcoming nation was in sharp contrast with many 

recent and occasionally extreme racist attacks. This has been constructed in 

the popular media as a source of collective shock and grief to the island’s 
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inhabitants (McVeigh, 1998; Rolston and Shannon, 2002).  In their 2002 

text, Encounters: How racism came to Ireland, Rolston and Shannon’s aim 

was to expose a history of racism as experienced by both Irish migrants to 

elsewhere, and the racism experienced by others at the hands of Irish people 

at home and abroad. Their work demonstrates that sometimes there were 

unequal power relations between these racialized groups, whereas at other 

times Irish people were subordinated with people of colour. A summary of 

their investigations helps to defend against the erroneous idea that the 

presence of migrants is ever a justified cause of discriminatory or violent 

behaviour, and that commonplace negative representations of the ethnic or 

racialized ‘other’ may have their origins in historical phenomena that make 

sense within the confines of that culture (cf. Moscovici, 1984).  

The authors explain that Irish people have had contact with people of 

other ethnicities for many centuries; the ‘Celtic Tiger’ and EU expansion 

and resultant immigration are not an entirely new phenomenon, but a more 

recent manifestation of a social phenomenon that is centuries old. There is 

evidence, for example, that the Coptic Christians of Egypt took refuge in 

Irish monasteries during the ‘Dark Ages’ in Europe. With Viking 

occupation, the organised slave trade came to Ireland: the Gaelic word for 

‘black man’ – ‘fear gorm’ - derives from Old Norse. There is also evidence 

that in the 8th Century, pilgrimages were made from Ireland to the Holy 

Land, and that the presence of the Normans would have influenced the 

views of Irish people about the Islamic world. Irish people have historically 

been subject to both been held captive and potentially liberated by people of 

colour: a raid on the town of Baltimore in County Cork in 1631 resulted in 

hundreds of Irish people being taken to North Africa as ‘Barbary slaves’; 
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another single yet contrasting historic episode of dramatic inter-group 

contact was the presence of ‘black’ soldiers as part of the liberating French 

forces who landed in Mayo to assist with the 1798 rebellion by the United 

Irishmen. Later, service to the British Empire often held up the dwindling 

finances of the Ascendency and boosted the fortunes of a Catholic middle 

class. An infamous example is the case of Lieutenant Governor of the 

Punjab, Sir Michael O’Dwyer from Tipperary who voiced posthumous 

approval of the 1919 Amritsar massacre of 379 unarmed Sikhs at a holy 

site. He was later assassinated by members of this group in a revenge 

killing.   

 From the time of the Plantations in Ireland, the nation was linked to 

Empire and the nations of the west. Under British Imperial rule, slavery was 

central to capitalist development. The navigation and cattle acts of the early 

17th century worked to maintain the colony status of Ireland by restricting 

trade, yet a legal loophole meant that English ships could be provisioned in 

Ireland, with food, clothing and shoes to supply the British West Indies. 

Many Presbyterian bourgeois of Belfast, excluded from the Anglican 

ascendency, grew rich on these profits and were able to buy land, establish 

banks and diversify the manufacturing industry of the city. Support for the 

slave trade amongst Belfast Presbyterians was fiercely divided, with many 

others following the example of the champion of Catholic Emancipation, 

Daniel O’Connell, in refusing to profit or receive funding from the slave 

trade, and inviting emancipated slave, Fredrick Douglass, to speak at 

Belfast abolitionist meetings.  

Elsewhere, the Scotch-Irish, who were at the margins of the Irish 

plantation project, forced back the frontier in America in the early 18th 
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century and as they prospered, they adopted the values of economic 

liberalism that allowed them to gain status through slave ownership. The 

Catholic Irish in America were often not wanted as servants and were 

regarded as expendable labourers, in contrast to slaves who were 

characterised as valuable property. Irish labourers were often known as 

“‘niggers turned inside out’ ” (p. 43). One measure to avoid the “taint of 

blackness” (Ignatiev, 1995, p. 41, cited in Rolston and Shannon, 2002) was 

an organized exclusion of ‘black’ people from trades and professions by 

Irish labourers, which received Democratic Party backing in 1790. 

McVeigh (1998a) also notes that many key figures from both Irish 

nationalism and British unionism have also been implicated in forms of 

racist practice, such as the Sinn Fein founder Arthur Griffith’s support for 

Young Irelander John Mitchel’s pro-slavery stance and his white superiority 

outpourings in his famous Jail Journal, of 1914 (Mitchel, 2012), following 

his imprisonment for supposed acts of felony, prior to transportation. Yet 

more recently and in direct anti-racist contrast, in the latter part of the 20th 

century, civil rights marches were modelled on ideas and tactics used in the 

battle against racial discrimination by Martin Luther King, such as the 

People’s Democracy movement and the associated Long March from 

Derry/Londonderry to Belfast in 1969, with several visits between United 

States and Northern Ireland activists taking place during the early period of 

peaceful political challenge prior to the Troubles.   

2.7.2. The social psychology of host and migrant contact in the 

Republic of Ireland        

Such a history would indicate that social patterning and discursive 

approaches to ethnic inter-group contact in Ireland would prove fruitful, yet 
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there are surprisingly few studies in the psychological literature that relate 

to the relationship between the majority ‘host’ community experience in the 

Republic of Ireland and immigrant communities.  In MacLachlan and 

O’Connell’s (2000) Cultivating Pluralism, Curry (2000) used measures of 

social distance, in a survey of Dublin participants, to analyse the degree of 

social contact they would be prepared to have with groups of nationally and 

ethnically defined peoples.  Education was found to be the key demographic 

predictor of contact.  Curry interpreted this finding in relation to intergroup 

theory, and argued that, as educated people may be an important reference 

point or in-group in a literate society, identifying with this normative 

influence may lead to a reduction in prejudice.  In congruence with Tajfel’s 

(1972) ideas about the importance of context in the application of social 

identity theory, Curry noted that in other national contexts, this may not 

necessarily be a positive influence, for example in pre-reform South Africa. 

In their research on attitudes towards Polish immigrants to the 

Republic of Ireland, Scheibner and Morrison (2009) tested Irish participants 

on measures of integrated threat, that is, realistic, symbolic and intergroup 

anxiety (Stephan and Stephan, 1996; Stephan et al., 2002), but found no 

correlation between level of threat and the assessment of a fictional job 

applicant where either Irish or Polish nationality was manipulated.  The 

authors offered explanations for these results that linked their research 

materials to aspects of affect and cognition.  I would argue that it is perhaps 

more interesting to compare the research context of this work, that is, an 

vignette-style application form for the position of restaurant manager during 

a period of rapid economic growth in the Republic, with the contrasting 

context of research employing integrated threat theory in Northern Ireland, 
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where recent literature has considered the role of perceived symbolic threat 

from immigrants in terms of ethnic division and political polarisation (van 

Rijswijk, Hopkins and Johnson, 2009; Pehrson, et al. 2013).  This illustrates 

that social psychological research and the application of theoretical models 

is mediated historically, culturally and socially, and that ‘objective’ 

scientific research does not take place within a vacuum (Willig, 2013.) 

Two qualitative studies conducted in the Republic of Ireland have 

focused on immigrants’ perceptions of their host community.  In Galvin’s 

(2000) analysis, in series of unstructured interviews with African asylum 

seekers residing in Ireland, themes that arose from the analysis were a 

feeling of conflict between perceptions of the self and the perceived host 

society’s hostile perception of the their economic dependency.  Under the 

Irish Refugee Act (1996), asylum seekers were entirely state dependent 

until refugee status has been established.  Experiences of loneliness, 

exclusion and alienation were common, linked not only to push factors that 

forced them to flee their country of origin, but also negative perceptions of 

asylum seekers and experiences of material and resource-based exclusion.  

In the same volume, Boucher reanalysed interviews with international 

students who had been studying in Ireland for at least one year, conducted 

by the Irish Council for International Students.  He concluded that this 

population felt best accepted by the Irish student community when they 

adopted an assimilationist strategy (Berry, 2008) as a means of coping with 

social isolation, and that international students’ encounters with both civic 

and state culture were characterised by Irish insularity: friendliness was not 

always translated into equal treatment if students did not want to culturally 

assimilate.  These two studies have revealed the impact of both state 
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mechanisms and national ideology in either furthering or restricting the 

vision of a pluralistic society (cf. Reicher and Hopkins, 2001). 

Keogh’s (2000) discursive analysis of how Dublin secondary school 

pupils constructed opinions about refugees and asylum seekers during focus 

group discussions aimed to locate sources of knowledge and considered the 

ways that their ideologies were specifically Irish.  Forms of news media 

were common sources of information; participants appeared to have 

difficulty reconciling the content of news headlines with their own 

experiences.  They showed limited awareness of factors that may have 

pushed immigrants from their homeland and often assumed that refugees 

arrived in Ireland through choice.  Prejudicial feelings towards asylum 

seekers were located with other Irish people, such as the poorly educated 

whose parents demonstrated strong racism.  Blame for prejudicial attitudes 

and unwelcoming treatment was also constructed as a just consequence for 

recipients when their presence was deemed as threatening or deviant.   

Definitions of multiculturalism demonstrated confusion between the 

concepts of culture and race, associating the concept with visual media 

images of gangs and ghettos in US cities.  Participants expressed fear of 

overpopulation and permanent cultural change in Irish cities.  Refugees 

were constructed as beneficiaries of Irish wealth, or as abusers of the 

welfare system.  Irish emigrants of the past were regarded as legitimate 

colonisers who worked to build a country’s wealth, who, having 

experienced extreme poverty in their own country were active in creating 

their own fortunes elsewhere. This was contrasted with the passive 

constructions of current asylum seekers in Ireland who were represented as 

dependent upon systemic assistance from Irish authorities.     
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The academic work undertaken in the Republic of Ireland has 

demonstrated links between perspectives on immigrants and ideologies that 

may be constructed specifically within a historic and national context (cf. 

Billig, 1996).  Studies from Northern Ireland may reveal different 

perspectives and constructions due to the history of recent conflict and 

political polarisation.  It is to the literature of this region that the review 

now turns. 

2.7.3. Host and migrant contact in Northern Ireland 

The enlargement of the European Union in 2004 meant that that 

Northern Ireland also experienced an unprecedented increase in migration, 

coinciding with the transition from over 30 years of ‘Troubles’ that claimed 

over 3000 lives, to a period of relative stability following the signing of the 

Belfast or Good Friday agreement.  In common with the Republic of Ireland 

but unlike many other UK regions, Northern Ireland had not previously 

experienced immigration on a significant scale: for example, in the census 

of 2001, the Chinese community, the largest ethnic community in Northern 

Ireland represented only 0.25% of the total population (NISRA, 2001). The 

research aims and methods employed in some of the recent work into the 

experiences of ethnic minority communities in reflects the specificity of the 

particular needs of the ethnic minority groups in this small region, for 

example, interviews with African immigrants living west of the Bann 

concerning civic participation and community relations (Odihambo, 2008), 

experience and identity change in the Filipino nursing community in 

Derry/Londonderry (McElhinney, 2008), a situated study of experiences of 

the Polish community living in Belfast (Kempny, 2010), the experience of 

migrants engaged in hospitality work in the hotel and catering industry at 
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the north coast (Devine, Baum, Hearns, Devine, 2007) and discourses of 

multiculturalism and community relations as impacted upon the Chinese 

community when planning a sheltered housing scheme and community and 

resource centre to be located in Belfast (Chan, 2006).   

Northern Ireland is a small region of the UK, comprising of 

approximately 1.7 million people but located on the island of Ireland.  The 

political status of the region has been contested since the partition of Ireland 

in 1921.  The unionist majority population wish to maintain constitutional 

links with Britain only, whereas nationalists desire reunification with the 

Irish state.  This political polarisation is reflected in the continued 

maintenance of distinct identities between the Protestant and Catholic 

communities, separation in housing and education (e.g. Campbell, Cairns & 

Mallett, 2004) and preferences for limited contact (e.g. Tausch, Hewstone, 

Kenworthy, Cairns & Christ, 2007). Social and political commentators have 

asserted that this has resulted in the marginalisation of the needs of minority 

and ethnic communities and a denial of racism in both social and political 

arenas (Hainsworth, 2002; McVeigh, 1998) not least evidenced in the late 

arrival of the Race Relations (Northern Ireland) Order, 1997, 32 years after 

the Race Relations Act (1974) was applied in England, Scotland and Wales. 

Researchers have argued that while the1998 Agreement has facilitated an 

agenda and legislation which furthered civic obligations towards the rights 

of ethnic minority communities in the region (Lentin and McVeigh, 2006), 

the language of the Agreement is ill-equipped to deal with multi-

culturalism, as it articulates socio-political relations in terms of the ‘two 

communities’ and the ‘other’ (Finlay, 2007; Gilligan, Hainsworth & 

McGarry, 2011). Hayes and Dowds’s (2006) analysis of data provided on 
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the ‘two communities’ attitudes to ethnic minorities, for example, illustrates 

this  power asymmetry between ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ communities by 

comparing different types of social relationships: while Catholics were 

significantly more welcoming than Protestants with regard to a family 

member marrying someone from an ethnic minority background, both 

Catholic and Protestants equally disliked the idea of have a boss in the 

workplace from an ethnic minority group. Another example is provided in 

an analysis of police reports of racial harassment between 1996 and 2001 

(Jarman, 2003) which revealed that young people were involved in 50 per 

cent of harassment cases, suggesting the possibility of a worrying trend for 

civic relations in post-Agreement Northern Ireland.  

A pertinent question arises from this discussion which requires 

theorization:  What associations exist between sectarianism and racism? 

The literature demonstrates that this depends upon the measures and 

perspectives used to conceptualize these phenomena. Brewer (1992) has 

noted outcome parallels between the two: both processes may lead to 

discrimination, inequality and conflict.  McVeigh and Rolston (2006) chose 

to theorize sectarianism in Northern Ireland as a sub-set of racism, as they 

regard both as a product of colonialism, as within this power relationship, 

Irish Catholicism has been negatively evaluated as inherent laziness, 

stupidity, rebelliousness and a tendency towards violence. They reason that 

as both anti-Semitism and anti-Islamic feeling are forms of racism based 

fundamentally on religious difference. Northern Ireland’s origins as a 

Protestant state – former Prime Minister James Craig’s (1934) boasted of “a 

Protestant Parliament and Protestant State” (cited in Bardon, 1992) – means 

for these researchers that sectarianism is a form of state racism that has 
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been re-configured rather than removed in post-Agreement Northern Ireland 

as it remains under UK jurisdiction. McVeigh (1998) argues that it is this 

form of unionist hegemony that permitted Enoch Powell to find a home in 

Ulster Unionism, and the former MEP John Taylor, to feel uncompromised 

by joining Jean-Marie Le Pen’s Group of the European Right.  More 

recently, a political row over posters in east and south Belfast in 2014, 

which claimed that local people were being denied jobs in long-established 

local industries while immigrant workers demanded high wages, were 

defended by UKIP leader in Northern Ireland, David McNarry, yet strongly 

branded as ‘racist’ by Alliance MLA and ethnic minority representative, 

Anna Lo (BBC Northern Ireland, 2014). Lentin and McVeigh (2006) argue 

that the changes in power relations described have impacted negatively 

upon the largely working-class loyalist community, and that as a measure of 

concession and pacification, British state powers have refrained from 

outright condemnation of racist incidents that have taken place in loyalist 

communities.   

However, McVeigh (1998b) has also interpreted the influence of 

sectarianism upon racism as both structurally complex and different from 

many British manifestations of racism as it is a “dual majority problem” (p. 

17, italics in the original) that caused ethnic minority communities to 

experience racism against the backdrop of the majority communities’ 

equality struggle, making it difficult to build alliances and work in a 

situation where ‘white’ identity is deeply contested and divided.  He 

contends that indigenous, anti-Traveller racism is constructed along 

sectarian lines, with sedentary Catholics sometimes constructing the 

Traveller way of living as pathological, but Protestants constructing it as 
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demonstrating the imagined worst of Irish Catholic degeneracy. While 

Lentin and McVeigh (2006) and McVeigh and Rolston (2007) argue that 

the British State has failed to address loyalist manifestations of racism in 

the post-Agreement ‘statelet’, McVeigh (1998b) does point out that the 

loyalist Progressive Unionist Party has undertaken important anti-racist 

work (see also Hainsworth, 2002); that while loyalist youth have been 

attracted to National Front (NF) iconography, the paramilitary loyalist 

Ulster Defence Association (UDA) had fractured relations with the 

organization and is reputed to enjoy sending minority ethnic delegates 

belonging to the Association to meet racist groups in Britain.  Thus, in 

practice, and often in theory, the relationship between sectarianism and 

racism in Northern Ireland continues to be convoluted and contradictory.  If 

further answers to the questions of links between these ‘-isms’ are to move 

beyond the level of descriptive terminology and example, ethnic majority 

representations of minority immigrant and ethnic groups in Northern 

Ireland require forms of detailed empirical investigation. 

Gough et al. (1992) warned psychologists who wish to conduct such 

investigations that social reality in Northern Ireland is complex, and that 

variety and diversity will exist in any locality. An illustration of this type of 

complexity may be provided by Geoghegan’s (2008a) social geography 

study of anti-racist murals in West Belfast in both nationalist and loyalist 

areas (Appendix A).  In 2005, the West Against Racism Network (WARN), 

situated on the nationalist Falls Road, organised the painting of an anti-

racist mural, ‘Fight Bigotry – Fight Racism’, which drew symbols and 

narratives from Irish experiences of racism in London.  Geoghegan 

interpreted this mural as appropriating racialized ‘Others’ into Republican 



 

65 
 

political positions and Protestants were absented from this construction of 

Irish identity.  At about the same time, following an attack on a local 

Muslim family, a community group on the Shankill Road commissioned an 

anti-racist mural which instructed loyalists to ‘Declare War on Racism’, or 

to put it to death, the central images being the Red Hand of Ulster and a 

graveyard from the Battle of the Somme.  The author commented that the 

message of anti-racist support and militaristic loyalism appear to contradict 

the message of solidarity with other social groups.  Despite the aspects of 

persistent sectarianism depicted in these murals, Geoghegan concludes that 

they may function within their localities to challenge and destabilise 

accepted racist agendas.   

Although political scientist John Whyte (1991) has commented that 

the Northern Ireland conflict is perhaps the most researched on the planet, 

there are few psychological studies to date that examine the impact of 

immigration upon the region. The aforementioned investigation by deSaissy 

(2009) questioned Chinese and Northern Ireland participants on measures 

of integration, self-efficacy and social support.  Within the confines of 

Berry’s model, the author chose to locate the Protestant population as the 

mainstream cultural or in-group, and Catholics as representing the out-

group, due to the history of discrimination against them.  Chinese 

participants were found to have lower levels of self-efficacy than Catholics, 

and were less integrated into the majority community.  Limitations 

discussed included the idea that self-efficacy may not be a suitable measure 

of well-being amongst older, first-generation Chinese immigrants.  More 

importantly, the author was concerned that Berry’s model was difficult to 

apply to Northern Irish society.  She asserted: “studies have presumed that 
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the host society itself is well adjusted socially. …If integration is the 

adoption of the host society’s culture while simultaneously retaining one’s 

own then would it not logically lead to the conclusion that well integrated 

Chinese immigrants in Northern Ireland are those who chose segregation 

and separation as the most effective acculturation strategy?” (p. 298-9).  

This remark would imply that acculturation, adaptation, and related 

psychological adjustment of immigrants cannot be separated from the 

culture of the receiving society, but would also suggest that the society must 

be stereotyped as either psychologically healthy or maladjusted.  A further 

criticism of this analysis is the assumption that Protestants are indeed the in-

group: Stevenson, Condor and Abell (2007) have challenged this depiction 

as reliant on situating the problem within the region of Northern Ireland.  

Given that the territory is contested, framing the problem within either the 

British state or the Island of Ireland resulted in the ‘minority-majority 

conundrum’ (p. 106) whereby the status of who exactly constitutes the in-

group becomes discursively contested. DeSaissy’s static three-tier 

conceptualisation of majority and minority intergroup relations does not 

allow for this dilemmatic repositioning. 

Van Rijswijk et al. (2009) considered the role of social categorisation 

and identity threat in the perception of Polish migrant workers in Northern 

Ireland.  This experimental investigation utilised vignettes to make either 

the migrants’ Catholicism or their European identity salient to a sample of 

Protestants. Where Poland’s Catholicism was emphasised, participants were 

less welcoming of Polish migrants and regarded them as a symbolic threat 

(cf. Stephan and Stephan, 1996).  The authors emphasised the theoretical 

importance of conceptualising social categorisation as a political process as 
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the same group of migrants was evaluated differently. They concluded that 

Social Identity theorists needed to acknowledge that group positions can 

change within social, political and rhetorical contexts because social 

categorisation is a dynamic phenomenon. The authors commented that 

social actors will invoke aspects of identity to make social categorisations 

salient or otherwise, and that there is a need for research to explore this.  

They cited an example from a media report that described how the loyalist 

Ulster Defence Association (UDA) attempted to challenge their xenophobic 

image by distributing leaflets in a Belfast district that highlighted Polish air 

force pilots’ contribution to Second World War efforts.  Stevenson et al. 

(2007) noted that there is a trend in Social Identity literature towards 

regarding aspects of intergroup relations as resources for action, concerning 

relative group position and the formulation of strategies for achieving social 

change. 

A study by Pehrson, Gheorghiu and Ireland (2012) also considered 

the role of cultural threat in anti-immigrant prejudice in Northern Ireland.  

These authors argued that traditional measures of threat, that is, those 

operationalized by the definition that the out-group may change or obstruct 

in-group values and their expression, may be of limited value as they may 

measure a dislike of cultural out-groups in general.  Pehrson et al. 

reconceptualised cultural threat as a manifestation of resentment linked to 

the undermining of majority group’s privileged status, accompanied by 

feelings of vulnerability that may lead to difference being interpreted as 

culturally threatening.  They argued that current political circumstances in 

Northern Ireland mean that Protestants perceived a general sense of cultural 

threat following the transition from unionist control of government to power 
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sharing and ‘parity of esteem’ following the Belfast Agreement of 1998.  

This has resulted in a sense of cultural competition.  Using data from the 

Northern Ireland Life and Times Surveys of 2002 and 2009 concerning 

attitudes towards five target ethnic groups, a path analysis demonstrated 

that Protestants reported higher levels of anti-immigrant prejudice than 

Catholics, and that Protestant and unionists were more likely to perceive 

threats to their cultural heritage than Catholics and nationalists.  A 

mediation analysis demonstrated that perceived threat was further 

associated with negative attitudes towards immigrant groups amongst 

Protestants and unionists.  These analyses demonstrate that religious 

categorization, as investigated by van Rijswijk et al. (2009), is not 

responsible alone for anti-immigrant prejudice, but that the origin of threat 

in wider political processes also requires empirical investigation.  

Concerning majority or ‘dual majority’ group identity in Northern 

Ireland, several studies have demonstrated the dynamic, fluid and shifting 

aspects of group position in Northern Ireland.  For example, Gallagher’s 

(1989) rhetorical analysis of interviews with members of Northern Ireland 

political parties, evidenced competing notions of group identity amongst 

Protestant representatives to Ulster and the British state, demonstrating that 

variability in the relative position of groups can change from moment to 

moment.  Stevenson, Condor and Abell (2007) found that in an analysis of 

political speeches delivered by members of the Orange Order of Northern 

Ireland, minority and majority claims made by these unionists were also not 

fixed but used to achieve rhetorical goals (cf. Billig et al., 1988).  The 

rhetorical character of these speeches also differed over time, with speeches 

after the Agreement arguing a disempowered minority status for the group.  
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In their qualitative analysis of national and religious self-identification 

strategies of Protestants and Catholics adults and adolescents living in 

boarder areas of Northern Ireland, Muldoon et al. (2007) also found that 

these identities were employed strategically and changed according to 

rhetorical context, and that these strategies were more common among 

Protestant participants.  These findings suggest that not only the context of 

group position (van Rijswijk et al. 2009) or the political content of group 

identity (Pehrson et al., 2012) may need to be considered regarding host 

community perspectives on immigrant groups, but that identity in relation 

to these groups may also need to be conceptualised as a resource and 

rhetorical accomplishment (Stevenson et al., 2007).  

2.8. Discourse, rhetoric and national identity: Studies from Scottish 

and English settings 

This section considers discursive and rhetorical approaches to the 

identity of the collective self and the other in relation to national identity in 

other regions of the United Kingdom. The topic of national identification 

has received much attention from psychologists working within qualitative 

paradigms.  These theoretical and empirical arguments and inquiries have 

investigated the concept of ‘the nation’ using discursive, rhetorical and 

historical forms of investigation to consider how this type of political and 

inter-group identity is discussed, explored, represented and constructed in 

forms of talk and text. Billig’s (1995) theory of ‘banal’ nationalism 

contested previous social identity approaches to national identity. Writing at 

a time prior to the Collective Action approach within social identity theory, 

he was critical of experimental approaches within that tradition which 

reduced national identity to a cognitive self-category much like any other 
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imagined community (Anderson, 1983, cited in Reicher & Hopkins, 2001).  

Billig analysed the rhetoric that constituted national imaginings, and their 

constant reproduction through the everyday habits of social life manifest in 

talk, symbolism and action that worked to embody the nation collective 

self, such as daily flag-flying in the USA or on national occasions in the 

UK.  He contrasted these ‘banal’ forms of everyday nationalism with what 

he classified as ‘hot’ forms of ethnic nationalism, such as the painting of 

kerb-stones to mark an exclusive claim to national territory in Northern 

Ireland. Considering the ways in which banal forms of national identity 

were constituted through discussions of daily topics such as sport and the 

weather, especially in the news media, Billig proposed the idea of a deixis 

of ‘we’, that works in talk and text not only as a means of comfortably and 

uncritically unifying the national group, but priming it for political action as 

deemed necessary, such as the Falklands war.   

Reicher and Hopkins (2001) also argued for the need to interrogate 

the ways in which groups and individuals were constituted in political talk 

and text as either part of the national group or as other, using the overt 

rhetoric of Scottish national identity as their principal mode of 

investigation. Their work concerns the ability of political speakers, in 

interview, in newspaper texts and as orators to mobilize definitions of the 

collective self that are not pre-defined or static, but vary according to their 

target audience and the type of appeal they wish to make.  Thus, they 

investigate the links between social identity and political mobilization, 

characterizing the flexible talk of politicians as the work of “entrepreneurs 

of identity” (p. 75), studying temporal shifts in identity construction within 

a social identity model.  
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 Investigations into forms of English identity by Susan Condor and 

colleagues (e.g. Abell, Condor & Stevenson, 2006; Abell, Condor, Lowe, 

Gibson & Stevenson, 2007; Condor 2000, 2006; Condor & Abell, 2006; 

Condor, Gibson & Abell, 2006) have been regarded as providing some of 

the most detailed analyses of national imagination in psychological 

literature (Reicher and Hopkins, 2001). In contrast with Billig’s work 

concerning the semiotics of newspaper rhetoric that constitutes a singular 

national deixis, or the multi-faceted ways in which politicians may mobilize 

support through making claims to support esteemed forms of group identity, 

Condor’s interviews with English nationals demonstrated an unwillingness 

to speak about nationality at all and interviewees demonstrated a pattern of 

talk which indicated that speaking on this topic may be scrutinized for 

evidence of exclusion or racism (Condor, 2000, 2006). English identity was 

asserted paradoxically by what was not said, through a denial of English 

nationalism, and by framing the nation in terms of people bounded by a 

territory, a political and administrative institution, a physical location and 

past history, viewed in terms of ‘heritage’ rather than having an appeal to 

mass sentiment that was constructed as a vulgar or showy property of other 

national peoples. Furthermore, in all but the most right-wing nationalist 

participants, much of the talk evidenced that English nationhood was a 

given, or eternalized, and not something that was absent or threatened in the 

past or likely to disappear in the future (Condor, 2000). 

2.8.1. National representation and ethnic otherness: Examples from 

Scotland 

 Criteria for national inclusion are flexible and the national 

prototypicality of both individuals and groups will be open to debate.   
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Reicher and Hopkins (2001) argue that ethnic otherness may not only be a 

result of displaying perceived physical or ‘racialized’ difference but also 

ideological difference – thus, Muslims, Jews, Irish Catholics, for example, 

have been characterized as non-national others in different times and places, 

often with difficult or terrible consequences to the perceived out-group. 

They considered the question, ‘Who is a Scot?’ in relation to the 

mobilization of ethnic category boundaries and the nation in seeking 

political support. The ethno-political grouping, ‘Scottish Watch’, in their 

pamphlet called The New Scottish Clearances evoked an emotive image of 

English people moving to live a privileged existence in the rural 

countryside in Scotland while portraying Scots as living in near-squalid 

conditions in urban conurbations. English people living in Scotland were 

characterized as colonialists appropriating resources that were not theirs by 

birth-right. Elsewhere, in the leaflet The Struggle for Scotland, English 

people in Scotland were characterized as ‘White Settlers’. Reicher and 

Hopkins explain that this racialized construction potentially deflects 

accusations of racism as it portrays Scots as victims of domination by 

liberal cosmopolitan English values and desires. 

The authors also contend that in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, writers of that time regarded Irish immigration as 

problematic with regard to racial and national purity. The Church of 

Scotland regarded the Irish as a distinct race which should remain separate, 

with Finn (1991, cited in Reicher and Hopkins, 2001) contending that the 

institution of the Presbyterian Church was regarded an integral aspect of 

ethno-religious national identity at that time, and part of the response of 

Scotland’s expression of its statelessness. While Protestants from Northern 
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Ireland were regarded as similar, Irish Catholics were a religious and racial 

other. Echoes of this may still be found in the some forms of support of the 

‘Protestant’ Rangers football club, for example, in 1989 there was wide 

opposition to the inclusion of a Catholic player, Maurice Johnston, and 

more recently, the anti-Irish taunting and death threats made against the 

Celtic manager, Neil Lennon, by Rangers fans, have been widely reported 

in the Northern Irish and Scottish regional press. Inclusion of the legacies of 

Presbyterian and Catholic values in the oratory of the SNP is evident as a 

form of counter-argument against ethnic nationalism (Salmond, 1994, cited 

in Reicher and Hopkins, 2001). However, this is still a strategy which 

formulates Scottish identity as a mixture of white Christian cultural 

inheritance alone. Thus, the authors further argue that the Alex Salmond’s 

famous coining of the Scotland as ‘the mongrel nation’ (1995, cited in 

Reicher and Hopkins, 2001) worked rhetorically to deflect potential 

accusations of racism. Indeed, they contend that the many forms of 

definition of nationhood in political discussion, pamphleteering and oratory 

are a complex combinations of ethnic, civic and territorial and exist as part 

of an unending dialectic of argument and counter-argument about the 

relationship between the social self and national identity (cf. Billig, 1991, 

1996), transcending any fixed notion of either the existence or utility of 

prescribed definitions of the nation or who should be included in its 

membership. 

2.8.2. English identity talk and the denial of inter-ethnic prejudice 

 Condor provides a different discursive perspective on how national 

identity is constructed amongst English participants in relation to the 

ethnicized other. Instead of an analysis of the rhetoric of news reporting or 
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political pamphleteering, her analytical focus is on everyday talk, explored 

in semi-structured interviews. While the interview is a constructed situation 

that can instigate a particular linguistic performance, Condor (2000) argues 

that Billig’s idea of a national ‘we’ from a newsprint media analysis may 

reflect the political goals of news publications and this type of construction 

was rarely found in her interview research. Instead, participants were 

reflexive and often utterly avoidant about their national identity status. 

When prompted to speak about “this country”, much of the data indicated 

unwillingness on the part of participants to so much as mention or invoke 

the idea of ‘Englishness’. Instead, most speakers wanted to separate 

national identity from an imperialistic past. Similarly, interviewees who 

were English nationals living in Scotland, reported that they found it 

problematic to claim a Scottish identity on the basis of residency for fear of 

accusations of cultural appropriation, yet using a seemly neutral and all-

encompassing ‘British’ island identity was also deemed a risky strategy in 

day-to-day conversation, in case this ‘Britishness’ would be perceived by 

their Scottish neighbours as evoking a form of cultural superiority (Abell, 

Condor & Stevenson, 2006).  

By contrast, Condor, Gibson and Abell’s (2006) interview study of 

English identity and ethnic diversity amongst young adults of Pakistani 

origin in Manchester, highlighted identity variability within a restricted 

population. This work demonstrated that an ‘English’ identity as described 

within this social and ethnic grouping often referred to local place 

attachment, sometimes as an intra- or inter-ethnic subversive form of 

identity claim, or as a cultural referent to others, with a claim to ‘British’ 

identity referring to either nationality or as part of a dual ethnic identity. It 
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is interesting that those who disavowed an ‘English’ form of national 

identity did not associate this with social exclusion. Instead, citizenship was 

regarded as a polyethnic concept. These contrasting studies hint at a 

paradox of English identity discussed by Condor (2006) where English 

participants tended to reify ‘folk’ identities elsewhere within the British 

Isles and regarded these as of continued value to communities, yet they 

described English forms of ethnic identity as either dangerous and atavistic, 

or relating to a less progressive and anachronistic past. Present-day English 

liberalism was constructed as progressive and superior to these various 

forms of ethnic nationalism. Thus, the form of civic nationalism strongly 

valued as championing civic equality by the minority ethnic participants in 

Manchester could be constructed as a form of ‘superior progress’ discourse 

elsewhere, amongst liberal, ‘white’ participants. 

A consideration of Condor’s interview work, together with that of 

Billig, Reicher and Hopkins demonstrates may forms of discourse 

variability, not only across rhetorical contexts, such a news media versus 

everyday talk, but also between nations, thus calling into question theories 

of identity that attempt to generalize concerning social psychological 

phenomena such as national pride, or relationships between national 

identity and ethnicity. A keen illustration of these forms of contrasts may be 

found in a study of football supporters of the England team during the Euro 

2000 tournament (Abell, Condor, Lowe, Gibson & Stevenson, 2007). 

Supporters with a right-wing nationalist political orientation constructed 

exclusive bloodline definitions of Englishness and regarded talk of ethnic 

inclusion within the fan base as mere media tokenism. However, most other 

participants disavowed this form of ethnicized English identity and 
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regarded forms of ‘hot’ (Billig, 1995) ethnic nationalism as carnivalesque 

posturing and different in quality from quiet patriotism, yet one particular 

participant, ‘Lee’, mentioned that he felt that other supporters could regard 

his Chinese ethnicity combined with an avowed support of the English team 

as problematic. The authors regarded these discursive constructions as very 

different from the positive stereotyping of a singular and inclusive sense of 

national pride promoted in the newsprint media at that time. Condor (2000) 

makes the point that Billig’s deixis of ‘we’ relies on the promotion of forms 

of national coherence, and like political speeches, will rely on the 

promotion of prototypicality and a unifying political purpose, and is thus in 

contrast with the variability of imagery and purpose found in ‘everyday’ 

talk.  I would contend that the contrasts Condor and colleagues observe 

between structured political rhetoric and talk in fact rely on the very 

assumptions that her participants make in some of the interview data: that it 

particularly is the imagined national community of England as enduring and 

eternal, which gives substance to the newsprint ‘banal’ deixis.  I argue that 

it should not be taken for granted that this same national lexicon will be 

present in newsprint publications and political speeches located in other 

regions of the United Kingdom: relationships between place, purpose, 

function and variability will be interrelated within and between different 

forms of talk and text.    

2.9. Summary and conclusions 

 In this chapter, a range of literature has been discussed and evaluated 

to inform the research question that will consider how majority ethnic 

collective identities are constructed and represented in Northern Ireland in 

relation to the presence of minority ethnic or immigrant populations. The 
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opening of the chapter locates the research in Northern Ireland after the 

GFA, charting an increase in the number of migrants to the region, 

following the cessation of the conflict and EU expansion. This has been 

paralleled by an increase in intolerant attitudes and violent attacks on 

immigrant and racialized communities. Despite engagement by academics, 

statutory and voluntary organizations to address the needs of migrants and 

to counter prejudice, discrimination and attack, there has been continued 

political instability, with resources focused on managing civil disturbance, 

such as protests against the removal of the daily flying of the Union flag at 

Belfast city Hall, but a low conviction rate for hate crime (Montague & 

Shirlow, 2015).  This is despite an increase in racist incidents and crimes to 

a rate of approximately 1000 per year.  A response from social psychology 

to these forms of racism will require an understanding from both social 

psychological theory and empirical findings, and situated approaches from 

the sociology of racism in Ireland and post-partition Northern Ireland (e.g. 

Lentin and McVeigh, 2006; Rolston and Shannon, 2002; McVeigh, 1998). 

This is necessary to develop a full understanding of the range and 

variability of discourse, argument and social representations that require the 

scholarly attention of discourse analysis. 

 The Contact Hypothesis (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006) 

has received much research attention in Northern Ireland and has been the 

dominant model employed to explain inter-group relations between the 

majority Catholic and Protestant ethnic groupings, especially in the work of 

Cairns and colleagues.  This research paralleled developments in education, 

such as the development of integrated schooling, mutual understanding and 

citizenship programmes, and it was noted that much of the work has had an 
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overt moral orientation, with variables such as forgiveness and 

reconciliation included within models that measure successful contact 

outcomes.  While this work has produced empirical evidence that contact 

between the majority communities has fostered in-group understanding and 

changes in the nature of in-group identification, criticisms of educational 

initiatives have suggested that a culture of avoidance rather than critical 

multiculturalism dominates many forms of encounters, and that 

participation in integrated education may foster a pro-British orientation 

amongst Irish Catholics educated within this system.  

As an alternative to prejudice reduction, the Collective Action model 

was discussed as it focuses on allowing subordinate group members to 

recognize and challenge inequality and disadvantage. It is indeed evident in 

Northern Ireland that ‘mere exposure’ to migrant populations in may 

community situations has often resulted in their persecution rather than 

inter-group harmony, that the state has been slow to promote racial equality 

legislation, and that the conviction rate for race-hate crime is unacceptably 

low. The history of inter-group contact between the dominant ethno-

religious groups in Northern Ireland has evidenced that a gradual 

ameliorative process may be an appropriate response to that particular 

circumstance, but critics have indicated that this process may exclude other 

forms of diversity and may overshadow the particular and immediate need 

of migrant and ethnic groups in the context of violent or verbal attacks. 

Thus, a Collective Action approach to inter-group majority and minority 

ethnic relations may be a fruitful means of directly challenging discourse 

that either covertly advantages dominant ethnic groups, or promotes racism, 
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and may assist in analysing the efficacy anti-racist discourse in Northern 

Ireland contexts.  

A consideration of Muldoon and colleagues studies of adolescents’ 

writings and their interviews with adults in border regions on the island of 

Ireland demonstrated that national identification was often grounded in 

ethno-religious sentiment, with national identity defined in terms of family 

and religious heritage, being negatively interdependent against the ‘other’ 

ethno-religious community. Those adolescents who self-defined their 

national identity as outside ethnic boundaries evidenced patterns of 

alienation from wider community values; adults in mixed marriages 

grounded identity in the language of religious transcendentalism or forms of 

boundary blurring that again reference either an outsider status defined by a 

desire to escape wider social mores. Thus, an investigation of whether 

similar patterns may be evident in current discourses majority ethnic 

identity in relation to ethnic or migrant others follows from these studies. A 

discussion of the influence of media discourse about memories of the 

Northern Ireland conflict upon this adolescent population by Trew et al. 

(2009) demonstrated that both the content and the influence of news media 

is divided along an ethno-national cleft, and that emotional and 

controversial topics are likely to influence recall of incidents and cultivate 

assumptions and stereotypes about the nature of one’s own and other 

communities.  

 Models from social psychology frequently used to infer the nature 

and direction of relationships between majority and minority ethnic 

communities within national contexts were considered: Berry’s 

Acculturation Strategy Model, the Interactive Acculturation Model 
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proposed by Bourhis and colleagues and Stephan and Stephan’s Theory of 

Integrated Threat. It was seen that Berry’s model assumes a mainstream 

inclusivist culture adjusted towards the social and psychological of its 

members existing within a given nation; the IAM assumes a common 

national orientation between ethnic groupings. Thus, these models were 

assessed as having limited applicability towards predicting majority 

attitudes towards immigrants in Northern Ireland (cf. deSaissy, 2009) and 

limited applications in comparing and predicting attitudes between different 

countries. The theory of Integrated Threat has been applied to pre-defined 

populations and scenarios in Northern Ireland but this approach cannot 

account for variations within groups or dilemmatic responses to situations 

where the outcome of strong racist views or violence is evidenced (cf. Billig 

et al., 1988). 

Sociological approaches to the historic influence of British 

Imperialism upon the relationships between Irish people and People of 

Colour provided a backdrop for understanding and the theorized 

relationships between sectarianism and racism in Northern Ireland, though a 

causal model was not inferred. Social psychological studies that examined 

the relationship between host and migrant communities in both the Republic 

of Ireland and Northern Ireland were described and critiqued and this 

demonstrated that a discursive approach to the construction of the collective 

identity in Northern Ireland in relation to immigrant and ethnicized 

populations would be a timely addition to the current literature, as these 

approaches demonstrated variability in how the collective and the other 

were constructed across time, place, experimental conditions and so forth. 
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Finally in this chapter, an evaluation of studies of the discourse and 

rhetoric of national and social identity demonstrated wide variability within 

and between Scottish and English locations in talk and text. This considered 

aspects of classic social psychological studies such as Billig’s (1995) 

analysis of British national newspapers and the ‘banal’ use of ‘we’ to 

signify national belonging, and also Richer and Hopkins’s (2001) social 

identity analyses of ethno-political nationalist pamphlets by the group 

Scottish Watch which contrasted with the civic nationalist political 

speeches of the SNP.  A discussion of the work of Condor and colleagues 

considered the anxieties of English residents in Scotland self-defining 

nationality amongst their neighbours, the complexities and denials of 

English liberal discourse, the talk of right-wing English football supporters 

versus those self-defining as quietly patriotic, and interviews with British 

Pakistani young adults who valued civic inclusion whilst disavowing an 

English national identity.  An evaluation of the effects of these differing 

rhetorical contexts, locations and social or political groupings lead to the 

conclusion that the discursive and social identity approach to national 

identity evidenced varied and complex interrelationships between the nation 

and the ethnically-constructed self, and the often dilemmatic nature of 

representing the social self in these ways. The relationship between the 

deixis of news media representations of national identity and patterns of 

discursive construction in talk, such as the externalization of the English 

nation (Condor, 2000) was evaluated and considered to be interdependent, 

contrary to Condor’s assessment, as she relied on an intra-national level of 

analysis. Instead, I contended that news media reporting in regional 

publications across the British Isles may reflect differences in national 

orientation and uncertainties not present in Billig’s analysis.  
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The central aim of the thesis, a consideration of how are forms of 

collective identity constructed and represented in Northern Ireland, in 

relation to the presence of ethnicized or immigrant populations will be 

informed throughout the analyses by the content and evaluation of the 

academic literature reviewed in this chapter.  In the empirical chapters to 

follow, discursive and inter-group analysis using text material generated in 

Northern Ireland will consider patterns of discourse that may inhibit or 

facilitate inter-group relations in between majority communities and 

immigrant and ethnicized populations. In these chapters, I will address how 

constructions and representations of the collective identity in text-based and 

media material may be used to empower and disempower majority and 

minority groups at specific times and situations with reference to the way in 

which social power is represented and legitimized in the situated context of 

post-Agreement Northern Ireland. Before commencing the empirical work, 

however, an overview and synthesis of key theoretical and empirical texts 

that have influenced the methodology in the research chapters will be 

required. It is to these issues that I now turn, in order to make a specific 

case for considering how certain patterns of discourse and rhetoric may 

inhibit or facilitate inter-group relations between majority communities and 

immigrant or ethnicized populations.   
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3.0. Methodology 

The literature review in Chapter 2 addressed perspectives on immigrant 

populations in the UK and Ireland. An assessment of social psychological 

models and theories that addressed relationships between host and 

immigrant communities suggested that these may have limited application 

to the specific political situation in Northern Ireland. The Contact 

Hypothesis has explained and predicted inter-group potential for 

harmonious relations between the Catholic and Protestant majority ethno-

religious groupings in Northern Ireland, but critical and qualitative 

approaches have shown that in practice, this approach may be inappropriate 

in tackling the apathy and violence against ethnic minority communities. 

Sociological approaches allowed consideration of how phenomena such as 

colonialism, partition, the conflict and the Agreement on the island of 

Ireland in a variety of times and places may inform discourse about the 

collective self and the ethnicized other.    

 A discussion of the literature that used discursive and rhetorical 

methods to describe the relationship between the social self and the nation 

in Scottish and English contexts demonstrated that language in-use is an 

activity that is orientated towards rhetorical goals, is shaped by, and in turn 

shapes, the context in which identities are constructed and meanings 

created, continually generating new contexts for action. These are social 

processes though which groups decide who belongs and who does not, who 

becomes the subject of congratulation or condemnation, who is subject to 

violence, and which groups are made visible in both the civic and political 

arenas, and in the news media. Thus, I aim to use discursive approaches to 
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demonstrate how the collective identity is constructed and represented in 

relation to ethnic and immigrant populations in Northern Ireland. 

3.1. Research approach 

In the current chapter, I will begin by discussing the theoretical 

orientation which employs the two research paradigms of discourse 

psychology social identity theory (cf. Reicher, 2011), explaining why I have 

considered both as vital to my research approach and explaining why the 

analysis is based primarily on discourse analysis. Following this, I will 

summarize and review specific texts that have influenced my 

epistemological approach, describing their application to the current work.  

In order to address how the collective identity is constructed and 

represented in relation to minority ethnic groups in Northern Ireland, I 

analyse forms of text-based material. Each study will be considered in turn, 

providing specific detail about the research orientation of each study, the 

topics of investigation, the research questions and the analytical procedure. 

3.1.1. Social identity and discourse psychology: combining approaches 

To what extent is the methodological approach concerned with social 

identity theory, versus discourse psychology? Certainly, the research 

question must imply an inter-group approach, as I focus on the ‘collective’ 

and how groups are constructed and represented in talk. The term 

‘collective’ is deliberately nebulous as I will analyse the ways in which 

language is used to construct social groups and to chart and manage change 

in group composition and inter-group relationships.  In common with the 

literature on the contact approach researched in Northern Ireland, and with 

sociological approaches to parallels and difference between racism and 
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sectarianism (Brewer, 1992; McVeigh, 1998), I acknowledge the existence 

of ethno-religious groupings, ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’, and theorize from 

the literature review, that the interests of these majority groupings may 

obscure, deny or appropriate the needs of minority ethnic groupings. I am 

concerned with ideas that are central to the social identity approach: that the 

social world will structure action, and the ways in which political and social 

contexts may become salient when structuring argumentation that works to 

motivate groups to action (cf. Billig, 1997; Billig et al., 1988; Reicher, 

2011; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001).  

Central to my theoretical approach to inter-group relations concerns 

language use. Language is the means through which social reality is created 

(cf. Parker, 1992; Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Thus, while I acknowledge 

the idea of ‘majority ethnic groupings’, I do not assume who will be 

included in the definition of the ‘collective identity’ in discourses about 

relationships between majority and minority communities, but that language 

may be used a variety of creative and ingenious ways to author versions of 

social reality. Thus, the analyses emphasise how, and for what purpose or 

function a particular object, argument or point-of-view is being constructed 

in a text. To illustrate this point: Condor and colleagues’ work on 

constructions of Englishness acknowledged awareness of contemporary 

social discourses such as the virtues of English multiculturalism and right-

wing ethno-nationalism, yet while these discourses guided research 

questions and were discussed by participants, the forms in which they 

appeared in the analysis of interviews were more rich, varied and creative 

than could have been imagined from the prior working knowledge of 

themes in contemporary social life. In the current work, the central research 
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question is guided by both a situated awareness of my approach to the topic 

and the literature I have reviewed: that is the work of the preceding 

chapters. I aim to author a series of analyses that move beyond this initial 

reflexivity and knowledge.  

Thus, the approach of discourse psychology is central to the current 

work.  Although I am in broad agreement with theoretical principles from 

the collective action models within social identity theory, such as, there will 

be a reciprocal and ongoing inter-relationship between social identity and 

nation (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) and that successful leadership is function 

of social identity processes (Haslam, Reicher & Platow, 2011), I will 

approach these theories not as universals or rules. Instead, where these ideas 

are constructed and represented in texts, I assert that they will function 

according to place, temporality and purpose. In this way the predictive 

assumptions underlying these models may be have to be re-considered or 

refined. The idea of interrogating theories of group and national identity 

through close analysis of talk and rhetoric is the research approach to inter-

group identity in the current work. 

3.1.2. Use of media and text-based material for analysis 

 The current research approach regards inter-group relations as 

dynamic, strategic and action-orientated. The impact of violent attacks on 

immigrants has become a feature of post-Agreement life in Northern Ireland 

and as noted in the first chapter, these attacks are regularly reported.  The 

current work seeks to examine how these attacks are represented in the local 

news media and how they construct majority community identity. Trew et 

al, (2009) concluded that this form of news media was an important source 

of information about the Northern Ireland conflict, that readership was 
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divided along an ethno-political cleft, and suggested that communities may 

use the local press as a form of promoting and sustaining cultural values 

and political forms of identity.  Parker (1992) has asserted that discourse 

analysis may be conducted on any piece of text, including those with extra-

linguistic features, such as postcards, statues or maps. Social psychological 

studies have considered the impact of the news media on related topics such 

as the constructions of national identity in British daily newspapers (Billig, 

1995), the reporting of ethnic minority issues in the British press (van Dijk, 

2000), and coverage of ethnic minorities and majorities in the UK press 

(Gardikiotis, Martin and Hewstone, 2004), and the ideological and 

rhetorical functions of newspaper accounts of crowd behaviour (Ball & 

Drury, 2012; Drury, 2002).  

The study of the language of political speeches, interviews with 

political leaders, and the content of propaganda material has been a topic of 

investigation for researchers working within the social identity and 

collective action paradigm.  Reicher and Hopkins’s (1996) close analysis of 

the political speeches of then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and 

opposition leader Neil Kinnock, evidenced rhetorical creation of a minority 

out-group status for both leaders and their parliamentary supporters during 

the miners’ strike of the 1980s. A similar use of rhetorical strategy was 

observed in speeches by members of the Orange Order in Northern Ireland 

which saw increased use of minority victimhood status claims for the 

Protestant community, paralleled with increased expressed disaffection with 

the Agreement in these speeches (Stevenson, Condor & Abell, 2007). The 

construction of in-group identification in oratory and interviews with 

political leaders in Scotland used specific rhetorical strategies to widen in-
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group belonging to the Scottish nation, and thus, potentially widen their 

support base (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). Theoretical and empirical work 

that structures a model of hate speech against ethnic minority communities 

demonstrates a discursive pattern which positions ethnic out-groups as the 

‘other’ (Reicher, Haslam & Rath, 2008; Verkuyten, 2013).  The aim of the 

analyses of documented material in the current work is to add to this body 

of social psychological literature which demonstrates the ways in which 

language constructs social reality in text and media based material. It aims 

to demonstrate how these texts work to construct forms of identity and 

social action, and for what rhetorical purpose. It will analyse how, when 

and why texts vary. The applicability of models of group behaviour to the 

post-conflict context of Northern Ireland will be considered. The use of 

text-based material such as newspaper and television reports which follows 

sometimes violent and emotive incidents (cf. Trew et al., 2009) also serves 

to provide a means of the ethical, practical and immediate study of 

communities following violent events.  

In each study, I have chosen to analyse whole texts as presented by 

their author or editorial team, rather than selecting a number of short pieces 

form several texts that show examples of variability or recurrence within an 

identified use of rhetoric, discourse, or to support or refute a theoretical 

point.  This approach allows for the analysis of temporal and narrative 

content and considers that rhetorical effect of a piece of text as its argument 

progresses (cf. Billig, 1997; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). It also 

acknowledges that media texts contain structured organizational features 

that effect purpose and meaning.  Discourse analysts who work within the 

media framing approaches explain that both news sources and audiences 
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recognize these features as a method of explaining events, and that the 

overall structure of a media text should be understood as part of the social 

practice of sense making (van Dijk, 2000; Giles and Shaw, 2009).      

3.2. The discursive perspective  

 The perspective of discursive psychology moves the focus of enquiry 

towards the productive potential of language and challenges ‘cognitivism’ 

(Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Billig et al., 1988; Hollway, 1989; Parker, 

1992), the assumption that talk is the route to cognition, and that cognitive 

structures are enduring and have predictive validity.  Language becomes the 

focus of study because that is where meanings are created and social reality 

is constructed.   The data is not considered as a factual account.  The 

epistemological position is relativist as discourse plays a fundamental role 

in that construction of meaning (Willig, 2013). In this respect, Parker 

(1992) cited Barthes (1977) concerning the locus of the meaning in written 

texts: “writing is the destruction of every voice, of every point of origin” (p. 

46). As human subjectivity is structured through language, there are 

numerous versions of reality that can be constructed.  The researcher 

authors rather than discovers knowledge and should maintain an awareness 

that his /her claims and the discourses used to construct them, are also 

relativist in orientation.   

3.2.1. Reflexivity 

In discourse analysis, the author becomes another subject, assuming 

their own subject position in relation to the work that they author: reading 

writing and interpretation become recursive actions. Willig (2013) draws 

attention to Billig’s (1997) assessment that that analysis is never really 
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completed, and the version presented to the reader represents the pragmatic 

stopping point in a cumulative process.  Thus, I view reflexivity as part of 

the total process of thinking, reading, writing and existing: I am both the 

author of this work and a subject within it. The ontological approach is that 

there is no break or separation between the text, its author and the reader, 

but only that which occurs within the consensus of material reality (cf. 

Barthes, 1977; Parker, 1992; Willig, 2013).  To this end, there is no separate 

section within this methodology chapter about ‘reflexivity’. I view this 

phenomenon as forever in flux, changing and dynamic. Where I need to 

make conscious comment regarding how I critique a theory or topic, I will 

at times, consciously adopt ‘I’ in the narrative; in this way my subject 

position toward an object, topic or theory will move temporarily into focus. 

Where my past, present or future lived experience becomes relevant to the 

work, I will explain. When and where I have concerns about wider ethical, 

research or subject discipline issues arising from the text I produce, I will 

explore and attempt to find resolution. 

3.2.2. Methodological approaches: Discursive Psychology and 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis  

 While discourse analysis systemizes ways of speaking to facilitate an 

understanding of phenomena, to see the ways in which they construct the 

social world, this does not constitute a singular or procedural method.  

There is agreement about this amongst the theorists of the dominant 

approaches to discourse analysis.  Willig (2013) explains that there are two 

main approaches in British social psychology, Discursive Psychology and 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis. The former was introduced by Potter and 

Wetherell (1987), with the descriptor, ‘Discursive Psychology’ provided 
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later by Edwards and Potter (1992). The early theoretical focus of this 

approach was founded on Noam Chomsky’s work on language acquisition, 

speech act theory, ethnomethodology and semiology. More recently, 

discursive flexibility, naturalistic data sources and principles from 

conversation analysis have been emphasised, concerning how versions of 

reality are created in conversation, and what functions these serve (e.g. 

Hepburn & Potter, 2011; Stokoe & Edwards, 2015).  Thus, some principles 

from this approach, such as the flexibility of discursive constructions across 

a text will apply to the current work, whereas others will be redundant.  

While Potter and Wetherell (1987) present ten ‘stages’ to assist the analysis 

in an intuitive process, they explain that discourse analysis is a craft or a 

skill, like learning to ride a bicycle, so the stages are not a sequence and 

they advise that there is “no analytic method” (p. 169).    

In contrast, Foucauldian Discourse Analysis is influenced by the 

post-structuralist ideas of philosopher Michel Foucault, and is concerned 

with the role that language plays in constituting social and psychological 

phenomena (Willig, 2013). The work of Parker (1992) provides the 

methodological orientation for the first study of the thesis, and he explains 

that discourses can facilitate and enable, or limit and constrain what can be 

said, where, when and by whom. These discursive resources are available in 

cultures, and will have implications for the subjectivity of those who live 

within a given discursive economy.  Parker defines discourses as “a system 

of statements which constructs an object” (p. 5). These systems legitimate 

certain views of the world, and therefore, ways of being, or positioning, as a 

subject within that construction of the world.  He provides seven ‘criteria’ 

or statements that can be used in analysing the discursive systems that 
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construct objects, but, like Potter and Wetherell, he again emphasises that 

these do not constitute a method. Hence, I use ‘Methodology’ as the title of 

this chapter, rather than the default ‘Method’, which implies a general 

approach to the research topic rather than a specific technique (Silverman, 

1993; Willig, 2013).  Parker’s approach to discourse will be considered in 

greater detail in the progress of the current chapter, as it has a strong 

influence on the analytical work of the thesis.        

3.2.3. Epistemological approach to the current research 

 The current work, located in Northern Ireland, considers the 

historical and scholarly discourses that contribute to a discursive system. 

This is discussed in detail by Wetherell (1989) concerning the contributions 

of conversation analysis and post-structural approaches to the discourse 

analysis dialogue, but it is enough to say here, following the content and 

direction of the preceding literature review, that my approach is closer to 

Foucauldian forms of analysis as it is both historical and critical. Yet I also 

consider it important to play close attention to language in-use, as this is 

necessary to attend to social identity processes (cf. Stevenson, Condor & 

Abell, 2007; Haslam, Reicher & Platow, 2011; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). 

Thus, the approach to analysis will move between a critical-historical 

orientation and the impact of linguistic features of the text will also attend 

to the interrogation of, for example, the deconstruction of media monikers 

and soundbites, such as ‘the most racist city in Europe’ or ‘sectarianism is 

the new racism’, and will engage with academic debates such as the 

‘prejudice problematic’ (Dixon, Levine, Reicher & Durrheim, 2012; 

Wetherell & Potter, 1992).  This requires a two-handed approach. One of 

these is learning to ‘do’ discourse analysis as a craft skill (cf. Potter & 
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Wetherell, 1987). This requires both the reading and reflecting on 

theoretical ideas and empirical studies and a recursive approach to thinking 

and writing during the actual process of analysis.  The Foucauldian 

approaches of Parker (1992) and Wetherell and Potter (1992) require and 

understanding of history, ideology, power and institutions, as well as a 

critical approach to taken-for-granted ideas from the academic repertoire, 

for example, how a term such as ‘prejudice’ is constructed in discourse, or 

the idea that there are ‘rules’ of social psychology that can be applied across 

situations and contexts.  In this way, Potter and Wetherell’s (1987) ‘riding a 

bicycle’ metaphor is not fully adequate for the current work, as it would 

appear to emphasise the process as a mixture of the mechanistic and 

immediate experience. There are several texts that have had a compelling 

influence upon my approach that accommodates aspects of historical and 

critical analysis, the work of language in-use and Social Identity approaches 

to the construction of the collective. Thus, summaries of their content and 

the influence on the analyses will follow. 

3.4. Social psychological texts influencing the methodological approach  

 The purpose of the following summaries and commentary is to 

provide a detailed account of the various texts and approaches that have 

influenced the epistemological approach of the current work. Parker’s 

(1992) ideas about construction of discursive objects, and his attention to 

the influence of history, power, ideology and institutions upon discourse, is 

the form of analysis employed in the first study, which considers how racist 

discourse is constructed as an honourable response by the collective, in an 

amateur propaganda leaflet distributed in an area near central Belfast.  

Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) approach to mapping forms or patterns of 
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discourse amongst a middle-class, ‘white’ population in New Zealand in the 

context of asymmetrical power relationships formed within a colonial 

history, is particularly relevant to the second study of the thesis. That 

chapter investigates racialized discourses used to construct the collective 

identity in a series of newspaper articles in the Belfast regional press, 

following a series of attacks upon the Roma community. In the final study, 

a core idea to the discursive approach, that language constantly produces 

new forms of thinking, being and doing, transcending or at least moderating 

‘rules’ of social psychological science, engages with forms of Social 

Identity Theory, concerning collective action and leadership (Haslam, 

Reicher & Platow, 2011; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). Both the Foucauldian 

approach to racially troubling exchanges in the context of post-Apartheid 

South Africa of Durrheim, Mtose and Brown (2011), and the work of Billig 

(1991, 1995,1996; Billig et al., 1988), in his work on the psychology of 

nationhood, and the rhetorical approach to ideological dilemmas in talk, 

have a broad influence on the work of the second and third studies, where 

the texts in question demonstrate common features of ‘reasonable’ or 

recognizable argumentative strategies and grapple with ethnicized identity 

predicaments in a socially troubling and national context. The Social 

Identity approaches to Collective Action (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) and 

Leadership Theory (Haslam et al., 2011) are also reviewed in detail in this 

chapter as they are considered analysis of the construction of the collective 

identity in the talk of two political leaders, following an anti-Islamic sermon 

broadcast on-line from a Belfast church, and critiqued for their 

applicability.  
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 These approaches have contributed to social psychological theory 

within either the Discourse Psychology or Social Identity Theory research 

paradigms. Returning to my discussion of theory in Chapter 1, there are 

commonalities between these approaches, and I concur with Reicher (2011) 

who states that both theories are concerned with how people and the world 

in which they live can change. The objective of analytical work is to focus 

on how language works to make this possible. In the current work, I use the 

fine-grained analytical approach of Discourse Psychology along with an 

understanding of the inter-group dynamic central to Social Identity Theory. 

These approaches, of course, contain key differences: the focus of 

Discourse Psychology being on ways in which language creates social 

reality; Social Identity Theory is concerned with the self as collective, and 

the ways in which self-definitions are produced in social contexts.  Thus, I 

have divided the reviews into separate sub-sections and will explain how 

the approaches were combined in the section to follow, where the method 

for each study is outlined.     

The following texts are included concerning the analysis of discourse 

and rhetoric:  Parker (1992). Discourse Dynamics: Critical analysis for 

social and individual psychology; Wetherell and Potter (1992). Mapping the 

Language of Racism:  Discourse and the Legitimation of Exploitation. 

Billig (1995). Banal Nationalism; Billig (1996). Arguing and Thinking: A 

rhetorical approach to social psychology; Billig (1991).  Ideology and 

Opinion: Studies in rhetorical psychology; Billig et al. (1988) Ideology and 

Opinion: A social psychology of everyday thinking;   Durrheim, Mtose and 

Brown (2011). Race Trouble: Race, Identity and Inequality in Post-

Apartheid South Africa. Social Identity approaches to collective action have 
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been most influenced by Reicher and Hopkins (2001). Self and Nation and 

Haslam, Reicher and Platow (2011). The New Psychology of Leadership: 

Identity, influence and power.   

3.5. Discourse and rhetoric 

3.5.1. Parker (1992). Discourse Dynamics   

Parker’s approach to discourse analysis was part of the ‘turn to 

language’; he regarded his work as arising from the 1970s ‘crisis’ in 

psychology that arose from the dominance of the laboratory-experimental 

paradigm, and the need to focus on psychological processes as much as 

experimental outcome which took place in a silent world. His Foucauldian 

methodology, based on the role of discourse in wider social processes of 

legitimization and power, has been described as the availability of 

discursive resources within a culture and the implications for those within it 

(Willig, 2013).   It focuses on the role of discourses, repertories, terms and 

tropes that work to reproduce, transform, facilitate, enable, or limit and 

constrain what can be said, by whom and in what context. It seeks to 

describe and critique the discursive worlds that people inhabit, and to 

explore implications. Parker argues that discourse analysis should be 

concerned with the social, physical and psychological effects of discourse.  

This is related to institutional practice concerning the regulation of social 

life.  Rather than looking inward towards ideas already available within the 

discipline, he drew inspiration from critical work on texts, such as Derrida’s 

idea of deconstruction, as a way of disrupting ideas and investigating 

conflicts. Cultural systems of meaning may thus be understood at 

overarching structures of knowledge that are interrelated with systems of 

power. In the first study, I use this theoretical orientation to consider how 
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discourses that construct the social psychology of the majority community 

act not only as a powerful means of constrain and inhibit the participation 

of a minority ethnic group by constructing them as outside of culture and 

history, but are also used to justify violent action against Chinese 

immigrants. 

Although Parker acknowledges that uncertainty, contestation and 

variability are part of discursive patterning, the theory relies on the premise 

that dominant ways of speaking, or discourses, will “invade every text” (p. 

57).  Parker explains the difference between this theoretical orientation and 

the work of Potter and Wetherell (1987). He contends that ideas about 

language games and performativity, inherent to their ideas about 

constituting reality through a focus on what is said alone, are inadequate 

because larger level consensus and systems are necessary for these small 

narratives to exist. To this end, he provides a working definition of 

discourse as, “a system of statements which constructs an object” (p. 5). 

While Parker insists that his theory does not prescribe a method, he 

specifies seven criteria to guide a process that has been theorized as 

intuitive (Potter and Wetherell 1987; Hollway 1989). These are: “A 

discourse is realised in texts; it is about objects; it contains subjects; it is a 

coherent system of meanings; it refers to other discourses; it reflects on its 

own way of speaking; it is historically located” (pp. 6–17).  The criteria are 

described as ‘necessary’ (p. 3) but the researcher should seek to consider 

the role of institutions, power and ideology in when describing discursive 

systems.  Parker urges analysts to identify institutions which are reinforced 

or attacked when discourses are employed by identifying ‘discursive 

practices’ (Foucault, 1972) that can be meanings, expressions, physical 
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changes or systems (Harré, 1979). He also asserts that as discourses 

reproduce power relations (Foucault, 1980) the analyst should look at who 

stands to gain or lose from the discourse and should identify who would 

seek to either promote or dissolve it.  Finally, in agreement with Billig’s 

(1991) theoretical approach, he urges analysts to consider that discourses 

have ideological effects, but unlike Foucault’s (1980) insistence that 

ideology presupposes truth, the analyst should attempt to show how 

ideological discourses can be employed to sanction oppression and silence 

those who use subjugated discourses.  It is these seven criteria, and the 

attention to the role of ideology, power and institutions that guide the 

analysis in the first study.   

Parker argues that this type of discourse analysis must be a moral and 

political matter as, “the study of the dynamics which structure texts has to 

be located in an account of the ways discourses reproduce and transform the 

material world” (p. 1). In the first study I investigate the construction of a 

construction of racist violence which positions this action as virtuous, and 

in turn, my analysis disrupts this form of discourse though deconstructing 

the versions of history and moral exhortations which make it possible.  This 

process means that the researcher is required to maintain a critical distance, 

or reflexivity, from the language used in texts under analysis and to 

deliberately systemize ways of discussing the world into ‘discourses’ to 

facilitate understanding. The analyst is considered as a creator of a unique 

text, working with potentially infinite forms of texts and multiple forms of 

knowledge. Once a researcher begins describe or systematically classify the 

original text by identifying discourses, for example, the construction of the 

exclusive nature of ‘community’ in a text, this moves both the text and the 

written analysis itself, beyond its authorial or structural intention.  This 
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orientation incorporates both methodological and researcher reflexivity as 

an intrinsic aspect of the analytical procedure. Thus, when I classify and 

describe discourses, this is in an awareness that I am not ‘truth-seeking’, but 

clarifying and communicating my subject position as analyst, and that 

others may read the analysis in a similar critical manner: the work produced 

is a form of ongoing dialectic (cf. Billig. 1991; 1996). 

The epistemological position of the theory and the idea that object 

construction is influenced by material realities lies between materialism and 

idealism, the conditions though which ‘objects’ arise and become imbued 

with certain meanings. Parker’s view on social and material structure 

departs from Foucauldian post-structuralist idealism as he asserts that 

individuals are by nature reflexive, and thus have the potential to remake or 

transform society rather than merely operate by reproducing oppressive 

power structures from which there is no freedom or escape.  In this 

interpretation of Foucauldian theory, ideology contains not only 

possibilities for thought, but for action and reaction. Thus, the analytical 

approaches of systemization and reflexivity are a means of challenging the 

discourse, altering its power and permitting space for resistance.  Parker 

contends that attention to discursive systems enables the politicizing of 

processes that may otherwise oppress by merely escaping attention: “The 

advantage of discourse analysis is that it reframes the object, and an 

individual’s psychology, and allows us to treat it not as truth, but as one 

‘truth’ held in place by language and power” (p. 22).  Thus, there is a moral 

onus to draw attention to forms of discourse that may overly or tacitly 

oppress racialized minorities and suggest ways that these discursive systems 

may be challenged. 
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3.5.2. Wetherell and Potter (1992). Mapping the Language of Racism 

Wetherell and Potter developed a social psychological theory which 

sustains a critical analysis of racism across post-colonial culture in New 

Zealand through the analysis of ‘white’ or Pākehā middle class forms of 

discourse, drawing on a combination of post-structuralist influences, 

ethnomethodology and conversation analysis traditions, and the sociology 

of scientific knowledge. Their aim was to provide an understanding of 

“interpretative repertoires” (p. 90) from the situated use of language that 

constitutes racism is in that culture and thus consider how it may be 

contested. Their focus of analysis was on how language reproduces and 

creates forms of racism that appears as socially acceptable opinion.  This 

emphasis on the naturalization of racial categorizes and construction of the 

‘other’ in a way that represents the in-group as superior, is applied to the 

Study 2 analysis of local newspaper opinion pieces that seek to construct 

and represent the collective identity of their readership.  

Wetherell and Potter’s epistemological approach assumes that 

discourse is “thoroughly constitutive” (p. 62) of social and psychological 

processes. Racist discourse is viewed as that “which has the effect of 

establishing, sustaining and reinforcing oppressive power relations … 

which has the effect of categorizing, allocating and discriminating between 

certain groups” (p. 70). They argue that race-talk should be regarded as “a 

series of ideological effects, with a flexible, fluid and varying content” 

(p.59).  This definition that stresses variability and contradiction in how 

‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ are constructed in talk, differs from Parker’s approach, 

as text or speech is not analysed to interrogate a system of subject positions 

towards the object of ‘race’; instead the speaker or writer actively 
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constructs discourse that defines ‘race’ within the particularities of time and 

place. While Wetherell and Potter’s approach takes account of history and 

power, it differs in analytic emphasis to Parker’s (1992) idea of what 

constitutes ‘a discourse’. They critique his idea of the discursive object as 

abstract and extra-linguistic. Instead, they place emphasis on discourse as 

practice, and on instantiation in settings or context, preferring the term 

interpretative repertoires (cf. Potter and Wetherell, 1987) as a means of 

understanding content organization, and variability. Interpretative 

repertoires are broadly defined as “discernible clusters of terms, 

descriptions and figures of speech assembled around metaphors or vivid 

images” (p. 90) which may act as a form of common sense understanding 

and reasoning that work against the construction and articulation of 

alternative ideas (Billig, 1991; 1996). The authors argue that patterns of 

linguistic resources and ideological values can be resourced and 

reconstituted, in ways that are racist and authoritarian, even though the 

ideologies evoked may be liberal or egalitarian.  For this reason, I have 

chosen to regard the construction of the collective identity in relation to the 

attacks upon the Roma community in Belfast in newspaper opinion pieces 

as “a series of ideological effects”, that should be viewed as a resource to 

affirm in-group identity, confer blame on and out-group, represent shame, 

distance the racialized group, mobilize historical narratives, and so forth.  

The approach to language is that talk is purposeful and accomplishes 

social goals, for example, to justify, categorize, and to make sense of the 

social world. It is assumed that racist speech will have organisation and 

structure and therefore it can be ‘mapped’. This perspective focuses on the 

influence of both history and ideology as Wetherell and Potter claim that 
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modern Pākehā New Zealanders will speak within broader discursive 

systems answerable to the British Empire, and within the intellectual 

resources available to Westernized nations. The aim of this approach is to 

study how this discourse comes to be recognized as cultural knowledge, 

common-sense reasoning, and explores which explanations will be 

privileged or considered as ‘truth’. This is in strong contrast with Turner’s 

view that “psychological processes reside only in individuals” (Turner, 

1987, p.4, cited in Wetherell and Potter, 1992). Alternatively, they argue 

that subjectivity is instantiated in discourse and constructed from identity 

narratives. Thus, they concur with Foucault’s definition of power as a form 

of internalized social regulation through which a sense of self, or 

subjectivity, is formed and given voice and the sense of ‘I’ becomes 

established in ideological discourse. However, they acknowledge Marxist 

critics of Foucauldian approaches who regard the subject as historical as 

well as constrained by the procedures of power. Wetherell and Potter attend 

to the class analyses of Robert Miles (e.g. Miles, 1984) which consider the 

roles of material practice and social relations in structuring patterns of 

behaviour which are in the economic interests of the middle-class group. 

The analysis of history is neglected in the socio-cognitive approach. In this 

way, Wetherell and Potter’s approach is important for developing an 

understanding of dominant ‘white’ social group constructions of ethnic 

minority groupings in texts and talk that have the surface appearance of 

condemning racist violence, such as the newspaper texts concerning the 

attacks on the Roma, but work within the interests of maintaining in-group 

practices and values. 
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3.5.3. Durrheim, Mtose and Brown (2011).  Race Trouble 

This work was produced in a post-apartheid society and is of 

particular interest concerning the parallels and differences between the 

situation in South Africa and the Northern Ireland, post-Agreement 

situation. It considers arguments, studies and theories that explain ‘race’ 

following post-apartheid societal transformation, and examines how 

historical change has reconstituted patterns of exchanges between 

historically defined race groups, which they describe as those of ‘black’, 

‘white’ and Indian origin. The concept of ‘race trouble’ is based on ‘racial 

formation’, a concept developed by Omi and Winant (1986). This term 

describes the historical process which construct race and subsequently 

influence the development of institutions, policies and agendas. Durrheim et 

al. extend the theory of racial formation by emphasising the role of located 

practises which draw attention to the social and material contexts that 

pattern social action in racialized ways. These patterns of being and doing 

create subjectivities where suspicion, antagonism and conflict produce 

troubled social outcomes. While the terminology ‘anti-racism’ served in 

times of apartheid, the authors claim that charges of ‘racism’ are now less 

helpful to establishing social justice as they reproduce social division, 

suspicion, counter-accusations and denial. The authors claim that members 

of the ‘white’, historically advantaged group tend to regard their own views 

as egalitarian, yet they may participate in patterns of being, doing and 

speaking that sustain and reproduce unequal relations.  The concept of how 

subjectivities are formed by historical practice and the related antagonisms 

was salient to my own thinking and writing; I was constantly aware of how 
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the history of sectarian and political division in Northern Ireland could 

direct argumentation and about group belonging and identity.   

Durrheim et al. do not define what is racist and what is not; instead 

they contend that the process of analysing the construction of social identity 

and argument in talk and texts, such as campus and conference speeches, 

letters, emails, social media threads or any other ‘troubling’ language use 

should be the focus of study. This idea of ‘troubling’ inter-group discourse 

has influenced my approach to interrogating concepts, as while I provide 

some definitions of how ‘racism’ and ‘prejudice’ have been conceptualized 

in the academic literature, my focus of analysis is directed towards how 

such terms are employed in localized forms of discourse and the purpose 

that they serve to the in-group, such as, to direct blame, to define group 

boundaries, to demonstrate possession of factual information.    

I also attend closely to the contention that academic theories do not 

lie outside these controversies and argue that the object of study should be 

how the structure of social life is formed, informed and troubled by ideas 

about the ethnicized and immigrant other, and about racism. For example, 

Durrheim et al. provide a critique of psychological and social analyses of 

racism and their applications to the South African situation. In public 

discourse, trait arguments characterise racists as pathological, troubled and 

irrational: racism is something that belongs to the unreasonable other. The 

concept of ‘prejudice’ thus cannot understanding of social patterns or 

individual expression or arguments, and the means by which ideas about the 

‘prejudiced’ other are deployed in discourse, and the purposes that this 

serves, is particularly relevant to the second study, as newspaper opinion 

pieces go about the business of reflecting on causality, to present a credible 
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dialectic to their readership and apply blame in a way that appears 

acceptable to the collective. 

Thus, the authors’ epistemological position is that the work of the 

text will determine what is ‘troubling’ to the collective, and will define who 

is included in that version of ‘us’ and who is made ‘other’. Racism is 

defined as an activity or way of life, regulated by norms that change over 

time.  Through focusing on practice and attending to language, ‘race’ is 

viewed as a social construction and analysis may focus on how it has served 

to define inter-group identities. The authors regard language as the 

“medium – namely, discourse – with which to conduct ourselves in a social 

order in ways that preserve and undermine it” (p. 88). In this constructionist 

model, racial stereotypes are regarded as socially shared sense-making 

processes that develop over time and share a useful function and can 

therefore be an outcome of practices that do not have a specifically ‘racist’ 

intent. This orientation is not to excuse practises that may be ‘racist’, but 

both this epistemological position and the analytical practice of attending to 

the work of the potential discursive impact of whole texts, within their 

social psychological contexts, influenced my own decision to analyse 

complete pieces – a propaganda leaflet, newspaper opinion pieces, media 

interviews - rather than seeking patterns across a corpus. This allowed to 

me to consider the function that the representation of the ethnic or sectarian 

‘other’ served within a structured rhetorical context. The concern is with 

forms of social identity and subjectivities that are discussed in a national 

context. This approach is particularly useful in understanding the ways in 

which the collective legacy of division and violence in Northern Ireland 

may be evoked as an interpretative framework for understanding racist 
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attacks. The collective identity will be interpellated within the recent 

context of these historical and ideological discourses. 

3.5.4. Michael Billig: Banal Nationalism and studies in rhetorical 

psychology 

The work of Billig provided understandings of the social psychology 

of both nationhood and of the work of argument in the texts chosen for 

analysis. Billig asserts that in the United Kingdom and the United States, 

national identity is hegemonic and the much of its everyday expression is 

ignored or taken-for-granted. This ‘banal’ form of nationalism allows states 

to mobilize national sentiment expediently at times of national significance 

or danger to the state. He argues that the pervasive and taken-for-granted 

meta-category of ‘the nation’ means that social categorization theories 

cannot account for the content and specificity of what marks national 

imaginings as particular.  It is only through analyses of the qualitative 

nature of national rhetoric that this type of understanding may occur.  His 

other strand of work on the psychology of rhetorical thought and 

argumentation challenges the assumption of cognitive-attitudinal research 

which suggests that attitudes are consistent, individual, harmonious, often 

irrational, and work to simplify information arising from the environment.  

He proposes instead that understanding always occurs within argument and 

that social categorization, such as who is included and who is exempt from 

a collective, occurs in this context of ongoing debate. Reicher & Hopkins 

(2001) note that these two approaches initially appear to contradict: one 

focuses upon what is taken-for-granted in discourse; the other considers 

conscious argumentation. Yet, the salient point and the epistemological 

position shared by both aspects of Billig’s work is that cognitive economy 
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explanations are rejected as explanations for group categorization. Instead 

he argues that categories are formed and contested in discourse and thus he 

urges attention to language in order to investigate specific rather than 

general cases. This is necessary to understand the nature of contentious 

phenomena, such as the construction of national identity, ‘race’, ethnicity, 

and so forth, and to consider how the collective is constructed and 

represented in relation to these ideas.  

3.5.4.1. Banal Nationalism 

The construction of discourses concerning who may and may not be 

included in the collective national identity, and who stands to benefit or 

suffer as a consequence of nationally-orientated propaganda, media, or 

political rhetoric, is of concern to the current work. The emergence of the 

nation state in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries provided 

solutions to the problems of the industrialized world, through centrally 

controlled systems, standardization, organization and uniformity in areas 

such as commerce, education and the spread of the written word.  Billig 

(1995) regarded these institutional forms of governance as being physical 

and political boundaries that impacted on common sense thinking. Thus, a 

‘banal’ representation of nationhood involves an acceptance that it is self-

evident that the world is organized into nations. Billig argues that 

intellectual reasoning has defined nationalism as something that is 

primordial and natural, with nationalists often regarded by academics as 

being ‘Others’: either violent extremists, or heroes fighting colonial 

oppression. By contrast, Billig argues that imagining the nation and the 

community of nations is part of common sense thinking and consciousness. 

He explores the idea of nationhood as a hegemonic and all-pervasive way of 
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constructing and categorizing the collective self throughout the modern era: 

“the ideological habits which enable the established nations of the West to 

be reproduced” (p. 6).  Billig argues that an awareness of being situated 

physically, legally and socially in a nation within the world of nations, is a 

shared common sense that is reproduced on a daily basis through 

institutions such as symbolic acts of patriotism, discourses within the news 

media, and in mainstream political rhetoric. Banal aspects of national 

identity will be reproduced through talk, the written word and action. For 

example in a study of British newspapers, he identified a common sense or 

shared deixis of ‘the’ nation, ‘we’, ‘us’, ‘home’ and ‘elsewhere’ across 

everyday topics such as sport and the weather.  Thus, ‘banal nationalism’ is 

a ubiquitous means of reproducing and maintaining the concept of the state 

in ways that are non-obvious and taken-for-granted. 

Billig considers Northern Ireland as an example of a “state” (p. 23) 

that has different religious groups engages in ‘nationalist’ struggles.   The 

contested nature of territory in Protestant versus Catholic districts of Belfast 

could be regarded merely as examples of “ethnic” and “surplus” variety of 

nationalism.  Yet Billig also makes a distinction between the symbolic 

gestures of flag waving and the painting of pavements as gestures of loyalty 

or defiance in Belfast, and the everyday flag raising that mark out homeland 

in the United States.  I would argue that the common symbolism of the flag 

also works to make the point that banal or everyday nationalistic gestures 

cannot wholly be divided from other, more obvious types of nationalistic 

fervour. Thus, I contend that it is possible to invert the example and claim 

that ‘hot’ and often violent forms of nationalism may also be reproduced via 

banal forms of expression, for example, in everyday rituals and scenarios, 



 

109 
 

for example, in the quotidian ritual of regional news consumption that 

constructs minority ethnic identity in relation to majority collective 

division, or reproduces ideas and enactments about past events from the 

conflict (Fawcett, 1998; Trew et al., 2009). Contested and divided forms of 

identity in Northern Ireland may also be quietly reproduced in talk between 

neighbours, for example, in Harris’s (1972) classic anthropological study of 

prejudice and tolerance amongst border town residents of ‘Ballybeg’. Thus, 

the region of Northern Ireland, associated with hot, surplus and ethnic 

nationalism may also contain ideological structures that allow these ‘hot’ 

discourses to be reproduced in a way that is taken-for-granted or appears as 

common sense.  Indeed, Billig warned that a psychological division 

between benign and bellicose formulations of patriotism or nationalism is 

too simple a dichotomy. Thus, I will consider how national categories may 

be invoked in discourse in ‘banal’ and ‘hot’ interweaving discursive 

systems in the expression of collective identity in relation to the national, 

immigrant or ethnicized other. 

3.5.4.2. Billig’s rhetorical approach to social dilemmas 

Each piece of text chosen for analysis in the current thesis is a piece 

of writing or talk that aims to argue and persuade. Billig (1996) sought to 

link the social development of thinking and arguing with historical 

tradition, founded upon the ancient rhetorical and sophistic traditions of 

Aristotle and Plato and the later influence of the Enlightenment, upon the 

development of reasoning.  The process of argumentation is theorized as 

quite distinct from the idea of ‘attitudinal change’ by the reception of 

persuasive information.  Billig suggests that attitudes toward phenomena 

arise out of internal dialectic, and evidences this in analyses of 
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conversations concerning controversial topics such as prejudice and 

tolerance towards ethnic minority groups (Billig et al., 1988), suggesting 

that even aggressive bigots, such as those who belonged to the National 

Front (Billig, 1991), use argumentative strategies, such as particularization, 

to find exceptions to general cases and wholesale categorization.  The 

nature of categories, their content and boundaries will be continually 

contested over time, and this is an unending process (Billig, 1991).  A 

particular strength of Billig’s approach is the use of language-based analysis 

to distinguish where related contentions, such as racially prejudicial talk on 

one hand, and the often violent allusions of fierce bigotry on the other, have 

commonality or departure. As such, examples of both types of discourse, in 

the second and first studies respectively, have been included for analysis in 

the current thesis. 

The study of prejudice and bigotry is evidenced in a series of studies 

by Billig et al. (1988) included examples of both fierce bigotry and 

‘reasonable’ discourse about ethnic minorities and is concerned with the 

way that ideological dilemmas about the racialized other appear in everyday 

talk. This was often reproduced along sets of contrary themes, for example, 

where ‘reasonableness’ and prejudice were discussed and puzzled over, as 

having a social dilemmatic rather than a systematized and idealized form. 

These themes of continuity and contradiction show patterns, such as 

prolepsis, reasonable case formulations and injunctions. The idea of an 

ongoing dialect is a radical alternative to psychological theories which 

conceive of thinking in terms of individual and inner attitudinal harmony 

verses the potential turmoil to the psyche, such as cognitive dissonance 

theory (Festinger, 1957), or as an internally consistent schema, for example 
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the theory of the authoritarian personality (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, 

Levison & Sanford, 1950), or indeed, that the goal of individual 

‘adjustment’ is the psychological ideal (Sampson, 1977, cited in Billig et 

al., 1998). Instead, these researchers aimed to explore the dialectic of 

dominant meanings and counter-meanings, asserting that the discourse 

contains its own system of meanings which will combine and contain both 

thesis and antithesis within the shape and nature of the argument.  

A pertinent example of this kind of argumentation, relevant to the 

current thesis, was an analysis of the dialectic nature of prejudice and 

tolerance amongst secondary school-aged children in the north of England 

(Billig et al., 1988). The ‘white’ discussants were anxious to locate 

racialized prejudice outside of the self and often characterized it as the 

property of the out-group whose behaviour was characterized as 

unreasonable. The denial of prejudice was often managed by prolepsis, a 

delicate two-handed approach to reasoning, aimed to deflect potential 

criticism in advance. This was interpreted by the researchers as evoking a 

discursive comparison with the unreasonable and unreasoning ‘racist’ other.  

Such credentialing was regarded as more than a means of impression 

management, or an uncomfortable tension between a ‘real’ or hidden 

attitude and socially desirable expression. Billig et al. contrasted this 

analysis with fascist members of the National Front who displayed a culture 

of ferocious bigotry and a dark humour about racialized others, freed from 

the demands of everyday contexts, observed in the adolescents’ discourse. 

Thus, in the current research context, I expect patterns of reasoning to be 

present that construct prejudice as a dilemma that requires a reasoned 

approach, that locate unreasonableness and bigotry as the property of others 
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or located elsewhere, but that elements of darkness, escapism or dystopia 

will be present within some formulations of discourse about the nature of 

the racialized or immigrant other.   

3.6. Social Identity Theory and Collective Action approaches 

3.6.1. Reicher and Hopkins (2001). Self and Nation 

Richer and Hopkins share Billig’s (1995) concern in challenging the 

dominant cognitive-perceptual model of social psychology which derives 

from an assumption of passive contemplation.  Instead, their model focuses 

on the style and content of national imaginings and active engagement in 

the social world.  Reicher and Hopkins call for a psychology that examines 

the inter-relationship between “structure, culture and ideology” and 

“understanding and action” (p. 6). Thus, in my own approach to analysis, I 

consider how national division in Northern Ireland, and the impact on 

media culture and consumption (cf. Trew et al., 2009) will structure 

discourse and will discuss how in turn, this may impact on future directions 

for collective identity and action regarding the relationship between 

majority and minority ethnic groupings.  

 These authors regard both ‘the nation’ and ‘national identity’ as 

having multiple and contested definitions and being future-orientated 

towards political projects, as much as describing the present, and they turn 

away from trait assumptions.  The approach questions examines how 

national identity is used “to mobilize people in support of, or in opposition 

to, different forms of political project” (Preface, ix) thereby changing the 

direction of the social world. The aim of the work is to use social 

psychological investigations to answer questions about nationhood and, in 
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turn, to use this knowledge to further an understanding of the approaches 

and aims of social psychology. This Collective Action model follows from 

earlier formulations of Social Identity Theory, arising from Tajfel’s (1978) 

concern with identity processes, who compared the concept of the group as 

proxy to that of the nation, due to its seemingly ephemeral yet inspiring 

qualities, and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) requirement that inter-group 

psychology must always be context-driven.  

In this analytical focus, social categories can neither be fixed nor 

taken-for-granted and the relationship between categories and forms of 

action are conceived as reciprocal and ongoing. Analysis should facilitate 

an understanding of social forms and patterns of action that can be chosen 

by nations and national collectives. The work focuses on how Scottish 

politicians, media and activists contested the idea of Scottish nationhood at 

the time of the 1992 election, when the formation of a devolved Scottish 

parliament was a key issue and national independence was also widely 

debated. Reicher and Hopkins broadened their analysis to include examples 

from across the world, to consider how patterns of talk that mediate national 

rhetoric with identity narratives work to direct collective action.  The 

authors wanted to consider which narratives, versions of history and 

cultural praxis will shape collective action, and to consider how 

communications are used to voice present concerns and mobilize future 

projects. This idea of attending to symbolic resources within the context of 

mass communication is highly relevant to the current thesis as I want to 

attend to ways that collective identity may be formulated in discourse to 

mobilize action or justify inaction, and to include or exclude others form the 

definition of the collective within a contested national identity context.  
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Reicher and Hopkins also point out that their approach provides a 

radically different perspective on the concept of the ‘stereotype’: that it is 

not a distortion of social reality, but a tactic of language use embedded in a 

perception of the social world organized into groups that is sensitive to 

comparative context and that can be used to positively construct the 

collective identity, as well as negatively characterizing others (e.g. Haslam, 

Turner, Oakes, McGarty and Hayes, 1992). In relation to my research 

approach to using media-based data, this idea provides an antidote to the 

widely-expressed view that the newsprint media’s approach to race 

relations in Northern Ireland, so often reliant on hyperbole and stereotyping 

(see Lentin and McVeigh, 2002), lies outside of ‘normal’ or ‘real’ 

depictions of social relationships. Instead, I view media discourse as 

another, yet highly specific, context in which local concerns and wider 

social mores concerning political, social and national relations are 

expressed. 

In Study 3 of this thesis, I analyse the talk of two political leaders, 

First Minister Peter Robinson and then MLA (Alliance) Anna Lo, 

concerning the anti-Islamic hate-speech of a church Pastor, broadcast from 

Belfast. Each work to construct the identity of the collective that they 

represent in order to either discourage or mobilize anti-racist action. 

Fundamental to this type of analytical work is an understanding of the 

Social Identity approach developed by Tajfel and Turner in a series of 

studies undertaken in the 1960s and 70s. Tajfel’s motivation was to 

examine how discrimination and oppression between groups could be 

challenged and was concerned with social identity as a mediator for social 

change. Social Identity Theory explains why this occurred (Tajfel, 1978: 



 

115 
 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986): the movement from interpersonal to 

intergroup behaviour happens due to a psychological shift from personal to 

social identity; thus we think and behave as socially defined subjects in 

relation to a social comparison.  The evaluative dimension of the theory 

asserts that people seek to be defined positively and therefore seek to 

establish the in-group as better on dimensions that matter. This is often 

misrepresented as a form of motivation towards discriminatory behaviour, 

but Reicher and Hopkins stress that this is a deeply mistaken representation 

of the theory: the dimension of comparison is always contextual and 

cultural, not a fixed psychological phenomenon. A contextual 

understanding of SIT regards inter-group differentiation as a behavioural 

process which may be either positive or negative: one group may pride 

itself on its range of initiatives that counter racism, over another group that 

is perceived as less pro-active, for example.  This is a different 

interpretation of group identity to Wetherell and Potter (1992) who regard 

‘white’, middle-class New Zealander’s self-esteem as dependent upon a 

somewhat fixed, neo-liberal understanding of cultural superiority.  

Reicher and Hopkins emphasize a dual function to Tajfel’s work 

concerning the relationship between context and SIT.  Context will frame 

the structural and ideological conditions under which oppression and 

degradation may be challenged, but social identity processes explain when 

and how these challenges may occur. Thus, in comparison to a purely 

discursive approach, that regards discourse as “thoroughly constitutive” 

(Wetherell & Potter, p. 62) of social psychological processes, in Reicher 

and Hopkins’s formulation of SIT, talk occurs within a social psychological 

context subject to both context underlying theory about inter-group 
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dynamics. These authors re-conceptualize social identity as “an 

understanding of one’s place within a system of categorical social relations 

along with the proper and possible actions which flow from such a position” 

(p. 48). The focus is not only on social relations in the present as continuous 

from past, but on an attempt to create the future by shaping collective action 

through particular forms of category construction.  This form of the theory 

is particularly relevant to collective identity and social action the region of 

Northern Ireland, where national identity is contested on a daily basis and 

the future debated: identities formed from historical antecedents shape 

present discourse, which will direct future hopes, fears and actions.  In 

Study 3 of the current work I use a discursive focus to critically consider the 

extent to which Reicher and Hopkins’s idea about the reciprocal 

relationship between national identity and collective action applies to 

particular discursive formulations of the collective identity in Northern 

Ireland. 

3.6.2. Haslam, Reicher and Platow (2011). The New Psychology of 

Leadership   

 The influence of this text on the current work is specific to the third 

and final study, where I consider the potential effects of commentaries upon 

collective action by the two political leaders Peter Robinson and Anna Lo, 

following an on-line broadcast church sermon by Pastor James McConnell 

at the Belfast Metropolitan Tabernacle in 2014 that condemned the Islamic 

faith and encouraged distrust in the Muslim community. Haslam and 

colleagues’ theory is grounded in Realistic Conflict and Social Identity 

approaches and contends that the role of a leader is to motivate followers to 

identify as a collective whose goals are those of the leader. Thus, group 
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motivation and action are mediated by how the followers define their group 

identity and how their goals are constructed. Successful leaders need to 

address or inspire, and be seen to act in the collective interest.  In other 

words, they need to be seen “both as being of the group and as being for the 

group” (p. 63 – 64, italics in the original). 

 Haslam, Reicher and Platow argue that where this shared sense of 

social identity is present, there are “four key rules to determine effective 

leadership” (p. 75).  The first of these is that leaders need to be prototypical 

or representative of the in-group to gain influence within the group in a 

particular context, having the same qualities as their followers and 

differentiating them from other groups, according to the meta-contrast 

principle of Social Categorization Theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & 

Wetherell, 1987).  Leaders need to be seen as working within clear and 

consensual group norms within a given context.  Second, leaders need to be 

seen as champions of the in-group, working to advance the collective 

interest as defined by that collective. This includes promoting fairness and 

justice within the in-group. Qualities that are considered stereotypical of 

leadership and that serves the collective interest need to be championed, 

even if that may mean exerting a degree of prejudice towards the out-group 

or favouring in-group needs (e.g. Haslam & Platow, 2001). Haslam and 

colleagues find support for the ‘rules’ of prototypicality and advancing the 

collective interest through presenting experimental evidence which 

demonstrates the  degree of influence that leaders may exert over followers 

where these conditions are met.   

The third ‘rule’ of leadership proposed by Haslam and colleagues is 

that leaders need to be “entrepreneurs” of group identity, working to 
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construct and shape a common identity in order to influence the collective 

to support policies, ideas and action. This third ‘rule’ is the product of a 

different type of research question that cannot be addressed by experimental 

methods. Instead, the authors consider forms of language use, self-

presentation and patterns of action to examine how particular definitions of 

the world are created. It is this focus on meaning-making that is best 

understood by the analysis of practice and performance, or the ways in 

which a leader is observed to be representative of their group and embodies 

that group’s values and qualities thus strongly and influences the analysis of 

two forms of representation in the third study of the current thesis. 

Discovering the ways in which forms of leadership work will depend upon 

a find-grained analysis of the leader’s presentation and narrative in a 

particular or idiosyncratic context and should also be regarded as fluid and 

ongoing, and are a matter of argument concerning the characteristics of the 

group and who best represents that group. Leadership influence should be 

seen as a continual and evolving process between leaders and followers, 

where the leader must continue to be seen as the personification of the 

groups’ values and beliefs. In the third study, I will consider how the 

political leaders in question adapt and construct the values of the collective 

to represent their leadership discourse on the incident in question as 

congruent with these.    

The fourth and final leadership rule proposed by Haslam and 

colleagues is that leaders are required to be embedders of group identity, 

meaning that they need to translate their representativeness into 

achievements that work on behalf of the collective, as they may hold the 

power and influence to shape mass or large-scale collective categories such 
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as nations or the status of ethnic categories. In this way, Haslam and 

colleagues suggest that leaders need to be artists, impresarios and engineers 

of identity. This involves using language which inspires follows to action, 

structuring the actions of the group to reflect the in-group norms and values 

and re-structuring society at large, such as the values and content associated 

with group becoming those of a whole national identity.  Thus, in the third 

study, I intend to evaluate the success or otherwise of the discourse of the 

chosen political leaders to be able to summon mass-mobilization of the 

collective towards a cause they defend or reject.  In doing so, I will also 

evaluate if the ‘rules’ of the leadership model hold within the political 

context of Northern Ireland, or if leadership discourse deviates from the 

model described. 

3.7. Research questions and analytic approaches 

In order to investigate the central research question of the thesis, how 

the collective identity in Northern Ireland is constructed in relation to 

ethnicized and immigrant populations, I argue that the constitutive power of 

language shapes social identity and action, and this is explored in three 

studies. I consider texts produced between 2004 and 2014: a propaganda 

leaflet in Study 1; regional newspaper opinion pieces in Study 2; interviews 

in the news media in Study 3. The research questions and analytic 

approaches for each are outlined below.  

  



 

120 
 

3.7.1. How racist violence becomes a virtue: A response to the presence 

of an ethnic minority population in Belfast – Study 1 

3.7.1.1. Focus of study and research question 

 Arising from the research context of attacks against minority ethnic 

and immigrant populations in Northern Ireland, this study focuses on 

violent racist discourse in a propaganda leaflet distributed in a Belfast 

locality. This is conceptualized as discourse that advocates, celebrates, or 

excuses direct violence against a racialized ‘other’.  The research question 

is: How does violence come to be constructed as a defensible or even 

honourable course of collective identity and action, against a minority 

ethnic population? 

3.7.1.2. Analytical approach 

 The question was addressed through a discourse analytic study of a 

leaflet with an explicitly racist content that called for the violent expulsion 

of the Chinese community living in Donegall Pass, near central Belfast.  

The leaflet is amateur in its presentation, printed in black typeface on plain 

A4 paper and was circulated in the aforementioned locality. Billig (2002) 

has called for a language-centred approach to racist speech as he contends 

that cognitive-attitudinal approaches cannot be used to understand the 

creative nature of extreme bigotry. Wetherell and Potter (1992) argue that 

the dominant social psychological approach of investigating ‘prejudice’ (cf. 

Allport, 1954) is inadequate to understand racism; the term ‘prejudice’ has 

often been used as a poor substitute.  These two arguments concerning the 

constitutive nature of racist speech inform the analysis, and the particular 

form of discourse analysis is based on the guidelines set out by Parker 
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(1992). His seven criteria guided the process: a discourse is realised in 

texts; it is about objects; it contains subjects; it is a coherent system of 

meanings; it refers to other discourses; it reflects on its own way of 

speaking; it is historically located. These criteria were not treated discretely 

as a series of stages or a “method”, but rather as part of a recursive process 

of sense-making. The additional criteria concerning the role of institutions, 

power, and ideology when describing discursive systems were also 

incorporated.  

In this approach, the researcher is considered a creator of a unique 

text, working with potentially infinite forms of texts and multiple forms of 

knowledge. Once analysts begin to describe or systematically classify the 

original text by identifying discourses, the work moves beyond its authorial 

or structural intention. This kind of elaboration thus incorporates both 

methodological and researcher reflexivity as an intrinsic aspect of the 

analytical procedure. Parker further states that discourse analysts should 

explore “connotations, allusions and implications” (1992, p. 7) evoked by a 

text and that this exploratory process of associations should ideally be a 

communal exercise. Following my initial classification and description of 

discourses, I collaborated with a group of social and political psychologists 

and a political scientist to consider the variety of influences that were 

incorporated into the discursive systems operating in the text which worked 

to structure racist violence as a moral imperative. The outcome of this inter-

disciplinary approach was the publication of a paper in the International 

Journal of Conflict and Violence and the study reported in the current thesis 

is based on the published piece. 
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3.7.2. The construction of collective identity in the Belfast regional 

press following attacks on the Roma community – Study 2 

3.7.2.1. Focus of study and research question 

 Popular media discourses have aligned racism in Northern Ireland 

with a divided present and a violent sectarian past. Following a series of 

attacks in Belfast on the historically persecuted Roma community, I 

consider the effect and consequence of these incidents upon discursive 

constructions of forms of collective identity in three newspaper articles 

from the Belfast regional press. The research question is: How, and for what 

purposes, are forms of collective identity constructed and represented in the 

Belfast regional press, in relation to a series of attacks upon the Roma 

community?    

3.7.2.2. Analytic approach 

The language of the texts reproduce and create forms of opinion that 

may appear condemnatory of racist attacks, but may actually work as a 

series of effects that sustain and reinforce oppression and discriminate 

between ethnic groups (cf. Wetherell and Potter, 1992). The analytical 

focus is upon what is achieved through the discursive construction of group 

identities and to examine if and how condemnatory discourse may sustain 

inter-ethnic division in Northern Ireland.   Data selection and analysis were 

conducted in two phases. The first involved gathering all newspaper articles 

available in the Belfast regional press between the beginning of June 2009, 

the month when attacks on Roma homes began to be reported, and the end 

of December. The second phase involved reading, note-taking and selecting 

specific news articles for analysis. Discourses that were involved in the 
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construction of the collective self in relation to the ethnicized, migrant 

Roma community were explored. This focused on the management of in-

group identity in relation to the construction of the social identity of other 

groups. 

 

News articles that were discursive and reflective in content and tone, 

for example, opinion, editorial or anecdotal, were selected from a Nexis UK 

database search of the Belfast Telegraph and the Irish News. Three articles 

in total were then selected for close discursive analysis: two from the Irish 

News, (19 and 24 June, 2009) which has a nationalist and republican stance, 

and one from the unionist-leaning Belfast Telegraph (18 June, 2009).  

Whole articles were chosen as a means of understanding the presentation of 

complete pieces of purpose-written rhetoric (Billig, 1996; Giles & Shaw, 

2009).  The means of choosing the articles was intuitive and scholarly, 

regarding a reflexive understanding of both the social issues involved and 

the analytic approach (Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Hollway, 1989). A 

number of discursive strategies and within the texts were identified and 

considered in relation to an understanding of the social and historical 

systems in which discourse is produced, and the acknowledgement that 

‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ discourse may serve the needs of the dominant or in-

group (Durrheim et al., 2011; Parker, 1992; Reicher et al., 2008; Wetherell 

and Potter, 1992). The texts were classified as belonging to two wider 

systems of meanings (Parker, 1992) or understandings of what ‘caused’ the 

attacks and the consequences for group or collective identity. 
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3.7.3. The construction of the collective identity by political leaders in 

Northern Ireland: Two responses to anti-Islamic discourse – Study 3 

3.7.3.1. Focus of study and research question 

 This final study examines the effects of the discourse of political 

leadership, or ‘entrepreneurs’ of social identity (Haslam, Reicher & Platow, 

2011; Reicher and Hopkins, 2001) in constructing and representing the 

collective identity in Northern Ireland in response to an incident of ‘hate 

speech’ against the Muslim community.  Media interviews with the First 

Minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson, and subsequently with Anna 

Lo, MLA, the first Chinese-born member of a UK legislative assembly or 

parliament, were the focus of analysis. These interviews followed a 

broadcast church sermon by Pastor James McConnell at the Belfast 

Metropolitan Tabernacle in May 2014 which condemned the doctrine of 

Islam and branded Muslims as untrustworthy. The research question for this 

study asks: How was the collective identity in Northern Ireland represented 

by political leadership, in relation to either the support or condemnation of a 

broadcast church sermon with racist content?  

3.7.3.2. Analytic approach 

Talk is a performative act which achieves a purpose for the speaker 

and accomplishes a social action (Edwards & Potter, 1992).  Through 

combining a constructivist approach to language with Richer and Hopkins’s 

(2001) assertion that the relationship between nation and action will be 

mediated by social identity, where elected leadership should represent the 

identity of the nation, I intend to interrogate the assumptions of collective 

action approaches towards successful political leadership in the 
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consociational context of Northern Ireland. More specifically, I will 

consider how Haslam et al.’s (2011) four ‘rules’ of effective leadership are 

evident in the discourse of the two speakers. Where appropriate, I consider 

the application of Reicher, Haslam and Rath’s (2008) five-step model of 

out-group rejection and hatred to Robinson’s support of McConnell’s anti-

Islamic views. This theory states that it is the active construction of the in-

group as virtuous that allows out-group eradication to be constructed as a 

virtuous act.  I argue that a discourse analytical approach to patterns of 

construction of the collective self and the ethnic other will inform the 

application of these models. 

The media texts chosen for analysis were an interview with Peter 

Robinson, MLA (DUP), First Minister of the Northern Ireland Executive, 

with the Irish News, which worked to support the preacher, Pastor James 

McConnell, and the second media text is a television interview with Anna 

Lo MLA (Alliance), with BBC News Northern Ireland. This was Lo’s 

response to Robinson’s interview with the Irish News. Lo’s interview 

content is a response to a single question from a television reporter.  Her 

intonations and non-verbal responses were considered essential to analysis 

as having both psychological intention and meaning. In order to convey the 

nuances of emotion in Lo’s response, a Jeffersonian transcription scheme 

represented these emotions in text format, using Jefferson’s Glossary (2004) 

and Hepburn’s (2004) complementary notation to a Jeffersonian system, 

specifically for the transcription of crying sounds.  

3.8. Summary and Conclusion 

 This chapter detailed the methodological approaches that influence 

the research to follow. The preceding literature review demonstrated that 
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social psychological theories such as the Contact Hypothesis and those 

which predicted relationships between majority and minority immigrant and 

ethnicized communities may have limited applications to the political 

situation in post-Agreement Northern Ireland and that a language-based 

approach to analysis was required.  The theoretical orientation of the current 

work adopts approaches from both Discursive Psychology and Social 

Identity Theory.  I acknowledge that aspects of the social world, such as 

forms of identity salience, may structure action in context, but the primary 

research orientation is with discursive analytical approaches to collective 

identity, as I regard language as the medium where social reality is 

constructed, and allows the researcher to account for all kinds or variability, 

invention and accomplishments.  Media and text-based materials are the 

focus of study as they are regarded as an important, everyday source of 

information about the conflict in Northern Ireland, have a role in promoting 

and sustaining forms of culture and identity (Trew et al., 2009), are an 

ethical means of studying controversial and emotive topics, and contain 

structured argumentative strategies that may have discursive and socially 

troubling impact (Durrheim et al., 2011).  The specific approach to 

discourse analysis that I favour is based on a Foucauldian historical and 

critical approach, but I also attend to the processes of language-in-use to 

attend to specific aspects of both identity construction and social identity 

processes. 

 A number of social psychology texts in the discourse and rhetoric 

paradigm and social identity approaches to collective action have informed 

and influenced the analytical approaches. Specifically in the first study, 

Parker’s (1992) approach to object construction and in the second study, I 
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apply Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) idea of discourse as practice in the 

context of historical and power relationships.  I was generally inspired by 

Durrheim et al. (2011) who extended racial formation theory in post-

Apartheid South Africa to consider the role of history in influencing located 

practices that produce ‘troubling’ outcomes for racialized groups. I 

considered Billig’s (1995) theory of ‘banal’ nationalism was considered 

within a Northern Ireland context, concluding that ‘hot’ or ethnicized 

national identity may be reproduced in forms that are constructed to appear 

banal or acceptable. The Collective Action approaches to nation and 

leadership of Reicher and Hopkins (2001) and Haslam et al (2013) 

respectively, were outlined in relation to the subject of the third study, the 

discourse of political leaders in Northern Ireland, although a constructivist 

approach their representation of the collective identity remained the focus in 

this study.  

 Finally, the research aim, the study of the construction of the 

collective identity in Northern Ireland in relation to ethnicized and 

immigrant populations, was considered in relation to the specific research 

questions and approaches for each of the three studies that comprise the 

empirical work of the thesis.  Following this overview of the 

methodological approaches, the next three chapters contain each of the 

three studies described in brief in these preceding chapters. Discourse 

analytical approaches will guide the methodology across these next three 

chapters.  
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4. How racist violence becomes a virtue: A response to 

the presence of an ethnic minority population in Belfast 

– Study 1 

4.1. Introduction 

This discourse analytic study examines how violence against an ethnic 

minority community can be constructed as an honourable course of action 

for the in-group, using the example of a leaflet circulated in the loyalist 

Donegall Pass area of Belfast urging the removal of a Chinese population.  

The analytical chapters of this thesis begin with this study of a propaganda 

leaflet that calls for racially-motivated violent action.  Violence instigated 

by members of the majority communities has frequently been directed 

against ethnic minority communities in Northern Ireland in recent years 

(Irwin & Dunn, 1997; Jarman, 2006, 2009; Jarman & Monaghan, 2003). 

Analysis is applied to a text that is unashamedly racist in content and tone, 

circulated in particular locality for the purpose of inciting violence. This is a 

different focus to the work of Studies 2 and 3, which considers texts and 

broadcasts circulated throughout Northern Ireland and beyond, via 

newspaper and television reports. Those public forms of discourse serve 

various purposes such as blaming, condemning, explaining and excusing, 

but this initial study focus on the blatant encouragement of the in-group 

towards the violent removal of an ethnic minority group. In common with 

Billig’s approach to racist speech and texts (Billig, 1991; Billig, 2002; 

Billig et al., 1988), the need to define racism as separate in character and 

function from dilemmatic forms of talk about the “other” is required. Thus, 
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this study begins with a discussion of constructs, concepts and definitions 

concerning ‘prejudice’ and ‘racism’.  

4.1.1. ‘Prejudice’ and ‘racism’: Two different concepts 

The currency of ‘prejudice’ as a social scientific construct over the 

past 60 years owes much to Allport’s (1954) classic, The Nature of 

Prejudice. The breadth of phenomena that Allport sought to capture with 

this construct is clear as he set out five ways in which an outgroup can be 

rejected, placing these on a continuum of increasing intensity from 

‘antilocution’ (verbal rejection), at one end, through avoidance and 

discrimination, to physical attack and finally extermination at the other. 

Yet, it has been argued that academics have considerably less to say about 

phenomena at the extreme end of the spectrum. Billig (2002) is sceptical as 

to whether the dominant cognitive-attitudinal approach can ever 

comprehend extreme bigotry. He calls instead for language-centred 

analyses of hate speech, racist humour, and so forth. Other critics maintain 

that the construct of ‘prejudice’ has frequently been used as a poor 

theoretical surrogate for racism (Leach, 1998, 2002; Pehrson & Leach 2012; 

Wetherell & Potter, 1992). Whereas prejudice is a property of individuals, 

racism is an ideological practice that naturalises social categories in a 

particular way and devalues members of some of these categories such that 

their inferior treatment is prescribed or legitimized (Miles & Brown, 2003). 

By defining research questions in terms of ‘prejudice’, much of the 

specificity of racism as an ideological phenomenon is ignored if racial 

categories themselves are de-historicised, taken for granted, or even 

incorporated into the very theories of prejudice that are meant to explain 
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antipathy between racial groups (Hopkins, Reicher & Levine, 1997; see also 

Wetherell & Potter, 1992). 

 

Both of these lines of critique inform the focus on violent racism, 

which is conceptualized here as discourse which advocates, celebrates or 

excuses direct violence against a racialized ‘other’. Violent racism is a 

discrete phenomenon that deserves analytic attention in its own right. From 

this point of view, the crucial question is how violence comes to be treated 

as a defensible or even honourable course of action for the collective or in-

group against the immigrant or racialized other. Using guidelines set out by 

Parker (1992), the current study seeks to address this question through a 

discourse analytic study of a leaflet with an explicitly racist content 

distributed in an area of Belfast. This leaflet, amateur in its presentation, 

printed in black typeface on plain A4 paper, was circulated in Donegall 

Pass, near central Belfast. The distribution of this leaflet occurred in an 

atmosphere of violent attacks on the minority Chinese population (Hughes 

& Donnelly, 2004; BBC News, 2004). 

 

4.1.2. A discursive perspective on violent racism 

The current study asks how racist violence is socially constructed and 

rendered meaningful at a collective level. The situated use of language as a 

social practice is the phenomenon of interest. Violence is a human activity 

imbued with meaning, which is not inherent but is acquired through 

discourse that achieves specific effects by constructing its object in a certain 

way. The psychological processes of moral disengagement (Bandura, 

1999), contempt (Tausch et al., 2011) and dehumanization (Haslam, 2006) 

are not just things that happen privately inside the heads of individuals but 
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are active social practices, or coherent systems of meanings (Parker, 1992) 

aimed at the mobilization of others, the management of blame and 

responsibility, and so forth. Language is a central part of the phenomenon in 

its own right, and not just a medium through which to examine cognitive, 

perceptual or emotional mechanisms. 

 

The ways in which communities construct the ethnic, immigrant or 

racialized other has been one of the most popular topics for discourse 

analysts for many years (e.g. van Dijk, 1992, 1993; Wetherell & Potter, 

1992; Durrheim & Dixon, 2000; Verkuyten, 2001, 2003; Condor 2006). 

Among the key contributions of this line of research has been to 

demonstrate how people manage and counteract potential accusations of 

racism whilst still naturalizing racial categories and characterising the 

‘other’ as problematic or inferior. Academics have highlighted the 

communicative ingenuity and creativity involved as people routinely 

articulate racism whilst simultaneously denying it (e.g. Wetherell & Potter, 

1992). As such, the empirical and theoretical emphasis has been very much 

on everyday talk and non-obvious, socially acceptable varieties of racism. 

By comparison, there has been less attention on what Billig (2002) calls 

‘extreme bigotry’: discourse that actively revels and delights in hatred. In 

examining such discourse, this study seeks to explore the possibility that 

extreme bigots are as ingenious, flexible and creative in their discursive 

practices, and just as acutely attuned to their audiences, as everybody else. 

Through approaching the issue from Parker’s discourse analytic point of 

view, the focus is squarely on how the legitimisation and celebration of 

racist violence is achieved within a specific text. This affords an account of 

how such violence is rendered morally appropriate for the collective or in-
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group. Parker provides a working definition of discourse as ‘a system of 

statements which constructs an object’, meaning that the task of the analyst 

is to alert readers to the effects of description that create a particular and 

powerful way of speaking. Thus, the approach is centred precisely on this 

active process of construction of the object under analytical scrutiny: 

violent racist discourse in practice. 

 

4.1.3. Racist violence in Northern Ireland 

Despite the decline in wide-scale violence following the paramilitary 

ceasefires in 1994, in the years since there has been a significant rise in the 

number of ‘hate’ crimes. Racist crimes in particular have caught the 

attention of the media and academics (Connolly & Khoury, 2008; Knox, 

2011; McVeigh & Duchan 2006; McVeigh & Rolston, 2007), earning 

Northern Ireland the moniker, the ‘race hate capital of Europe’ (Chrisafis, 

2004). Attacks have targeted ethnic minority communities; here, the focus 

is the Chinese community which first arrived in Northern Ireland in the 

1960s. Many of these incidents have occurred in Protestant working-class, 

‘loyalist’ areas that remain a focus for ongoing low-level violence. It was 

from within these communities that loyalist paramilitary organisations, such 

as the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) and the Ulster Volunteer Force 

(UVF), were formed in the early years of the conflict as an explicit and 

violent response to (or, in the case of the UVF, in anticipation of) the 

militant campaign of the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA) to bring 

about a united Ireland.  Despite the ceasefires and the eventual 

decommissioning of the UDA and UVF in 2010, loyalist paramilitary 

organisations have remained an active presence in their constituent 
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communities.  Most racist violence has occurred within loyalist 

communities.    

  

The analysis presented in this study focuses on a leaflet circulated in 

the Donegall Pass area, distributed among local residents, calling for 

collective ‘resistance’ against the ‘invasion’ of Chinese immigrants. Whilst 

this settled minority ethnic group constitutes approximately only 0.8 per 

cent of the population of Belfast (NISRA, 2011), a Chinese immigrant 

presence is evident in the micro-geographical composition of the area. A 

number of businesses in close proximity are owned by members of this 

ethnic group, in a locality otherwise dominated by the paramilitary presence 

of the loyalist UVF. Donegall Pass is a main thoroughfare connecting 

arterial routes into Belfast city centre and has a distinctive appearance, with 

these minority ethnic community businesses existing alongside emblematic 

paramilitary culture. Though UVF representatives claimed to the authors of 

the paper related to this study (McKeever, Reed, Pehrson, Storey & Cohrs, 

2013) that the leafleteer had received no official sanction and was later 

expelled from the organization, violent attacks on Chinese, African and 

Pakistani families and business owners living in the vicinity belie the 

argument that the sentiments were maverick and isolated. Indeed such was 

the extent of the intimidation, physical assaults and pipe bomb, petrol bomb 

and paint bomb attacks, that Patrick Yu, head of the Northern Ireland 

Council of Ethnic Minorities (NICEM), reported a widespread feeling 

within many minority ethnic groups that ‘after the ceasefires we became the 

next target’ (Boycott, 2006). This particular leaflet therefore constitutes an 

appropriate text for analysis to examine racist discourse in a setting where 

overt hostility and violent attacks were very much in evidence.   
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4.2. Method 

 

The particular form of discourse analysis used in this research is based on 

the guidelines set out by Parker (1992). Parker specifies seven criteria to 

guide a process that has been theorised as intuitive (Potter & Wetherell, 

1987; Holloway, 1989) and aims to reveal ‘implicit themes’ (Billig et al., 

1988): “A discourse is realised in texts; it is about objects; it contains 

subjects; it is a coherent system of meanings; it refers to other discourses; it 

reflects on its own way of speaking; it is historically located” (pp. 6–17). 

Parker cautions that these should not be treated discretely as ‘steps’ or 

‘method’, but rather as part of a recursive process of sense-making. The 

criteria are described as ‘necessary’ (p.3) but the researcher should also 

seek to consider the role of institutions, power and ideology when 

describing discursive systems. Parker urges analysts to identify institutions 

which are reinforced or attacked when discourses are employed by 

identifying ‘discursive practices’ (Foucault, 1972) that can be meanings, 

expressions, physical changes or systems (Harré, 1979). He also asserts that 

as discourses reproduce power relations (Foucault, 1980) analysts should 

look at who stands to gain or lose from the discourse and should identify 

who would seek to either promote or dissolve it. Finally, in agreement with 

Billig’s (1991; Billig et al., 1988) theoretical approach, he urges analysts to 

consider that discourses have ideological effects, but unlike Foucault’s 

(1980) insistence that ideology presupposes truth, analysts should attempt 

to show how ideological discourses can be employed to sanction oppression 

and silence those who use subjugated discourses. 
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The researcher is considered a creator of a unique text, working with 

potentially infinite forms of texts and multiple forms of knowledge. Once 

analysts begin to describe or systematically classify the original text by 

identifying discourses, the work moves beyond its authorial or structural 

intention. This kind of elaboration thus incorporates both methodological 

and researcher reflexivity as an intrinsic aspect of the analytical procedure. 

Parker furthers this rationale by stating that discourse analysts should 

explore “connotations, allusions and implications” (p. 7) evoked by a text 

and that this exploratory process of associations should ideally be a 

communal exercise. The researchers, comprising of a group of social and 

political psychologists and a political scientist, collaborated to reproduce 

and create meaning within this interpretative framework using an inter-

disciplinary approach congruent with this idea. 

The full text of the leaflet is available in its original format at the 

conclusion of the chapter (Annex to 4.0.). 

 

4.3. Analysis 

 

The exposition constructs the call for a violent expulsion of Chinese 

immigrants from the locality as a reasonable and virtuous response to their 

presence, and not singularly a ‘hate’ reaction. This outcome is achieved by 

two discourses that support the practice of the legitimization of violence as 

an honourable and morally appropriate subject position for the collective in 

the presence of an ethnic minority community. These discourses, which 

make reference to each other within the text and work to support each other, 

were identified as community-focused and martial. Where I quote text from 

this leaflet, emphasis and errors are in the original. 
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4.3.1. Community-focused discourse 

From the outset of the text the identity of the Protestant community 

in Donegall Pass is represented not as a majority collective, but as 

subjugated and disempowered. The continuity of identity as part of the 

‘white’ British majority is constructed as facing overwhelming threat. 

Instead, the Chinese community is represented as the dominant and 

powerful group:  

 

YELLOW INVASION 

WHO’S ‘PASS’ IS IT? 

Donegall Pass is no longer a Protestant/loyalist area, it is commonly 

known as ‘Chinatown’ throughout our city and the people of the Pass 

are in the midst of losing the already small foothold they have in their 

community forever. 

The Protestant people are rapidly becoming a minority in their own 

community. 

If you walk from one end of the Pass to the other you would see the 

hoards of Chinese immigrants not to mention the vast amount of 

Chinese restaurants, wholesalers, travel-agents, garage, bookies and 

even a Chinese solicitors. 

Apart from all these premises they own a substantial amount of land 

ready for future development. 

This is not to mention the community building they have in the 

Gasworks site.  
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The title, “YELLOW INVASION”, a dehumanizing metaphor, 

reminiscent of the ‘Yellow Peril’ theme evident in American war movie 

culture, evokes an image of an alien force. The territorial construction of the 

local area as exclusively Protestant and loyalist renders the Chinese 

immigrants’ presence as analogous to a flood that cannot be stemmed: the 

“influx” having the effect of “eroding... Britishness and Ulster Protestant 

culture”. The loyalist community appears to be emotionally drowning in 

pathos; stranded on a tiny island, helplessly watching the surrounding 

deluge and “losing the already small foothold they have... forever”.  The 

imagery is geographical and emphasises heritage. Loss of land is articulated 

as a simultaneous loss of a form of British identity that will disappear once 

the territory is lost to ‘invasion’. The historical institution of Northern 

Ireland as dominated by Protestant rule is paradoxically subverted. The 

subject position of the working class loyalist within 21st century unionism 

becomes one of victimhood, powerless against international migration.  

 

The Chinese immigrants are further characterised as an 

“overwhelming mass ... hoards ... a vast amount ... a substantial amount”. 

The thematic allusion to the communist east is reiterated; a faceless and 

multitudinous force is rendering Ulster Protestants a “minority”. 

Immigrants are construed as pillaging essential resources: “occupy(ing) a 

vast amount of our houses”, owning “land ready for future development ... 

driving our youth to move out ... tak(ing) from our community”.  The in-

group is constructed as exclusive and identity is linked to both place and the 

material resources within that area. In addition to rendering the out-group as 

a dehumanized “mass”, this ethnic minority is further constructed as 

inferior in intellect and reason. The phrase “even a Chinese solicitors” is a 
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statement of incredulity: the idea of the immigrants entering the legal 

profession seems an impossibility. 

 

The idea of community thus becomes exclusivist and oppositional. 

Any possible inclusivist definitions of collective participation between the 

ethnic majority and minority groups are negated by a powerfully 

constructed racist ideology which totally negates the worth of the migrants’ 

presence: 

 

The Chinese only take from our community and provide nothing for 

it.  These foreign immigrants have no sense of Christian values or 

decency and have no respect at all for our community.  

 

The author uses the triad “nothing ... no ... no respect at all” to emphasise a 

perceived void in community values, morality and religious belief amongst 

the Chinese people. Despite the overwhelming secularist nature of the 

loyalist paramilitaries, there is a strong influence within mainstream loyalist 

culture of the evangelical tradition, with its references to purifying images 

and its intolerance for ecumenism (Todd, 1987, 1998; Mitchell, 2006a, 

2006b; Spencer, 2008), and this particular aspect of an over-arching 

Protestant religious identity may permit the construction of the Chinese 

community as entirely without the values espoused by this form of 

Christian virtue. 

 

Indeed, the idea that any sense of community should be fostered 

amongst the immigrants is spoken of as incomprehensible. The Chinese 

population is constructed as without culture or values that are constructed as 
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inherent to collective ideology. The objects, “culture”, “decency” and 

“values”, broadly defined in mainstream discourse as wholly virtuous, 

apply only to the Protestant in-group, and it is this community exclusively 

that signifies all that is civilised. The achievements and contributions of the 

immigrants towards community life in the “Pass” count for nothing. The 

only subject position offered to Chinese immigrants in relation to the 

heritage of the community is one of a-historical and moral vacuity. Those 

who hold a different culture and lifestyle to the discourse of loyalist identity 

presented are not only excluded from the hegemonic institutions but also 

dehumanized by the employment of this system of meanings that negates 

the worth of their existence. 

Through rhetorically constructing the immigrants as utilitarian 

invaders, the loyalist collective identity is thereby counter-constituted as 

deeply tribal, localized, and characterised by insecurity and fear of loss, 

constructed around place and the territorial safeguarding of an exclusive 

form of Protestant identity, geographically reinforced by acts of voluntary 

segregation. The continuity of being and doing in the locality are 

represented as disrupted: the Chinese immigrants are constructed as actively 

“driving” families away from ‘their’ territory. These narratives become 

delineated by this construction of the term ‘community’: 

 

These Immigrants occupy a vast amount of our houses stopping any 

Protestant families moving in that would be more beneficial for the 

betterment of our community in all aspects of community life.  The 

overwhelming mass of Chinese immigrants in Donegall Pass are 

driving our youth to move out of the area where they were reared, 

because they see no future for them in the Chinatown/Donegall Pass.  
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In fact, the word ‘community’ is repeated in the text 19 times, yet the 

Chinese themselves are never described in this way. ‘Community’ is 

normalised within the text as a taken-for-granted good; the Chinese 

populace are potentially a threat to the virtue of the in-group, and something 

despicable whose removal is essential. This existential threat is constructed 

as a conflict between ‘British’ defenders of decency and civilisation and 

barbarians who lack these values. The subtitle ‘WHO’S “PASS” IS IT?’ 

uses rhetorical questioning to bring the idea of a Chinese invasion into 

direct opposition to the loyalist conceptualization of the area. In-group 

identity is connected with an exclusive sense of place. This is exemplified 

in the construction of a Chinese community centre as an extreme case 

formulation: 

 

They have access to Our community centre ... more that we have 

access to it. ... The Chinese are now in the process of building their 

own community centre – I wonder will the Donegall Pass community 

get offered the use of their facilities. 

 

The nouns “Our ... we ... their” promote a discourse of Chinese people as 

the other, re-inforce the idea that group identity is articulated around the 

possession of territory, and the questioning suggests that the new facility 

will compound the idea that the Chinese people are more factionalist, 

separatist and oppositional than the community that has reluctantly hosted 

them. The ‘community’ aspect of this discourse is partisan: in all other 

instances the Chinese people in the Pass are referred to as “The Chinese” or 

“these foreign immigrants”. The new community centre is imagined as an 
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enclave; the idea that the Chinese immigrants should be able to form 

something mimicking the idea of communal life presented as ridiculous 

with the sneering tone berating the idea that the immigrants could share 

resources. The concept of ethnic diversity as enriching collective local 

identity, or any allusion to mainstream British multiculturalism, is entirely 

absent from the system of meanings used to construct the community-

focused discourse. 

 

4.3.2. Martial discourse 

This discourse of in-group identity is situated within the historical 

narrative of collective defence against the militant paramilitary 

organisation, the IRA. Migrant settlement is constructed as having caused 

unprecedented cultural damage to the area in greater magnitude than the 

Protestant community suffered during decades of sectarian violence and 

bloodshed; this is the rhetorical force which constructs the Chinese 

immigrants as the other: 

 

The influx of the yellow people into Donegall Pass has done more 

damage than 35 years of the IRA’s recent campaign of republican 

propaganda and violence waged against the Protestant community of 

Donegall Pass. 

It is eroding the Britishness and Ulster protestant culture and heritage 

from our area – more than the IRA could have ever hoped to do. 

 

It is within this construction of loyalism as a British institution subject to 

cultural annihilation that the Protestant community is regarded as requiring 

defence. The ideological effect of this discourse that constructs the 
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immigrants as an object of foreign invasion is to show that there is only one 

morally correct subject position for the Protestant in-group, bound to a 

historical rhetoric of honour and duty, held in place by forms of active 

military service, whose purpose is to repel enemies determined to destroy a 

way of life and “heritage” that is central to the construction of collective 

identity. Thus, the appropriate action for members of the in-group is to 

uphold the practice of the defender: 

 

I firmly believe that it is our duty to defend our community and 

our Protestant way of life within it. 

 

In addition to the emotionally laden recent memory of sectarian violence 

during ‘The Troubles’, defence is further constructed as both righteous and 

continuous to the group’s social identity by referring to historical narratives 

of British militarism which would be widely regarded as virtuous, and also 

have a deep  resonance with loyalist culture: 

 

The men and women of Donegall Pass have maintained a brave fight 

down through the years...yet they let foreign immigrants take over 

their area without even so much as a protest.  The forefathers of this 

community shed their Ulster blood on foreign battlefields in two 

world wars...while we are now giving our community away to these 

Chinese immigrants.  SHAME ON US! … 

…The time has come to fight back before it is too late.  Rid our 

community of these Chinese immigrants and clear the way for 

Protestant families to move in and our young people to remain and 

contribute in helping to make our community a better place to live. 
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Reclaim your area – give the Pass its Protestant and Ulster 

culture and heritage back. 

 

The symbolism typifies loyalist identity narratives which manifest a strong 

connection with British military engagements, with the commemorative 

culture of the Battle of the Somme in particular representing an enduring 

aspect of its collective modern iconography (Shirlow & Graham, 2006; 

Brown, 2007; Orr, 2008).  Loyalist narratives self-identify with the 

mythologised role of the 36th Ulster Division at the Battle of the Somme 

during World War I who, having advanced ahead of other British units and 

captured a German redoubt, were ultimately condemned to slaughter by 

overwhelming enemies in front and the failure of British reinforcements to 

match their advance behind (Orr, 2008).  Thus, the tone moves from pathos 

to shame, berating loyalists for cowardice and the dereliction of duty. The 

“YELLOW INVASION” has been accomplished without armed resistance, 

in strong and direct contrast to the actions of the community’s predecessors, 

who are represented as bravely defending against an enemy, while being 

abandoned by fellow British forces.  The continuity of in-group identity is 

constructed as neglected by the community; the invasion from a collective 

‘other’ should once again have met with armed resistance. The only correct 

subject position for the Donegall Pass loyalist is clearly stated: “Rid our 

community of these Chinese immigrants”. Within this localised 

construction of military in-group identity, inaction against the “YELLOW 

INVASION” is regarded as shameful. Alternative subject positions for 

members of the loyalist community towards the object “duty” are silenced. 

This call to militant action creates an ideological framework where the 

forcible removal of Chinese immigrants is constructed as a virtuous act.  
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The idea of the cult of youth combined with the allusion “clear the 

way”, invokes a quasi-religious image of the ‘unrighteous’ being cut down. 

This reminds the reader of the imagery employed by the National Socialist 

movement of Germany; their ideology was also presented as a virtuous and 

moral project. In that time and place, the vision of a community that was 

constructed as ethnically superior would be realised by service to a cause 

which included the cleansing of social elements regarded as impure and an 

existential threat (Kooonz, 2003; Reicher et al., 2008).  Yet in the current 

loyalist discourse, it is not medical discourses of cleaning and purity that 

are brought to bear upon the racialized out-group, but images of mass 

invasion and the waging of a war against a form of British “culture” that are 

used to construct the out-group as inhuman annihilators of the in-group. 

This justifies a martial response. 

 

4.3.3. Relations between the two discourses 

The future for loyalist community identity is constructed as realized 

within only one of two conflicting power relations, either as a dystopia 

where the ‘yellow people’ will complete their takeover of the district and 

the constructed virtuous in-group will be ‘driven out, or that the Protestant 

people of the Pass will “reclaim” the area in the name of the community-

focused collective discourse that constructs discursive objects such as 

loyalty, family, morality and history through a particular and coherent way 

of speaking about them. The rhetorical effect is so complete and exclusive 

that the identity of Chinese immigrants is constructed as entirely alien to 

loyalist identity. Regardless of wider community opinion, the rhetoric of the 

community focused discourse defends this position as correct: 
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By now you would think that we would have got used to the anti-

Protestant propaganda from the press but we still squirm in fear of 

being branded a racist – if a racist is someone who puts their own 

people, culture and heritage first with a will to preserve their 

community...then we should be proud to be branded a racist, for this 

is our duty    

 

There is no opportunity afforded for inter-ethnic tolerance, with 

engagement in wider UK debates about integration, assimilation and 

multiculturalism made irrelevant by the discourses employed. The martial 

discourse of invasion, defence and duty, and the dehumanisation of the 

Chinese immigrants through the community focused discourse work 

together to support the exclusion and removal of the Chinese population as 

a moral duty that is consistent with the identity and actions of the in-group 

in the past, though constructing the in-group virtues of the past as bound 

with the defence of both local territory and with ‘British’ values and 

political identity. The removal of the out-group is deemed necessary to 

defend the land, culture, heritage and virtue of the collective (Reicher et al., 

2008). The label “racist” in this construction, becomes a badge of honour to 

those who would wish to preserve their community identity from 

destruction. A call to violence is thus constructed as an appropriate, and 

indeed virtuous, response. 
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4.4. Discussion 

 

The analysis of hate speech focused enquiry towards the productive and 

constitutive power of language in creating coherent systems of meanings or 

discourses (Parker, 1992), with the specific purpose of showing how violent 

racist discourse against an ethnic minority group can be legitimized for the 

in-group. The sophisticated use of rhetorical language in the leaflet 

constructs a viewpoint which presented violence as a virtuous response. A 

community-focused discourse constructed the Chinese immigrants as 

morally and culturally bereft and dehumanized them by negating their 

worth. Community life in the Donegall Pass was presented as something 

exclusive to the loyalist population and under threat of destruction. This 

justified the martial discourse which focused on defending the locality 

against foreign invasion and situated the racial cleansing of Chinese 

immigrants as a defence against extreme threat. Inaction by the in-group 

was constructed as shameful and a dereliction of a duty. 

 

A benefit of a discursive approach is its sensitivity to the specific 

meanings implicated in violent action in a given time and place. While one 

can point to general features shared across diverse instances of 

dehumanization, this always actually achieved within unique contexts. 

Thus, theoretically, we may deal in universals and generalities, but 

empirically we are presented only with specific cases. As Tajfel (1972) put 

it: ‘The general case is an impossible myth’ (p. 74). In discourse analysis, 

the specificity of the data becomes a strength, to examine how particular 

constructions and ways of talking that are available and meaningful in a 

given local-historical context achieve a more general end such as the 
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legitimisation of violence. In this way phenomena that are of broad social 

significance may be studied, such as racism, without flattening out the 

diversity of specific local settings, which is after all where racists are 

actually at work. 

Discursive practices were interrogated as a means of understanding how 

such violence may be rendered morally appropriate within a localized and 

historical context.  

 

The analysis demonstrated that discourse can legitimize extreme in-

group bigotry (Billig 2002) and that hate speech may potentially influence 

material conditions, including the actions that the in-group might take to 

actively repair representations of ‘spoilt’ collective identity (cf. Goffman, 

1963). Whilst, for example, the expulsion of the leafleteer discussed in the 

introduction linked the production and distribution of the written 

propaganda to seemingly contrary forms of discursive practice, pro and 

counter forms of action such as the continuance of forms of violent 

intimidation versus in-group acts of severance, serve to highlight the 

complexities of making cause-and-effect judgements concerning in-group 

‘attitudes’ of former paramilitary combatants and their supporting 

communities towards racialized out-groups. It is worth reflecting that this 

expulsion of a UVF member was allegedly issued within a paramilitary elite 

who presided, quite literally, over life and death amongst the populace 

during the ‘Troubles’. It is because of this highly specific context that the 

amateur processes of the production and distribution of the leaflet were 

neither ignored nor casually ridiculed. This should serve to accentuate the 

intricate political complexities at work in situ, and hint at powerful social 

and cultural forces that transcend an alternative empirical model proposing 
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direct links between attitudes and action, where language is conceived 

merely as a mediating tool. 

 

This analysis may also be regarded as a caution against discourses 

which often construct group-level violence, whether on the streets of 

Belfast, London or elsewhere, as ‘senseless’, thereby demeaning processes 

of sense-making within marginalized or non-normative social groups. 

Given the impact of violent group behaviour, we would suggest that this 

disengagement is a perilous stance as it fails to consider the social 

construction of reality through meaningful speech acts that may impact by 

mobilizing groups and instigating shared social practices though a rhetorical 

justification of violence. This is an example of the radical 

reconceptualization of language analysis within social psychology that has 

been documented by discursive and rhetorical psychologists as part of the 

‘turn to language’, within the discipline which has directly informed the 

focus on language in use (e.g. Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Billig et al., 1988; 

Parker, 1992; Wetherell & Potter, 1992). 

 

The idea of cultivated rhetoric making hate speech appear virtuous is 

linked not only to this process of argumentation but to specific and 

localized meanings. In addition to drawing upon overt references to the 

IRA’s campaign, the Battle of the Somme and the World Wars to construct 

a martial discourse of defence as honourable, an examination of themes in 

loyalist culture reveals ways in which the text draws upon anxieties that are 

politically, historically and geographically located. For example, in many 

area of Belfast, individual housing estates and streets have become 

paramilitary fiefdoms: from the onset of ‘The Troubles’, local rivalries led 



 

149 
 

to the division of territory between the UVF and the UDA (Bruce, 2004), 

with activity in the Donegall Pass being co-ordinated by the former. This 

profoundly localized sense of collective identity wherein loyalist morale is 

tied to the defence of physical spaces is a part of the system of exclusivity 

represented in the community-focused discourse. The ethnic minority 

community is categorized as an out-group threatening the use of local 

space, represented integral and essential to the expression of collective 

identity. An understanding of this territoriality evidences that this discourse 

is a coherent and rich system of meanings that would make sense to its 

intended audience. 

 

These issues also raise questions about the positioning of researchers 

in relation to the communities under investigation (see also Billig et al., 

1988; Hollway, 1989; Billig, 2002); unlike investigations in communities 

where violent collective action by civilians is consensually considered non-

normative (e.g. Tausch et al., 2011), other contexts create more difficulty in 

separating dichotomous distinctions. In Belfast, this is most visibly manifest 

in the phenomenon of ‘Peace Walls’, which separate loyalist and nationalist 

communities in many parts of the city where civil disturbances have 

become part of the fabric of life. These are official concrete and wire 

barriers separating communities in conflict and are currently being mapped 

out by the Belfast Interface Project which shows that they have actually 

increased in number since the Belfast Agreement of 1998 (see Jarman, 

2005, 2008).  Non-normative, localized representations, such as what is 

‘peace’ and the definition of ‘a racist’ make a case for the use of discourse 

analysis so that specifically located communities can be studied within their 

own contexts rather than using the lens of other, ‘external’ normative 
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frameworks. It also furthers the argument for incorporation of context into 

social science investigations, and the active promotion of empirical work 

that arises out of deliberately selected environments. 

 

Indeed, many researchers argue that racism is always a situated 

phenomenon (e.g. Lentin & McVeigh, 2002) and that to argue otherwise 

essentializes perceived race differences. In Northern Ireland, a combination 

of ongoing political instability and geographical isolation led to the 

experience of race relations following a different trajectory from the rest of 

the United Kingdom. Northern Ireland’s political status has been contested 

since the partition of the island of Ireland in 1921: the unionist majority 

population wish to maintain links with Britain, whereas nationalists desire 

reunification with the Irish state. Political polarisation is reflected in the 

continued maintenance of distinct identities between the Protestant and 

Catholic communities, separation in housing and education (e.g. Campbell, 

Cairns & Mallett, 2004), and preferences for limited contact (e.g. Tausch et 

al., 2007). Commentators have asserted that this has resulted in the 

marginalisation of the needs of minority ethnic communities and a denial of 

racism in both social and political arenas (Hainsworth, 1998; McVeigh, 

1998) not least evidenced in the late arrival of the Race Relations (Northern 

Ireland) Order, 1997, 32 years after the Race Relations Act (1974) was 

applied in England, Scotland and Wales. 

 

It was not until the enlargement of the European Union in 2004 that 

Northern Ireland experienced an unprecedented increase in migration, 

coinciding with the transition from ‘the Troubles’ that claimed over 3000 

lives to a period of relative stability following the signing of the Belfast 
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Agreement. In common with the Republic of Ireland but unlike many other 

UK regions, Northern Ireland had not previously experienced immigration 

on a significant scale. Gallaher’s (2007) political analysis explained that 

industrial decline and the movement of middle-class Protestants from the 

city into suburban areas left houses available to immigrant families and 

claimed that a number of orchestrated incidents against racial minorities led 

to a climate of fear in the area in which they would become subject to 

attack, and it was in this climate in 2004 that the “Yellow Invasion” leaflet 

was distributed in Donegall Pass. 

 

To further understand the importance of this specificity, it is worth 

exploring some resonant and dissonant themes in the wider United 

Kingdom literature of ‘race’, ethnicity and ‘whiteness’. In the current 

analysis, the community-focused discourse constructed a system of meaning 

connected with the preservation of loyalist virtue; in analyses of working-

class English populations, indigeneity and respectability have also been 

associated in language use (Evans, 2012; Rhodes, 2011; Ware, 2009). The 

idea of ‘community’ and its allusions to all that is good, constructed in the 

moral and economic climate of post-Thatcherite Britain, has its opposite in 

the discourse of ‘community breakdown’ associated with perceived 

working-class degeneracy, stasis and failure, linking the phrase ‘white-

working class’ with the pejorative (Edwards, Evans and Smith, 2012; 

Rogaly and Taylor 2009;). Whilst these analyses may lead to a reasoning 

that the loyalist narrative explored is neither exclusive nor exceptional, it is 

worth noting that the specificity of Parker’s methodology has allowed the 

exploration of a different frame of reference outside of British 

multiculturalism, often interpreted within ‘white’ communities as resource 
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competition, where working-class populations in the urban conurbations of 

England have sought to construct a recondite form of racialized group 

identity in relation to the ethnicized other, whilst simultaneously denying 

racism (Evans 2012; Gilroy 2005; Rhodes 2010; Smith, 2012). By contrast, 

the current analysis demonstrated that in a very different part of the United 

Kingdom, ideas of martial defence, rather than competitive 

multiculturalism, constructed specific narratives of resource competition 

closely aligned with interpretations of the history of Ulster in the 20th 

century, permitting the discursive construction of a ‘racist’ identity for the 

in-group as a term of honour, respectability and virtue.  In this way, this 

current study of one particular manifestation of collective identity in 

Northern Ireland echoes the arguments of Condor (2000, 2006) concerning 

the use of discourse analysis to explore varieties of national identity 

construction, as it demonstrates that this methodology reveals peculiarities 

and variability patterns concerning the collective self and the racialized 

other, that cannot be readily explored using nomothetic methods.    

 

Arising from the construction of the ‘racist’ within this Ulster 

narrative, the question should be asked, what associations exist between 

sectarianism and racism? Brewer (1992) has noted parallels: both processes 

may lead to discrimination, inequality and conflict. McVeigh (1998b), 

discussing the different aspects of racism experienced by the Travelling 

community in Northern Ireland as resulting from community division, 

interpreted the influence of sectarianism upon racism as situational, where 

both emanate from the politics of difference. If answers to this kind of 

question are to move beyond the level of description, the determinants must 

be appropriately and empirically investigated. The current study aimed to 
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explore these antecedents in question, and appropriately acknowledges the 

complexity of answering this or any other question that would postulate a 

link between complex and politically contentious social psychological 

phenomena. 

 

4.4.1. Conclusions  

The performative act of writing and disseminating text is a means of 

maintaining and creating a psychological environment that effects how 

discursive objects, such as ‘community’ and ‘violence’, are structured, 

evaluated and incorporated into the collective identity, making an empirical 

contribution towards the psychology of bigotry against ethnic minority 

groups (cf. Billig, 2002). In particular, the current study has demonstrated 

the ingenious ways in which ‘offensive’, rather than ‘defensive’, racism 

(Hopkins, Reicher & Levine, 1997) may be reconstructed as a virtue for the 

in-group, furthering the argument that the power of this type of discourse 

should not be underestimated or consigned as a relic of the past. 

“Martial” and “community” discourses many be deployed for 

different purposes by the same in-group, as a characteristic of discourse, or 

object construction, is its potentially infinite variability in-use. For example, 

the words ‘intervention’, ‘struggle’, ‘resistance’, ‘service’, ‘operation’ and 

‘action’ may all signify violent means to some end, but in doing so each 

constructs violence differently, and thus positions its users, targets, 

advocates and opponents in qualitatively different ways. There are other 

martial discourses employed by former paramilitaries as a reconciliatory, 

rather than socially divisive tactic, with some notable reconciliation 

initiatives by prominent ex-paramilitaries centring around attempts to 
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educate Catholics and Protestants around the contribution of Catholics to 

the two World Wars, such as that of the International Peace School in 

Derry/Londonderry, headed by Glen Barr, a former UDA political advisor 

and Vanguard Assemblyman, focusing on reconciliation through cross-

community commemorations of the contribution of Catholics and 

Protestants in the two World Wars of the Twentieth Century. In a social 

psychological study of Northern Irish Protestants attitudes to migrants, van 

Rijswijk, Hopkins and Johnson (2009), noted that another series of leaflets 

were distributed by local paramilitaries in a nearby district, detailing the 

contribution of Polish air force pilots in World War II to counteract the 

xenophobic image of loyalism. Social geographer Geoghegan (2008a), 

discussed the use of imagery from the Battle of the Somme in a mural 

displayed on the Shankill Road, a staunchly loyalist area of west Belfast, 

that urges viewers to “Declare War on Racism”.  

 

These discursive practices demonstrate that senior loyalists may be 

acutely aware of the potential judgement of outsiders via the global media, 

as an ever-present factor. Thus, the construction of British loyalism as a 

‘banal’ practice of remembering and honoring national and ethnic others 

exists in media discourse as well as ‘hot’ forms of national identity that may 

stereotype this social group as wholly insular and bellicose (cf. Billig, 

1995). Nonetheless, the study of specific discourses contained in the leaflet 

allows for a broad investigation of the composite effects of history, 

ideology, institutions and power (Parker, 1992) on one form of strong racist 

expression in a Belfast location. In this way, the current study contributes to 

the psychological literature to date that has explored intergroup dynamics 

concerning immigrants in Northern Ireland by considering the effects of 



 

155 
 

context (van Rijswijk, Hopkins & Johnson 2009) and history (Pehrson, 

Gheorghiu & Ireland 2012) upon forms of majority collective identity. 

 

A final but crucial point should be made concerning a theoretical 

implication for inter-group research: the analysis confers agreement with 

Reicher, Haslam and Rath (2008), who have argued that the way the in-

group is defined precedes the racist construction of the other. Working from 

the social identity perspective within social psychology, these authors 

prioritise the construction and championing of a uniquely virtuous in-group, 

to which out-groups may then be construed as an existential threat. This 

model implies that, if we are to understand phenomena such as racist 

violence, we need to attend not only to how people view the targets of 

violence, but also how they understand themselves as a group: that is, 

representations of ‘us’ are at least as important as representations of ‘them’. 

The language of the leaflet analysed here constructed a deixis where the 

label ‘racist’ held a contextually positive connotation and became an honour 

to the loyalist rather than an insult. The ‘hot surplus variety’ of ‘ethnic 

nationalism’ identified in Northern Ireland by Billig (1995) is abundant in 

the text, but couched in a carefully argued morality that is justified by 

appealing to past historical events and an imagined flourishing future. This 

study of the rhetoric of the “YELLOW INVASION” leaflet, targeted at a 

racialized group, supports theory that in-group emotion is a socially 

constructed phenomenon (Billig, 2002) that in this specific location 

reinvents anxieties, creating new narratives and discourse from a 

combination of current fears and past events.   
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Such strength of in-group emotion and the complete rejection of an 

ethnic group present a bleak picture for the development of social inclusion 

and multi-culturalism in Northern Ireland, raising important questions about 

how ethnic and migrant groups and their allies may best combat the impact 

of strong racism on both the patterns of everyday life and practices of civic 

inclusion.  I argue that in post-Agreement Northern Ireland, the discourse of 

extreme bigotry requires the attention of researchers in addition, or even 

prior to, the more widely-researched forms of the simultaneous articulation 

and denial of racism by majority or ‘white’ ethnic grouping. To ignore this, 

in my opinion, would be a form of sidestepping on the part of the researcher 

that would provide a partial and incomplete understanding of race-talk in a 

setting where violence against ethnic and immigrant groups is evidenced. In 

the next study, I will consider the variety of discursive responses to such 

violence in the more conventional setting of the Belfast regional press, with 

a view to understanding parallels and differences in discursive patterning 

between measured opinion in wider media communication, and the ‘hot’ 

identity discourse articulated in the propaganda leaflet.   
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Annex to 4.0. - “Yellow Invasion” leaflet
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5.0. The construction of collective identity in the Belfast 

regional press following attacks on the Roma 

community – Study 2 

5.1. Introduction 

The first study of the rhetoric of extreme bigotry (Billig, 2002) 

demonstrated that ‘community’ and ‘martial’ or war-like discourses worked 

together in a racist propaganda text to justify the violent expulsion of an 

ethnic minority population from a central Belfast locality. These systems of 

meaning conferred respectability on the label ‘racist’, marking it as a 

signifier of honour and virtue for the in-group. The vivid narrative which 

reflected the idiosyncrasies of a particular place, time and culture worked to 

construct the racialized ‘other’ as a reflection of collective anxieties about 

the potential disappearance of loyalist, ‘British’ identity and culture from 

the Donegall Pass area, the loss of a youthful population to elsewhere, and 

the renouncing of territory to the ‘invasion’ of a racialized population (cf. 

Reicher, Haslam & Rath, 2008). This second study continues on the theme 

of racially-motivated attacks on ethnic minority populations in Belfast, but 

shifts the focus from the language of race-hatred to the analysis of ‘opinion’ 

or reflective pieces in the regional press, following intimidation and attacks 

on members of the Roma community in their homes in the south of the city, 

near Queen’s University in an area of mixed residential usage, during the 

summer of 2009.  The common purpose of these articles was to condemn 

these episodes of racist violence.   

I continue to argue that language is not a reflection of socio-cognitive 

attitudes towards ‘other’ ethnic groups, but as a resource to persuade, 
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explore and dispute the relationship between the collective self and the 

ethnicized or immigrant other. In these specific news articles, language is 

used a means of understanding why violence occurred against the Roma in 

a residential area of Belfast. An analysis of opinion pieces in local media, 

ostensibly condemning the attacks on the Roma community, will explore 

dilemmas, debates and arguments (cf. Billig et al., 1988) to consider how 

ideas that are socially troubling are constructed in media discourse (cf. 

Durrheim, Mtose & Brown, 2011).  The opening chapter of the thesis 

discussed the ways in which media discourses within both the UK national 

and international media have aligned racism in Northern Ireland with a 

divided present and a violent sectarian past. Discourse in the regional press, 

written for an in-group audience must work to manage these difficult 

accusations.  Thus, the question becomes: What discourses are employed in 

the Northern Ireland regional newsprint media to construct collective 

identity, and manage in-group identity, following attacks upon a minority 

ethnic group?  With the establishment of the internet as the dominant means 

of mass communication, representations of racially-motivated attacks in 

Northern Ireland will be transmitted instantaneously to a global audience. 

The local audience will be acutely aware of how their collective identity is 

constructed as problematic. In this way, regional newsprint texts will work 

to shape an understanding of who ‘we’ are, would wish to be, and what 

‘we’ want post-Agreement ‘Northern Ireland’ to become in relation to the 

presence of the immigrant or ethnicized ‘other’.     
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5.1.1. The attacks upon Roma immigrants and their media impact 

Acts of inhumanity towards the Roma, one of the most historically 

persecuted ethnic group in Europe, has been a focus of news media and 

academic interest (e.g. Clark, 2015; Grill, 2012; Jenkins, 2013; 

Kirchgaessner, 2015; Kostadinova, 2011; McGarry, 2010).  In June 2009, 

the local, national and international news media began to report that a series 

of threats and intimidation strategies that had been directed against three 

neighbouring Roma households in south Belfast. After windows were 

smashed on one of the properties, and claims that racist material, such a 

copy of Mein Kampf was pushed through a letterbox (BBC News, 2009), 

the families vacated their homes to stand outside on the street.  After 

initially finding shelter in a nearby church, they were transferred by the 

authorities to the sports hall of a local leisure centre. As the story gained 

momentum, images of their plight were transmitted across the world via the 

international media. Most of the Roma left suddenly, returning to Belfast 

many months later when both threats and attention had abated. Politicians 

from both sides of the political divide were immediate in condemning this 

racially motivated violence (BBC News, 2009).    

These attacks on over 100 Romanians made headlines not only 

because they are a vulnerable minority within the United Kingdom, but 

particularly because of Northern Ireland’s history of violent sectarian 

division. Geoghegan’s (2010) book, A Difficult Difference: Race, religion 

and the new Northern Ireland, notes that the tone of news media 

commentary represented a society that was as yet not reconciled and still 

replete with the threat of inter-community violence. These concerns about 

the attacks have entered academic discourse: Knox (2011) noted in relation 



 

161 
 

to violence against the Roma, that intolerance, hate-crime and perceived 

inadequate police intervention are still considered culturally normative; 

Pehrson, Gheorghiu and Ireland’s (2013) study noted that life in Belfast is 

historically demarked by both physical and ideological boundaries, 

concluding that behaviour towards immigrant populations, such as the 

Roma, will be mediated by a sense of threat to culturally demarked spaces.  

The attacks were regarded as of such importance with respect to wider civic 

and cultural issues that a short series of items measuring degree of 

opposition to the attacks against the Roma in 2009, for example, ‘I don’t 

necessarily agree with the attacks but I sympathise with the reasons behind 

them’ was included in the Northern Ireland Life and Times survey (NILTS) 

of social attitudes (ARK, 2010). I would argue that that this question, with 

its two conflicting clausal statements, hints that an attitudinal approach 

alone, would be insufficient to understand the social psychology of inter-

group relations following the attacks, and that a dilemmatic analysis is 

required (Billig, 1996; Billig et al., 1988). 

 

The south Belfast locality in which the attacks upon the Roma 

Romanian immigrants occurred has experienced changes in housing use in 

the late 20th century onwards, from an area that was occupied traditionally 

by working-class Protestants, to accommodating young professionals and a 

transient student population, and latterly, migrant families. Thus, the attacks 

took place in an atmosphere of not only of the post-Agreement political and 

macro-social change described in earlier chapters, but also local 

demographic change. In common with Donegall Pass, the possible 

involvement of loyalist factions with the attacks was postulated in the news 

media: while a Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) chief inspector 
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claimed that the attacks were not orchestrated (BBC News, 2009), other 

media sources indicated support for the attacks from the neo-Nazi, anti-

immigrant organization Combat 18, who circulated intimidating text 

messages and an open lack of condemnation of the attacks by some 

members of the local community was noted (McDonald, 2009). A key 

concern of the current work continues to be how the construction of other 

social groups reflects in-group identity (Reicher et al., 2008).  The analysis 

will consider how the identity of the majority collective, or in-group, was 

constructed and managed within a series of discursive news articles about 

the attacks in the Northern Ireland regional press.  

  

In contrast to some essentialist forms of media discourse which 

constructed racist attacks in Northern Ireland as ‘new sectarianism’, or a 

mere change of target for a violent ‘group mind-set’ (see also Lentin & 

McVeigh, 2006 and McVeigh & Rolston, 2007), I aim instead to consider 

how the construction of majority and minority group identities were used as 

a resource to define and articulate socially troubling concepts (Durrheim et 

al., 2011) such as ‘racism’ and ‘sectarianism’ that would be regarded in 

discourse as potential  causal factors, or used as linguistic resource to blame 

a defined out-group. Yet, I regard these terms not as properties of 

individuals or social groups, but as objects formed within discourse, that 

work within the semantics of a text to manage in-group consequences of 

blame for the attacks against a historically persecuted ethnic group.  In 

accordance with the knowledge that news media consumption in Northern 

Ireland is divided along ethno-national allegiances and often works to 

consolidate and re-create memories of events from the conflict for 

audiences who remember ‘the Troubles’ and those who do not (Trew, 
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Muldoon, McKeown & McLaughlin, 2009; Roe & Cairns, 2003; Whyte, 

1995), I will regard Northern Ireland’s history of national and ethnic 

division as a pretext for the ways in which collective identities will be 

constructed and represented in media texts.   

 

5.1.2. Managing ‘race’ in talk: The approach of Wetherell and Potter 

Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) classic study, Mapping the Language 

of Racism, is the focus of theoretical approach in this second study. This 

text charts the ways in which racialized talk about Māori peoples was 

managed by middle-class, Pākehā or ‘white’ New Zealanders. The 

‘imagined community’ inter-relationship between two cultures (Anderson, 

1991), articulated by Pākehā, represented and legitimised the in-group’s 

interests and values.  The authors described their analytical method as a 

reversal of the realist position which regards descriptors, such as ‘race’ as 

categorizations that represent essential differences between social groups 

that may be biological, cultural or psychological in character. The authors 

argue that the realist approach to ethnic identity is utilized in discourse to 

powerful effect by the ‘white’ majority, the news media, and indeed, 

academics, to categorize and order the social world.  In contrast, Wetherell 

and Potter focused on the means by which racialized discourse created a 

social domain which was ‘real’ to their participants.  The current study 

incorporates this ontological perspective. I approach the construction of 

collective identities in the Belfast newsprint media texts as having a 

rhetorical purpose that will serve the interests of the represented in-groups I 

conjecture that this will take two forms: to explain and to blame. For the 

purpose of reflecting the deliberations of the readership, a form of image 

management as much as newsprint convention, causes in terms of 
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contributory factors, for example, the legacy of the conflict and its impact 

upon class and generational issues, will be explored in the texts.  The 

second form of these, the blaming of other groups for acts of racism, is of 

greatest importance to the aim of the central research question, as it 

specifically relates to how media discourse will construct collective 

identities in Northern Ireland relative to the presence of an ethnic and 

immigrant minority group in the region.      

 

Wetherell and Potter theorise that the problem of racism lies with the 

most powerful group(s) in a community. Those in positions of social power, 

for example, government, producers of media discourse , community 

leaders, academics and educators, will articulate, rationalize and create 

‘patterns’ of ideology that justify and maintain the dominant form of 

uneven power relations.  They assert that these social and structural realities 

determine racial inequalities, through constructing and emphasizing 

particular narrative accounts of what society is and how it should function, 

and not only in making ‘natural’, categories such as ‘race’, ‘culture’ and 

‘nation’ (see also Durrheim, Mtose & Brown, 2011). The research emphasis 

is that “performative” aspects of identity (Wetherell and Potter, 1992, 

p.149) should be the topic of discourse analysis rather than definitive 

accounts of society, such as the idea of ‘false consciousness’ that would 

provide a purely Marxist interpretation of behavioural repertoires, for 

example. The emphasis is instead on how  language is used to bring society 

into being and thus create an understanding within dominant groups of how 

relationships between groups ‘are’ or ‘should be’ and that these practices 

will carry with them an understanding of history and that will be flavoured 

by an ideological perspective.  The authors argue that this is a form of 
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social practice that occurs within all discourse, such as the process of 

comprehending social conflict and influence.  In applying this Foucauldian 

approach to in the reporting of the attacks on Roma communities in the 

Northern Ireland regional press, the categorization of social groups and the 

understanding of social (dis)order will be part of a wider discursive system 

within a common culture. This moves understanding of media texts in 

general beyond any dismissal as purely sensationalist or melodramatic, 

separate from what is ‘really happening’. Instead, the purpose of the current 

analysis seeks to ‘map’ the ways in which accounts of violent attacks upon 

racialized others were managed within a common understanding and 

lexicon. The patterns, or discursive systems, of historical and ideological 

rhetoric employed in constructing and representing the collective identity in 

media texts will be identified and explored.  

 

5.1.3. The ‘prejudice problematic’ and its role in structuring 

condemnatory discourse 

The specific choices of texts for analysis are newsprint media opinion 

pieces which have the purpose of imparting informed opinion or wisdom. 

To this effect, I consider another aspect of  Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) 

approach, which regards concepts such as ‘prejudice’, ‘racism’ and ‘anti-

racism’, and by extrapolation, ‘sectarianism’ as words that have no absolute 

moral force to discern wrong actions from right, but as reflecting the 

discursive history of communities, and of ideas present in dominant 

Western culture.  These theorists begin by deconstructing Allport’s 

comment that prejudice is a most complex aspect “of man’s irrational 

nature” (Allport, 1954, p. xvii, cited in Wetherell and Potter, 1992) and 



 

166 
 

explain that their approach differs by explaining ‘prejudice’, not as an 

internalised collection of illogical thoughts and emotions, but as systemic 

and concentrated around a power nexus, where dilemmatic reasoning 

concerning the status of the self and the other, has been constructed by the 

powerful group.  Through this understanding of the relationship between 

the signifier, ‘prejudice’ and the culture that imbues it with meaning, the 

use of the term is subject to critique. Thus, they refer to this process as a 

form of reflexive awareness concerning “the problematic of prejudice” (p. 

201).   

 

In their interviews with white, middle-class New Zealanders, 

Wetherell and Potter witnessed talk about ‘prejudice’ as serving various 

rhetorical functions. Much like the social psychological scientist Allport, 

the interviewees regarded it as a concept that was indicative of one’s 

psychological character; it was spoken about as part of a ‘normal’ 

personality that had to be tempered, as a pathology, as disruptive of social 

harmony, or as having its opposite in tolerance of difference.  Importantly 

for the focus of the current study, ‘prejudice’ was most often constructed as 

the property of others, thus serving the function of proportioning blame 

away from the self.  Furthermore, the authors note that demonstrating a 

scientific understanding of concepts such as ‘prejudice’ in talk, serves those 

who hold social power in a society as it places them as inheritors of 

knowledge and wisdom, delineating the ‘prejudiced other’ to a subject 

position of ignorance and weakness. As such, I will approach talk in the 

Belfast newsprint media about who is ‘sectarian’ and who is ‘racist’ as a 

form of ideology that serves a motivating function for the majority 

groupings that are represented in the news media discourse.  Thus, in these 
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narratives that condemn rather than celebrate racist violence, I will focus on 

ways in which condemnatory discourse may actually serve the interests of 

the powerful in-group that they represent.   

 

5.1.4. Majority groupings and understandings of ethnic minorities in 

Northern Ireland   

Majority discourse constructs and represents patterns of ideology that 

sustain uneven power relations between groups (Wetherell and Potter, 

1992) and this idea is evidenced in constructivist and ethnographic 

approaches to relations between the majority ethnic communities and 

minority ethnic and immigrant communities in Northern Ireland. The 

research examples I consider here arise from Liz Fawcett’s analysis of the 

representation of ethnic minorities in the local press prior to the GFA and 

anthropologist Andrew Finlay, who deconstructed ethnicized narratives in 

the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) and considered their relevance to the 

development of multiculturalism throughout Ireland.  Fawcett’s (1998) 

media study of the regional newsprint media in Northern Ireland considered 

the representation of ethnic minorities in the Belfast regional press. 

Working prior to the signing of the GFA, she conducted an analysis during 

three months of 1996.  Media portrayal of the conflict between the 

Protestant and Catholic communities in Northern Ireland had received much 

previous attention (e.g. Parkinson, 1998; Rolston, 1991), but ethnic 

groupings were largely ignored.  The author argued that this 

marginalization of ethnic minority interest, “almost to the point of 

invisibility” (p. 109) was due to the main political parties’ concerns about 

constitutional issues and civil rights, which were constructed within 

oppositional unionist and nationalist discourses that excluded the needs of 
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ethnic minority groups. The author contends that the idea of politics has a 

very narrow definition in Northern Ireland, constructed within a conflictual 

paradigm due to the polarization of the two main community political 

ideologies.   

 

Fawcett (1998) discussed implicit assumptions about ethnic 

minorities from the research findings.  These were:  that racism was a minor 

problem in Northern Ireland; that the perpetrators of attacks deviated from 

societal norms; that ‘white’ society was doing its best to help ethnic 

minorities; that the Chinese and Indian communities were welcome because 

of their economic contribution and responsible attitude; that the majority of 

Travellers were irresponsible; that ethnic minorities were more generally 

considered to be uncivilized and inferior; that their concerns were not part 

of the main political agenda. In the current research, the implementation of 

the GFA, the influx of migrant communities to Northern Ireland and the 

violent attacks on immigrant communities since Fawcett conducted this 

research provide a context to consider if the preoccupation with majority 

agendas remains a feature of the reporting of ethnic minority concerns in 

the Belfast regional press. The GFA may be regarded as legally enshrining 

two dimensions cultural of identity that hold affiliation with either ‘side’ of 

the unionist or nationalist divide as a pre-requisite to civic inclusion. This 

idea is explored by Finlay (2004, 2007) who explains that the identity 

politics of being either unionist, or nationalist, or other is the approach to 

the political model conceived in the Agreement.  
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Finlay (2004) warned of the implications of the GFA political model 

for the development of multiculturalism in Northern Ireland. Ethnic 

diversity would likely become subsumed or negated under the ‘parity of 

esteem’ conceptualization of competitive bi-culturalism (MacGinty & 

DuToit, 2007). Concerning the future creation of an Ireland, north and south 

that is hospitable to immigrants, Finlay suggests that the wording of the 

GFA works to reproduce older political agendas, and that the proponents of 

the “hegemonic political forces in Ireland”, namely nationalism and 

unionism, “would attempt to appropriate the more visible presence of 

racialized minorities in Ireland to their own hegemonic ends” (p. 229).  

Other commentators have critiqued the problem of the dual-majority 

cultural hegemony inherent in the two traditions model (Finlayson 2001; 

Little, 2003) on the grounds that other cultural or ethnic groups may be 

marginalized, and also that the model conceives of the majority 

communities as monolithic cultural entities and flattens patterns of 

difference in social identity within the groups (see also Gough et al., 1992).  

With regard to this potential marginalization of multiculturalism in 

Northern Ireland, it is worth considering that the historic origin of the bi-

cultural model enshrined in the GFA has a specific context regarding power 

relations between Britain and Ireland, and was a response following the 

1980s hunger strikes that cumulated in the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985 

between the British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher and Irish Taoiseach, 

Garrett FitzGerald. This historic event represented a model of relations 

between Britain and Ireland that was reconstructionist regarding the 

political relations between two states, yet precluded post-modern and 

multicultural approaches to identity in both Northern Ireland and the 
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Republic of Ireland (Finlay 2007; Gilligan, Hainsworth & McGarry, 2011; 

Lentin, 2001). Working within Finlay’s prescient arguments, I have 

analysed commentary from the unionist-leaning Belfast Telegraph and the 

nationalist Irish News, publications with a journalistic content that may 

exemplify the kind of “hegemonic” discourses that reflect and resonate with 

the concerns of both cultural majorities, moving the focus of this second 

study towards the discursive concerns of the ‘reasonable majority’ (cf. 

Finlay, 2007). Whilst notorious acts of violent racist bigotry have taken 

place within working class loyalist areas, the epistemological perspective of 

Wetherell and Potter (1992) assumes that language that furthers 

indifference and towards ethnic minority of migrant populations, and 

justifies and maintains unequal power relations, may be features of majority 

ethnic group discourse.  Hence, I turn from the narrative of strong racism 

contained in the first study towards media texts to focus on ideas about 

identity of the collective self and ethnicized and immigrant ‘others’ in 

Northern Ireland were constructed in media opinion pieces.   

 

5.2. Approach to analysis 

 

The approach for this study adopts Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) 

epistemology concerning how language reproduces and creates forms of 

opinion that may appear condemnatory of racist attacks, but may actually 

work as a series of effects that sustain and reinforce oppression and 

discriminate between ethnic groups. The analytical focus is upon what is 

achieved through the discursive construction of group identities and 

establishes who belongs to, and who is excluded from the collective, to 
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demonstrate if and how condemnatory discourse may actually sustain 

structures of sectarian and inter-ethnic division in Northern Ireland.    

 

Data selection and analysis were conducted in two phases. The first 

involved gathering all newspaper articles available in the Belfast regional 

press between the beginning of June 2009, the month when attacks on 

Roma homes began to be reported, and the end of December, to allow for 

possible inclusion of end-of-year reviews. The second phase involved 

reading, note-taking and selecting specific news articles for analysis. 

Discourses that were involved in the construction of the collective self in 

relation to the ethnicized, migrant Roma community were explored and 

refined in the process of producing a final analysis. There was a particular 

focus on the management of in-group identity in relation to the construction 

of the social identity of other groups. 

 

5.2.1. Data gathering 

The initial phase involved a search of the Nexis database between 

01/06/09 and 31/12/09 within the Northern Ireland regional news 

publications Belfast Telegraph (editions: First, City, Final, County and 

Derry),  Irish News, News Letter and Sunday Life using the search terms: 

“Roma OR Romania OR Romanian”. From an initial list of over 1000 

articles, those that were irrelevant to the topic were deleted (for example, 

articles featuring A.S. Roma football club). From the articles that reported 

the attacks, those that were discursive and reflective in content and tone, for 

example, opinion, editorial, anecdotal were selected for further 

consideration. This totalled 45 articles: 27 from Belfast Telegraph 

(excluding multiple copies in different editions), 14 from Irish News and 
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four from Sunday Life. No articles of this nature were published in the News 

Letter on the topic.   

5.2.2. Selection for analysis 

The articles were read and re-read repeatedly, and notes were made 

in the margin of each document concerning the ideas that arose from this 

initial analytic stage. Three articles in total from the initial 45 were then 

selected for close discursive analysis: two from the Irish News, (19 and 24 

June, 2009) which has a nationalist and republican stance, and one from the 

unionist-leaning Belfast Telegraph (18 June, 2009).  Whole articles were 

chosen as a means of understanding the presentation of complete pieces of 

purpose-written rhetoric (Billig, 1996; Giles & Shaw, 2009).  The means of 

choosing the articles was intuitive and scholarly, regarding a reflexive 

understanding of both the social issues involved and the analytic approach 

(Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Hollway, 1989). Initially, a number of 

discursive strategies and formulations of arguments within the texts were 

identified. These were considered in relation to an understanding of the 

social and historical systems in which discourse is produced, and the 

acknowledgement that ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ discourse may serve the needs of 

the dominant or in-group (Durrheim et al., 2011; Parker, 1992; Reicher et 

al., 2008; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). The texts were classified as 

belonging to two wider systems of meanings (Parker, 1992) or 

understandings of what ‘caused’ the attacks and the consequences for group 

or collective identity. 

The texts chosen for analysis are printed in full in Annex for 5.0. at 

the end of this chapter. 
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5.3. Analysis 

The analysis focused on how collective identity in Northern Ireland was 

constructed within discursive systems in relation to the attacks and their 

social consequences, for both majority and minority ethnic groups in 

Northern Ireland.  Two discursive systems were identified within the 

collective identities. In one of these, political and historical antecedents of 

group identities and behaviours were constructed as causal of both racist 

and sectarian practice with two texts selected from the Irish News working 

within this system. Alternatively, in the other system, in discourse from an 

article in the Belfast Telegraph, the motivations for acts of racism and 

sectarianism were regarded as emanating from essential aspects of ‘the 

human condition’ and were explained in terms of a universalized system of 

morality.   

5.3.2. Discursive system: ‘Political and historical antecedents cause 

violent racism’ 

5.3.2.1. Text 1: Opinion piece in Irish News on 19 June 2009 

In the following opinion piece, “Northern Ireland - where the dark 

ages haven't gone away, you know” (Irish News, 19 June), racism in 

Northern Ireland is constructed as having the same origin as sectarianism, 

with management of blame constructed as originating in British post-

colonialism.  The expulsion of the Roma is managed as an in-group means 

of promoting Irish nationalism and denouncing unionism.  The attacks are 

constructed as a manifestation a triumphalist outlook characteristic of 

unionist and loyalist communities, with the intimidation experienced by the 

Roma in their homes represented as an expression of unionist supremacism 

that is constructed as a historical successor to anti-nationalist expulsions 
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from areas of Belfast.  This discourse functions to criticise perceived 

unionist antipathy towards other groups as a remnant of British 

Imperialism, with racism being represented a legacy of colonial practice in 

Ireland.  Unionist politics are represented as completely incompatible with 

the elimination of both sectarianism and race-hatred.  The collective 

identity of the unionist community is constructed as finding expression 

through both bigoted speech and associated violent attacks, and it is 

explicitly associated with a perceived sense of “superiority” over others in 

Northern Ireland.  Thus, both Roma and Irish nationalists living in Belfast 

are represented as the collective in-group, but constructed as racialized 

‘others’ in relation to unionist ideology and practice.  

5.3.2.2. Headline 

The opening headline, “Northern Ireland - where the dark ages 

haven't gone away, you know” makes reference to a notorious remark by 

the senior Sinn Fein politician, Gerry Adams, at a Belfast rally in 1995, 

relating to the 1994 ceasefire by the Irish Republican Army (IRA).  

Following a call from a member of the crowd, “Bring back the IRA”, he 

replied, “They haven’t gone away, you know”.  This controversial retort 

was subsequently interpreted by the unionist community as a threat to 

future political stability in Northern Ireland (McKittrick, 2011; Tonge, 

2004).  This familiar referent is used as a discursive resource to suggest 

hypocrisy by unionists who had at that time, accused the IRA of being 

ready to return to violence at any moment, re-directing blame and 

suggesting hypocrisy by implying that actual and structural violence is still 

a feature of unionist “dark ages” behaviour and ideology.  
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5.3.2.3. Representation of the attacks within a history of state antipathy 

The attacks on the Roma are rhetorically located within their historic 

and recent abuse across Europe and represented in “the north” as a 

particular manifestation of this wider pattern of violence, constructed as 

structural in origin:  

It was hard to know which to be more depressed by this week - the 

racist attacks in Belfast or the reaction of a lot of ordinary people to 

them. 

The disgraceful intimidation of Romanian families from their homes 

adds the north to the unsavoury list of places in Europe where Roma - 

or Gypsy - people have been the target of hate crime within the past 

few years alone. 

Petrol-bombed in the Czech Republic, evicted en masse in Italy, 

attacked or discriminated against in Serbia, Kosovo, Hungary and in 

Romania itself - and now bused around Belfast while the police pass 

the buck on who should have done what when.  

Thus, the intimidation of the Roma is represented as a particular 

instance of a history of European-wide antipathy: “Petrol-bombed 

…evicted… attacked… discriminated…and now bused around Belfast”, 

The construction of the Belfast attacks at the end of these examples 

suggests that the incidents have a social pattern across certain nations and 

cities, so that blame for the Belfast attacks should be treated as institutional 

and not as an anomaly or the actions of a prejudiced few.  The passive voice 

is employed at the incipiency of the argument as a means of managing 

discourse so that blame for the attacks is focused away from any notion of 
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embodiment of the attackers themselves: “the disgraceful intimidation” and 

“the shamefulness of the attacks”.  Condemnation is clearly stated, yet the 

agency of the attackers is completely removed.  

Perceived police negligence towards the alleged crimes in Belfast is 

represented as a dismal, acknowledged commonplace, through the use of 

the clichéd image, “passing the buck on who should have done what when”. 

This use of figurative language constructs an in-group understanding that 

PSNI disinterest and incompetence exists as the modus operandi of dealing 

with sensitive issues.  Contempt for racialized out-groups amongst the 

“ordinary people” is represented as a dishearteningly ‘banal’ (Billig, 1995) 

feature of life in Northern Ireland. Hatred and apathy by both the ‘ordinary’ 

citizen and the state are rhetorically condemned in equal measure, with only 

the perpetrators themselves excluded from direct censure.  

5.3.2.4. Construction of the Northern Irish identity as unionist-

orientated and “shameful” 

The attackers’ agency or character continues to be omitted. Instead, a 

narrative of “shamefulness” in the eyes of the world is developed, which is 

in turn represented as painfully reviving a stereotype that casts all 

“Northern Ireland’s Protestants and Catholics” as pathologically violent: 

News media throughout the world carried stories explaining that now 

that Northern Ireland's Protestants and Catholics had stopped killing 

each other they were turning on foreign migrant workers and their 

families - undoing overnight years of painstakingly building a 

positive image of the north. 
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And, to cap the shamefulness of the attacks, listening to many 

Northern Irelanders express the view on radio and television that they 

were, if not justifiable, then at least understandable, really made you 

wonder if there's any hope for this place at all. 

They're parasites. The country is coming down with them. They're 

sponging. There are far too many foreigners here - if they want to go 

home, send them home. 

This was the thrust of reaction from members of the public who 

phoned into The Nolan Show on BBC Radio Ulster on Wednesday. 

Comment on the usually more middle-brow Talkback show later was 

of a similar hue and clearly exasperated veteran host David Dunseith. 

As this narrative of superordinate ‘national’ shaming progresses, 

blame is directed away from the constructed simplistic or ‘false’ stereotype 

held by international communities, concerning the supposed ethno-national 

hatred characteristic of all in Northern Ireland. Instead, the blame is re-

directed towards those who support the maintenance of the union between 

Britain and Northern Ireland. The text plays with the identity of those 

expressing their contempt about the Roma as “Northern Irelanders”, a 

neologism used instead of “Northern Irish” that works to grammatically 

remove this community from any identification with an emotional, national 

or place attachment to an ‘Irish’ identity. The ‘Northern Irish’ identity is a 

form of national identity recognition that was not in use at the beginning of 

the conflict but is now a form of identity claimed used to indicate shared 

identity and social cohesion beyond ‘British’ or ‘Irish’ claims to identity. 

Yet, this identity claim is one that acknowledges separation between the 
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two parts of Ireland, and social psychologists investigating use and outcome 

have acknowledged the complexities of claiming this form of identity 

(Lowe & Muldoon, 2014; McKeown, 2013)  Thus, the employment of the 

neologism “Northern Irelanders” also serves to evade the charge of 

sectarianism: the collective do not necessarily need to be labelled as 

‘Protestants’; instead this construction of the collective identity 

encompasses anyone who recognises the union with Britain.   This positions 

the Roma as victims of a particular form of ‘British’ racism.   Whereas the 

identity of the attackers is hidden, with their actions emphasised instead as 

“the shamefulness of the attacks”, the Roma people are described in relation 

to the bigoted words of “Northern Irelanders” on national radio. The 

recounting of pejorative language use from talk back radio show callers is 

defined by metaphors of virulence, the pillaging of resources and invasion 

characteristic of the strongest forms of racist language that have used to 

justify persecution (cf. Koonz, 2003; Reicher et al., 2008; MacLachlan & 

O’Connell, 2000): “They’re parasites”; “They’re sponging” ; “The  country  

is coming down with them. …There are far too many foreigners here”. In 

sharp contrast to these dehumanizing, racist constructions, national 

categorization of the minority and majority groups is instead emphasized in 

the argument of the text, with the Roma described in a dignified fashion as 

“foreign migrant workers”, yet there is a strong inference that the “Northern 

Irelanders” are racist xenophobes. 

5.3.2.5. Management of blame: A critique of unionist ideology 

In the next excerpt from this article, the historic origin of this 

disparaged collective identity is discussed, explicitly named, and its 

ideology criticised:  
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There's a mindset evident among a swathe of Northern Ireland 

society that comes from having people's sense of their place in the 

scheme of things reinforced and from not being challenged about the 

validity or appropriateness of that self-appraisal. 

When nationalists were being forced out of their homes it wasn't 

difficult to make a link with the anti-Catholic rhetoric of conservative 

Protestantism. 

Such rhetoric has receded from the public sphere but the sense of 

entitlement, if not superiority, remains part of the make-up of those 

who pronounce themselves part of the 'majority community' in the 

north - and, while there are undoubtedly bigots in all sections of 

society, this is something that needs to be addressed if sectarianism 

and racism are to be tackled. 

Take the recent European election campaign, for example, since it is 

entirely relevant in the context of a row about European migrants 

living and working in Northern Ireland. 

The campaign was characterised by a squalid fight within unionism 

carried on, with the usual insulting arrogance, as if nationalists didn't 

exist. The result was the election to the European Parliament of the 

DUP's Diane Dodds, a candidate whose policies she herself summed 

up repeatedly with a mantra as disturbing as it is preposterous: 

"Unionism must win". 

The text works to persuade the reader of a direct causal link between 

the influence of elected representatives and street-level violence: that it is 

not “difficult to make a link” between the rhetoric of unionist politicians, 
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the “mindset” of “Northern Irelanders”, and violent racism.  The race-hate 

crime against the Roma and their resultant exodus is paralleled with the 

historic expulsions of the Catholic population in Belfast from their homes at 

the beginning of “the Troubles” as a consequence of loyalist attacks.  It is 

argued here that these sectarian expulsions were made possible and 

permissible via the discursive force of conservative unionist political 

rhetoric. In the context of these historic events, violent attacks against out-

groups are constructed as tacitly supported in wider communities and by 

their political representatives. The discourse suggests that whether by 

aggression, inference, apathy or the lessons of history, the ‘mindset’ of 

unionism is that the maintenance of in-group identity is of primary 

importance, and that the needs and rights of other groups matter less. 

A further strategy of argumentation is employed to postulate a direct 

link between political speech and sectarian violence: “it wasn’t difficult to 

make a link…”.  According to this ‘common-sense’, unionist political 

rhetoric directly forms the development of an enduring collective 

psychology: a “mindset”, “makeup” or “self-appraisal” which leads to a 

sense of “superiority” over others who lie outside the numerical unionist 

majority within the borders of Northern Ireland.   The text represents this 

unionist hegemonic ideology as persisting into post-conflict politics, by 

describing the recent election to the European Parliament of majority 

Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) candidate, Diane Dodds, as a deeply 

troubling and “preposterous” example of unionist ideology that ignores the 

imperative of civic responsibility towards all.  This example constructs the 

unionist majority as narcissistic and supremacist, “summed up repeatedly 

with a mantra… ‘Unionism must win’ “, that leaves no psychological or 
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social space to address the aspirations and needs of other groups. Through 

these representations of unionist identity, other social groupings in post-

Agreement Northern Ireland are constructed as routinely marginalized or 

ignored, or at worst, members of these groups will be likely to be 

intimidated and physically attacked while this “mindset” dominates.     

5.3.2.6. The attacks as a resource for the promotion of Irish nationalism 

The final sentence of the text forcibly summates the constructed link 

between widely-held attitudes and racially motivated attacks:  

When such inanity is what passes for discourse by political leaders on 

an EU election platform, the knuckle-draggers of the north think a 

bunch of dark-skinned Johnny foreigners are fair game? 

Here, a mimicked idiom expresses prejudicial thought and talk: “a bunch of 

dark-skinned Johnny foreigners”.  The analysis of this specific phrase 

requires personal reflexivity here: I was born and raised in Belfast, and 

having lived in various towns and cities in Northern Ireland for most of my 

life, I regard the origin of this phrase as specifically English existing outside 

a regional dialectical repertoire. Thus, it functions to create discursive links 

between British identity, unionism and racist violence.   This construction 

of racism as a legacy of the effects of colonialism and creates a particular 

and restrictive subject position for the unionist community.   Racism is 

constructed as an ingrained characteristic of the unionist identity.  The 

discourse in this extract hints that unionist animosity towards others exists 

beyond an anti-nationalist political stance and has its origins in British 

xenophobia. The nationalist community is constructed as having 

commonality with the Roma people in Belfast through their own 
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experiences of anti-Irish racism. The rhetorical function of this collective 

identity construction is to denounce affiliation with British forms of identity 

as incompatible with racial equality, the formation of a society based on a 

collective civic identity, and the elimination of bigoted attacks motivated by 

sectarianism or race-hate. Thus, the phrase “Johnny foreigners” is a form of 

mimicry used within a concluding rhetorical question to suggest that 

unionism is institutionally racist.    

The unionist identity is constructed as a form of British post-colonial 

identity, where attacks against others are presented as exemplars of 

ideology in practice. The racist attacks on the Roma are represented as 

resulting from the same ideological motivation as sectarian attacks, as both 

are constructed as manifestations of post-colonial attitudes held by the 

unionist community.  The purpose of this construction is to tacitly promote 

a pro-nationalist argument as the alternative to institutionalized prejudice. 

The examples in the texts work to show that in the history of inter-group 

conflict in Northern Ireland, sectarian practice preceded racist practice, but 

the maintenance of post-colonial ideology, centred upon domination rather 

than diversity, is represented as the source of both anti-social behaviours.  

The attacks upon the Roma population are constructed as symbolic of a 

wider form of race subjugation.  

Irish nationalist and Roma experience at the hands of unionist culture 

are presented in the article as common experiences of subjugation. National 

and collective identity are merged in this construction of in-group 

experience, and thus, the attacks against the Roma function as a symbolic 

resource to mobilize national sentiment and to define Irish identity as 

incompatible with the maintenance of the union with Britain.  This partisan 
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construction creates specific subject positions for both the unionist out-

group and the Roma in-group:  unionists residing on the island of Ireland 

have no place in this conception of Irishness. This construction of collective 

identity is used to promote in-group affiliation between Irish nationalists 

and other, non-British national identities. This has the discursive effect of 

rhetorically isolating the unionist community as inheritors of racial 

supremacism. Yet, this also has the even more dubious effect of 

appropriating unique aspects of eastern European Roma culture and identity 

within a highly specific construction of subjugated identity. Thus, this 

construction of racialization within the power-asymmetry of British post-

colonialism represents ethnic identity as a form of bi-partite collective 

opposition to a single oppressing agent. This may be far from how the 

Roma would wish to express their own identity or understand the nature 

their oppressors (cf. McGarry, 2010). In this way, the text works to 

reproduce the racialized experiences of the majority in-group and does not 

advance a multicultural agenda where diversity of ethnic experience is 

considered and represented.   

5.3.2.7. Text 2: Opinion piece in Irish News on 24 June 2009 

The second opinion piece, “Bit late for crocodile tears from unionist 

politicians” (Irish News, 24 June), is chosen for further analysis as it works 

to construct the identity of the attackers as arising from physical, cultural 

and ideological constraints, providing an account of collective out-group 

behaviour that draws upon purported social, developmental and political 

origins. This is an example of the use of intellectual resources available in a 

culture that can be drawn upon for discursive and rhetorical purposes (cf. 

Billig et al., 1988; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). The rhetoric of the text 
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constructs explanations of how material and social conditions influence 

specific forms of racist and sectarian violence.   It appeals to a culture of 

common intellectual understanding, through discussing the influence of 

these conditions upon male youths in Northern Ireland, raised in districts 

defined by extreme sectarian division. This also serves an affective purpose 

of representing the readership, or in-group, as possessing acute social 

awareness of the conditions under which antagonistic behaviour is likely to 

arise, yet wholly separating them from any degree of association with the 

perpetrators of violent racism. In this way, the text has a performative 

effect, concerning imparted wisdoms about how youth may turn to racist 

crime, similar to the middle-class ‘white’ participants in Wetherell and 

Potter’s (1992) who constructed ‘prejudice’ in talk. Thus, the account 

should not be treated as ‘truth’, but as a series of discursive effects that 

serve a particular social function for the in-group concerning the 

construction of inter-group identity dynamics. 

5.3.2.8. Representation of racist attacks in loyalist areas 

 The headline and opening paragraphs of the opinion piece serve to 

locate the blame for attacks against the Roma within unionist political 

culture. In this way, the text argues against the incidents being treated as an 

anomaly or as the work of retrograde individuals within the surrounding 

locale.   Attention is drawn to the attempted genocide of the Roma under 

the Nazi regime.  This allusion to both the number and quality of the attacks 

should be regarded as discursive resources chosen to emphasise that the 

topic is grave and newsworthy, so that the volume and nature of 

international media coverage can be constructed as proportionate to the 

nature of the crimes committed. This works because the article exonerates 
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the nationalist in-group from the mark of “shame” as the text directly 

locates the blame for racially-motivated attacks within unionist districts and 

a unionist political hegemony: 

‘Bit late for crocodile tears from unionist politicians’ 

The uproar in the local media following last week's attacks on Roma 

families and their subsequent flight was in direct proportion to the 

shame at international coverage the incident attracted. 

That shame was accentuated by the pictures of such a large number 

of men, women and children fleeing their homes in full view of the 

world's media. 

It all provided unsavoury pictures of life in Belfast, a Belfast which 

nowadays officially seeks to conceal what a divided sectarian, racist 

place it is. 

The Romas fled in a group, perhaps because of their history in 

Europe they were acutely aware of the dangers of sporadic ethnic 

assaults escalating into something more lethal. After all, the Nazis 

killed between a quarter and a third of Romas. Academic studies 

estimate up to half a million died in concentration camps. 

The truth is the scenes that caused such shame last week were only 

unusual because of the numbers involved, not because of the nature 

of the attacks in this traditionally unionist district. They've been 

going on for years and the response of police and unionists has been 

lamentable. Immigrants in and around Donegall Pass, lower Donegall 

Road, Sandy Row and lower Lisburn Road have been subjected to 
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discrimination, regular harassment, criminal damage, intimidation, 

attacks on their homes and personal injury. Chinese, Lithuanian, 

Polish, Hungarian, Nigerian, Romanian - it doesn't matter. Locals 

identified them as easy prey. 

In this excerpt, news reporting is constructed as a means of 

uncovering “truth” about sectarian and racial division in Belfast, concealed 

by official representations of a society supposedly entering a post-conflict 

era.  The ‘evils’ of sectarianism and racism, represented in the international 

media, are paired at the incipiency of the argumentative strategy to 

represent the city as “a divided sectarian, racist place”. The text confers 

agreement with these causal explanations, rather than constructing a 

defence against the accusations of outsiders, in contrast with the first text 

that constructs these as harmful stereotypes and refutes the argument. This 

alternative construction of Belfast city as imbued with bigotry, possessing 

agency that directs and interpellates human practice, personifies the city’s 

‘character’. It serves to locate the actions of individual citizens within an 

oppressive and powerful set of social forces that inspire and direct action 

(cf. Durrheim et al., 2011; Parker, 1992).  The social power directing these 

malign forces is directly identified as the institution of unionism, passive in 

the face of anti-immigrant and racist violence.  Added to this are the effects 

of the linguistic construction of a geographical location, the “traditionally 

unionist district”, named and narrowed down to specific sections of arterial 

roadways, affording a profoundly insular construction of out-group 

collective identity. It is in these claustrophobic locations that immigrants of 

all ethnic and national backgrounds are represented as subject to what are 

constructed as almost feral attacks by “Locals” who regard them as “easy 
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prey”. In this way, the out-group, loyalists, are distanced from the collective 

through being characterized as led by a distasteful mixture of malign 

ideology and base instinct, with migrant communities represented as 

homogenous, helpless victims of forces beyond their understanding or 

control.  

5.3.2.9. Use of metaphor and mimicry to represent the attackers 

The text constructs the influence of unionist and loyalist forms of 

political ideology as having a profound and adverse developmental effect 

upon the groups of youths that are believed to have attacked the Roma. In 

direct contrast with the analysis of the first opinion piece which evaded 

directly mentioning the attackers, vivid imagery is employed to represent 

this out-group:  

In the beginning loyalist paramilitaries led the way with intimidation 

and extortion, then with crude attempts to block immigrants renting 

accommodation. Is it any surprise therefore that the mobs of youths 

who attacked Roma homes come from a background dominated by 

UDA and UVF thuggery? They were only doing what they'd seen 

their elders doing in recent years. … 

…Unionist politicians have a lot to answer for in this respect because 

they feed this loser mentality. As a whole, Catholics remain worse off 

than Protestants but the lot of Catholics has been improving over the 

last 40 years. 

Instead of extolling the growth of equality in society unionist 

politicians endorse and repeat the lie that 'themuns get everything and 

we get nathing'. Notions of parity of esteem and equality are 



 

188 
 

therefore naturally meaningless to the kids out breaking windows in 

immigrants' homes. 

Secondly, unionist politicians encourage the idea that certain districts 

are forever Protestant. Ideally they would like to wall off districts as 

they have done in north Belfast to ensure that even if there are no 

Protestants living there anymore, nevertheless no fenians will get in. 

The sort of language and ideology unionist politicians use justifies 

aggressive teenagers with bricks in their belief that only Protestants 

(identified by ethnicity not by attendance at any Protestant church) 

have a right to live in districts designated unionist by politicians. It's 

a bit late now for unionist politicians to cry crocodile tears and 

condemn attacks on Romas when for years they have offered 

ideological justification for expelling Catholics and immigrants alike. 

Expect a lot more attacks as hundreds more testosterone-fuelled 

teenagers emerge from school onto the streets this summer with no 

qualifications and no hope of a job. Talk about C18 or Nazis is a 

distraction. 

It's a mentality home-grown by unionists, a mentality of supremacy 

and exclusion coming home to roost. … 

When representing the attackers, metaphors of inappropriate 

nurturing abound. The district is described as having an unwholesome 

effect upon its youth; life there is “unsavoury”.  Patterns of thought and 

behaviour are “home grown” by unionist politicians who “feed this loser 

mentality”.  The young “testosterone fuelled” males of the district copy 

violent and exclusionist behaviours, “what they’d seen their elders doing in 
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recent years”.  These metaphors construct a discourse that appears to work 

against the ‘natural order’ in the human realm - youthful fervour is defiled 

and spoilt, paired uncomfortably alongside ‘nature’ imagery that represents 

‘the law of the jungle’.  Powerful political groupings are represented as 

responsible for this spoiling of young identity (cf. Goffman, 1963). Unionist 

politicians are constructed as insincere in the extreme in their condemnation 

of the attacks, through use of the image, “crocodile tears”. The text 

constructs their rhetoric as exclusivist and their communities as 

homogenous, with images of dark flocks of birds at evening, having “come 

home to roost”. This end-of-the-day image implies negligence, that it is too 

late for change to the groupthink that has allowed immigrants to become the 

“easy prey” of local paramilitaries.  The Roma people also appear as bird-

like, but the nature of that image changes from roosting to winged escape. 

They appear to be chased with “flight” and “fleeing” employed to describe 

their exodus. In this image, they are the quarry of the ‘loyalist’ birds of 

prey.  The bricolage of animalistic metaphor works to create a sense of 

threatening animosity and functions to construct loyalist youth at an 

extreme social distance from the in-group, conditioned to display bellicose 

behaviour towards anyone outside their narrowly-defined group.  The force 

of blame from the international media, supported in the opening, is 

constructed as wholly justified, yet distanced from the nationalist 

readership. 

 The behaviour of these youths is communicated by pastiche - the 

mimicry of an electorate who justify their hostility towards the nationalist 

population:  “‘themuns get everything and we get nathing’ ” and “ ‘no 

fenians will get in’ ”.  The achievement here is the suggestion that civilized 
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and mature political ideas have no place in loyalist thought or expression; 

they are bigots who are detached from the lived reality of other national or 

ethnic groupings (cf. Billig et al., 1988).  The abstractions of “esteem and 

equality”, presented as readily understood by the in-group, are constructed 

as beyond the understanding of loyalist youth who are described as having 

no ideological resources to make sense of concepts related to human rights.  

The oxymoronic pairing of the words “naturally meaningless” implies a 

deterministic social system where learning and development work together 

to entirely negative results. The language of the text imparts a form of 

‘wisdom’ through charting the understanding of a pre-destined life pattern 

for loyalist ‘others’ (cf. Wetherell & Potter, 1992), that it is the nature of 

disaffected youths to behave badly, that their elders act with stunted 

maturity, and there is no appropriate nurturing factor within loyalist culture 

to appeal to the better side of human nature, or to temper its wilder aspects.   

5.3.2.10. Construction of the relationship between racism and 

sectarianism 

The blame for the attacks is located squarely within a construction of 

a social and political system where the young loyalist males, the speculated 

violent attackers of the Roma, are represented as having the path to violent 

racist bigotry mapped by the sectarian discourse of both unionist political 

representatives and loyalist elders, in a district bluntly defined as 

“dominated by UDA and UVF thuggery”. Through the construction of an 

almost clichéd narrative concerning life in dilapidated working-class 

districts, the pejorative strategy of presenting loyalist youths as unthinking 

clones of adult criminality appears imbued with a sense of gritty 

authenticity.  The construction of youth violence as copycat and a child-like 
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is represented as the logical conclusion to the narrative of discrimination, 

harassment and violence, having a definite point of inception: “In the 

beginning loyalist paramilitaries led the way with intimidation and 

extortion, then with crude attempts to block immigrants renting 

accommodation”.  The politics of unionism are depicted as an 

institutionalized form of social dominance, resulting in the marginalization 

and exclusion of other groups: “unionist politicians encourage the idea that 

certain districts are forever Protestant. …the sort of language and ideology 

unionist politicians use justifies aggressive teenagers with bricks in their 

belief that only Protestants…have a right to live in districts designated by 

unionist politicians”.  This construction of insularity and aggression is 

naturalized by describing the youths’ Protestantism as an “ethnicity” at this 

specific juncture in the narrative, but as their religious identity is 

represented non-practising or secular, this gives a racialized discursive 

dimension to the construction of out-group cultural identity.   

The text employs the rhetorical strategy of prolepsis, or even-

handedness (Billig et al., 1988) to present this damning construction of 

violent loyalist youth as acceptable by representing their social deviance 

within a developmental trajectory of the teenage years. In this way, the 

constructed influence of unionist culture upon loyalist youth, locates the 

attackers as victims of a particular form of ideology that encourages both 

sectarian and racist behaviour:  

Essentially last week's yahoos were the loyalist mirror image of the 

so-called 'republican youths' who were throwing petrol bombs at 

police and setting fire to rubbish they'd strewn across roads in Lurgan 

and Craigavon in March. It was crude imitation of the rioting they 
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grew up watching. These youths on both sides have a lot in common. 

Calling them Nazis is daft. They are uneducated, unemployed, 

unemployable. They spend their time hanging around drinking or 

taking drugs or both. 

However, there are two main differences between the 'loyalist' and 

'republican' varieties of these alienated kids. 

Whereas the republican variety sees the state and the 'Bratash' as the 

cause of all their poverty and hopelessness and so attack the police on 

their rare sorties into their districts, the loyalist variety blames fenians 

and immigrants for their misery. 

The “mirror image” construction of the stereotype of rioting youth on 

both sides of the sectarian divide in Northern Ireland as “uneducated, 

unemployed, unemployable” or “alienated” and subject to undesirable 

influences serves both loyalist and republican youth as it is represented as a 

common pattern of development corrupted by “poverty and hopelessness”. 

These youths copy the “crude imitation of the rioting they grew up 

watching”, misusing their time and resources “hanging around drinking or 

taking drugs or both”.  Despite the use of the rhetorical strategy of prolepsis 

in the text to counter charges of sectarianism, there is no solution presented 

for either of these loyalist or republican groupings, with youth violence 

against both the police and the ethno-national or immigrant other 

represented as an almost ‘banal’ (Billig, 1995) part of the political 

landscape of a place which is constructed as concealing the degree to which 

it is collectively failing its impoverished youth.  Minority ethnic 

communities are represented as having a bit-part to play in this familiar 

political landscape of hopelessness, exclusion and violence.  They are 
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constructed wholly as voiceless and fleeing victims of loyalist violence.  

The plight of youth from impoverished majority communities is the central 

topic of concern. It can be extrapolated that in this point-of-view, the plight 

of ethnic minority communities may only be resolved once poverty and 

sectarianism are addressed: the obvious dilemma being that within the 

discourse of this text, they will be fated to a long and silent wait.        

In this way, racially-motivated attacks are constructed as following 

directly from a culture of loyalist sectarian low-level criminality that blames 

both the presence of Irish nationalists and immigrant populations for 

alienation and impoverishment.  The text constructs these acts of violent 

racist bigotry as arising from a point-of-view endemic to unionist thought: 

“a mentality of supremacy and exclusion”.  Sectarianism and racism are 

represented in the text as interchangeable behaviours and as institutional 

manifestations of a single ideology that wishes to maintain dominion over 

others who are not of the same ethnic or political grouping.  The 

construction of loyalist populations as subject to the persuasions of this 

political elite creates a discursive framework where violence as a reaction to 

difference is an inevitable consequence of the duping of young minds. 

Thus, the text advances variants of discourse about the causes of the attacks 

and the collective identity of those responsible: that the desire to seek 

violent and extreme solutions to social problems is part of a common 

developmental trajectory in adolescence; these patterns of behaviour are 

gender-typical to males; poverty and hopelessness about the future are 

common social factors that exacerbate expression of violent behaviour; 

republican youths will rebel against forms of authority perceived to be 

‘British’; loyalist youth will attack Catholics and immigrants; the unionist 
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establishment in its entirety is responsible for the production and 

maintenance of a dominant collective identity that is exclusively 

‘Protestant’.  The text constructs unionist forms of being and becoming (cf. 

Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) as working to counter the inclusion and respect 

of other identities and groups. A combination of naïve psychology and 

political rationale combines to create the argument that unionism is 

incompatible with the development of multiculturalism. In this way, the 

attacks on the Roma become a resource for advancing a particular political 

agenda for Irish nationalism.        

 

5.3.3. System of Meaning: ‘Racist attacks are caused by aggression that 

is part of human nature’ 

5.3.3.1. Text 3: Opinion piece from Belfast Telegraph on 18 June 2009 

The following feature article, “Why attack this child?” from the 

Belfast Telegraph, on 18 June, works against the routine coupling of 

sectarianism with racism in the wider news media. It argues that the 

uncritical acceptance of this has the consequence of unfairly implicating the 

wider community in sectarian and racist practice. The argumentation 

strategy is purposely constructed to provide the reader with information that 

initially appears self-evident, but subsequently, these common-sense 

‘wisdoms’ are deconstructed, working as a rhetorical device to demonstrate 

the reasoning behind them as erroneous.  In opposition to the first system of 

meaning, that sectarian and racist violence are primarily a consequence of 

social, political and material conditions, the text argues that feelings of 

animosity against other racialized groups is innate. These emotional 
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responses are constructed as universal and “normal” intuitive processes that 

will manifest as violent bigotry only under specific conditions. This 

reasoning is in opposition to Social Identity Theory that regards racist 

animosity as the product of inter-group dynamics and as a specific social 

process: inter-group prejudice is neither a default emotional response to 

social difference, nor an unavoidable course of action (Hopkins, Reicher & 

Levine, 1997; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001).  

The construction of racism advanced in this text is divided into 

‘unacceptable’ and ‘understandable’ categories. The avoidance of 

“dangerous” bigotry involves the tempering of emotive feeling with a form 

of stoic or melancholic reasoning about the inevitability of change. In this 

formulation of discourse, ‘change’ is categorized as negative rather than 

socially invigorating or advantageous to communities.  The duty of 

government is constructed as paternalistic, ideally providing unambiguous 

and authoritative guidance to the collective electorate in the face of this 

construction of challenging social change, using rhetoric and reasoning to 

temper ‘schoolroom’ wildness. Inter-group animosity is naturalized in this 

construction (Hopkins, Reicher & Levine, 1997) and not represented as an 

outcome of specific social processes.   

  

5.3.3.2. Constructing the reasonable majority and the deviant minority 

‘Why attack this child?’ 

We are learning that it only takes a small number of people to 

disgrace a city. For how else are we to explain it, that over a hundred 

people have to flee their homes to escape racist attacks on them? 
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We surely do not believe that those who cannot bear to have 

neighbours who speak a different language, are representative of us 

all.  

The headline, “Why attack this child?” uses a rhetorical question to 

define the in-group as the ‘reasonable majority’, by excluding those whose 

criminality is constructed as both shocking and absurdly vile.  The text 

proceeds to include the reader within the wider collective by addressing 

him/her as “We”.  This form of address recurs on three occasions where the 

actions of the attackers and the subsequent reverberations for society are 

discussed.  The group composition of the attackers is described as “a small 

number” in “disgrace”. This use of language to describe the tiny minority 

out-group, the attackers, socially distances them from the rest of the 

collective. The language of the represented ‘reasonable majority’ imitates 

hushed tones of everyday chat characterised by a mood of revulsion at the 

nature of these attacks. Distress and disbelief at the disregard of the 

attackers for the reputation of the wider society within Northern Ireland is 

also constructed as representative of the ‘good character’ of members of 

this in-group.  Further rhetorical phrases: “how else are we to explain it…”; 

“We surely do not believe…” are employed to suggest that this in-group 

sees no possible or rational explanation for the attacks, other than that these 

are the actions of a profoundly prejudiced, deviant minority who display a 

pathological hatred of difference (cf. Wetherell & Potter, 1992). There is a 

clear demarcation between attackers’ constructed irrationality and the shock 

and disbelief of the constructed reasonable majority.   
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5.3.3.3. Construction of conflicting ‘common sense’ views 

Mind you, that is how we have understood our historic problem of 

sectarianism, that essentially we are all implicated in it. 

The immediate response of many people on Wednesday morning, 

when they heard the news that 115 Romanians had been evacuated to 

Ozone, was to state clearly that they had identified in no way with 

those who had attacked them. 

We all understood that this would be an international news story and 

that the consequences for the reputation of Northern Ireland would be 

dire. 

The attacks on Romanians followed a series of attacks on eastern 

Europeans living in the Village area of south Belfast, after a football 

match between Poland and Northern Ireland at Windsor Park. Fifteen 

families were chased from their homes then, as in this case, by boys 

and young men throwing stones at their windows. 

And there was also, then, the shock that people here could do such a 

thing, could have so little regard for how they are perceived. And 

there was a generous effort by many to dissociate themselves from 

the racist malice. … 

… Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness, speaking at an Arts 

Council conference on Arts and Conflict, angrily blamed the attacks 

on 'fascist criminals'. It is extraordinary that the debate on racism 

follows the pattern of the earlier debate we had on sectarianism, 
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around the question of whether we live in a sick society or one in 

which a few louts have their way. 

This narrative is suddenly interrupted to invite reflection by 

introducing the idea that sectarian violence in Northern Ireland has often 

been understood that the actions of a few are, in fact, representative of the 

viewpoint of “many”.  This is presented as another entirely different, 

common understanding - the pronoun “we” is employed to again indicate an 

alternative form of collective acceptance.  Both understandings are 

uncomfortably problematized as they are juxtaposed as seemly reasonable 

ideas, yet running counter to each other and inviting the reader into this 

dialectic (cf. Billig, 1996; Billig et al., 1988).  The phrase, “generous effort” 

is employed ironically to describe how “many” in the community worked to 

dissociate their own political viewpoint from those who attacked the Roma. 

This phrase would suggest blame, as resources and powerful political status 

could have alternatively been used to alleviate the victims’ plight.   

The text repeats a controversial remark from a speech by the Irish 

republican Deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland, Martin McGuinness, 

who blamed the attack on extreme right-wing racist activists, alluding to 

purported links between the racist organization, “Combat 18” and loyalist 

factions.  This works within the discourse to undermine one form of 

‘common sense’ and to instead denote political hypocrisy and depredatory 

opportunism. The idea of the Deputy First Minister evoking this particular 

debate is described in the text as “extraordinary”, an adjective that functions 

to destabilize the links created by McGuinness’s discourse.  The use of his 

full governing title in this context implies that he should represent all 

citizens in Northern Ireland. The excerpt from his speech functions in this 
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text to represent his using the Roma attacks as a means of reinforcing 

sectarian division, by accusing loyalists as having direct associations with a 

fascist organization.   

The first system of meaning in this study, which regarded racism in 

Northern Ireland as having the same origin as loyalist forms of 

sectarianism, is undermined by this construction of a republican 

appropriation of guilt towards the unionist community. McGuinness’s 

comments are represented as a means of evoking an ethno-political context 

which condemns the loyalist community. His example runs contrary to the 

wider construction of ‘good’ political representation in the text, which 

depicts elected politicians as responsible for calming both sectarian and 

racial tensions and having a responsibility to the collective citizens of 

Northern Ireland.  The text asserts that he is failing in this responsibility to 

the superordinate collective through constructing McGuinness’s words as 

opportunistic and working to increase ethno-political sectarian division, 

while ironically, he simultaneously claims to eschew racism. 

5.3.3.4. Uncoupling accusations of racism from loyalist identity 

The rhetorical construction of the attacks as particular to the legacy 

of loyalist groupings is presented in the text as perspectivism rather than a 

historical reality (Parker, 1992, p.30) and represents this connection as a 

politicized version of events which became an exercise in republican 

propaganda.  The text makes the bold claim that it would actually be 

rhetorically possible for loyalists to create a version of sectarian strife 

where the republican movement were to blame for the attacks against the 

Roma by evoking an alternative version of historical discourse. The concept 

of racism in this construction is thus regarded as a resource which has been 
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mobilized by political representatives to further action sectarian division in 

society, and to label actions for a particular political purpose: 

This being a divided society, even racism seems to divide on 

sectarian lines, with loyalists emerging as the clods that opted to be 

the louts and bigots while nationalists and republicans have gained 

the opportunity to declare themselves liberal and decent. 

Thus, the performative effect of the critique in this opinion piece is to 

alert the constructed reasonable collective majority, the “we” addressed 

within this text, to recognize that a common understanding of racism as 

emanating from unionist supremacy and related loyalist thuggery, is flawed. 

The text claims that this is not an anti-racist strategy, but does other 

political work, the collective shaming of unionist and loyalist political 

identity.  The perspective of this line of argument ignores a post-colonial 

analysis and choses particular examples from republican discourse that 

represent blame as a form of political opportunism.  Alternatively, the 

narrative of this text advances a particular type of hierarchical power 

relationship from elected representatives: the need for authoritarian 

leadership and moral direction, part of an outlook that Wetherell and Potter 

(1992) regard as the “instrumental rationality” of modernism (p. 180).  In 

this form of discourse, animosity towards others is naturalized and 

represented as an essential property of males, emanating from the “horrid” 

behaviour of youths who seek status and power within the confines of 

impoverished situations, rather than having its origins in a particular 

group’s history and ideology.   
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5.3.3.5. Construction of the relationship between the Roma people and 

the divided majority communities   

The attacks on the Roma community are portrayed as the result of 

extreme by sectarian division that aggravates ‘natural’ suspicion and 

aggression in male youths, forwarding no particular account of blame 

towards those on either side of this divide: 

Their experience is that this city is not able to protect them or, even 

yet, accommodate them. 

Much of this was to be expected. Northern Ireland has been 

ethnically homogenous to the extent that many people here regard a 

white, English-speaking Christian from a few streets away as an 

alien. 

The text is scolding and ironic in tone as these victims of violence are 

depicted living on the margins of society in a city that has no strategy or 

policy to protect their safety, whilst the political elite argue about the 

antecedents of racist violence. This is very different from the construction 

of the Roma’ in relation to the majority communities in the first system of 

meaning, which aligned the plight of the Roma with that of the republican 

community. Both were depicted as victims of racism and sectarianism at the 

hands of unionist hegemony. In this alternative construction, insular social 

structure in Northern Ireland is emphasised as causal.  Lack of contact or 

familiarity with other groups, is depicted here as the origin of inter-ethnic 

animosity, in common with Pettigrew and Tropp’s (2006) conclusions that 

lack of positive contact or even “mere familiarity” (Zajonc, 1968) are 

contributory towards negative attitudes and behaviour towards out-groups. 
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This application of the Contact Hypothesis in regional journalism concurs 

with Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) idea that scientific culture circulates 

within everyday forms of discourse, and is thus not confined to research 

contexts concerning integrative strategies in Northern Ireland (e.g. Cairns & 

Hewstone, 2002).  In this way, the text represents the partisan structuring of 

ethno-political identity as disempowering to both vulnerable immigrant 

inhabitants and the civic-minded majority formed in discourse, the “We all” 

who “understood…that the consequences for the reputation of Northern 

Ireland would be dire”.  There is a degree of dialogic tension as the 

discourse of the text both naturalizes inter-group animosity, yet forwards an 

ideological agenda that this ‘natural’ behaviour is uncivilized and the 

property of “many” creeds or social classes but not of others (cf. Billig, 

1996; Billig et al., 1988; Hopkins, Reicher and Levine, 1997). 

5.3.3.6. Construction of inter-group animosity as a natural 

phenomenon 

The text continues to represent the point-of-view that sectarianism 

and racism arise from essential aspects of being, through constructing an 

explanation that inter-group conflict is universal, biologically male, 

instinctual, and an aspect of the will to power.  Gendered and ethnicized 

divisions are naturalized in this formulation of the discourse of social 

division. Keeping to one’s own ethnic or national ‘kind’ are constructed as 

natural dividers (cf. Hopkins et al., 1997). This idea of an innate 

“animosity” towards difference is represented in the text through atavistic 

imagery and a construction of school-yard politics, reminiscent of William 

Golding’s (1954) dystopian construction of boyhood in Lord of the Flies.  

This disempowering imagery of the attackers as boys and not men, without 
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control or direction from singular authority points within the text towards 

the “almost universal” inevitability of ‘innate’ intergroup animosity finding 

some form of socially objectionable expression, whether through voting for 

an anti-immigrant party at the ballot box in England or by violent 

aggression in Belfast. The difference in contextual expression forwarded by 

the discourse is that Northern Ireland is place where political history and 

present sectarian division permits particularized forms of violent racism.   

In this construction, dislike and distrust of difference is viewed as 

inevitable, but expressed according to the particulars of context rather than 

constructed as originating in particular material and social conditions.  This 

permits the argument that a society where manifestations of forms of racism 

are entirely absent is an impossibility; there are only political conditions 

under which it may be managed, that is, the creation of social and political 

practices where the “dangerous bigot” is not allowed to run amok and 

unchecked to distress the law-abiding collective. Wetherell and Potter 

(1992) note that this world view was considered by Hobbes, who argued an 

individualist view regarding human nature and the outcome of freedoms, 

that they permit ubiquitous selfish and brutish behaviour (pp. 181-182). 

Thus, the ‘reasonable’ subject position towards conflict in this view of 

humanity rejects the possibility of improvement by revolutionary means, 

such as collective action by oppressed out-groups, but instead regards social 

responsibility as a matter of individual conscience. This would advance the 

idea of a legislative or education framework for a model of humanity that 

promotes a view of individual culpability as core to understanding social 

behaviour. Thus, the text reasons that social improvement is best practiced 
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by learning acceptance of difficult feelings, such as managing emotionally-

charged responses to change, or developing a stoic outlook.   

In this construction, anti- racism becomes defined by this process of 

reasoning and acceptance:  

Racist animosity emerges everywhere that cultures are brought into 

close proximity, and it is normal for many in one group to regard 

themselves as indigenous and put upon. 

Why else would the British National Party flourish in Britain? 

But there are always more people disgusted by racism than agree 

with it. … 

… Acceptance of the stranger is something that is learned. 

People who have never seen many foreigners before will stare at 

them, even feel aggrieved that the social and cultural climate around 

them is changing. The dangerous bigot is the one who refuses to 

acknowledge and accept that change. 

Those who may even be saddened by it, but accept it, don't deserve to 

be guilt tripped. 

Suspicion and dislike of other groups is represented as universal and 

natural. Resistance is constructed as a cognitive and silent phenomena; the 

mastery of thought and emotions, accompanied by self-disciplined 

behaviour.  This is regarded in the text as the crucial separator between 

violent bigotry and universalized forms of ‘prejudice’.  The discourse 

argues the perspective that “most” in a society will learn to accept 
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difference and will be “disgusted by racism”. As such, the text laments the 

failure of government authority in Northern Ireland to end bigotry and 

engender mutual respect:  

It will only end when we have a society in which boys and young 

men feel that the tribe is firmly defined by others over them, and that 

the tribe, or community does not accept this kind of behaviour. 

A vision of an ideal political leadership is constructed as paternal and 

protectionist, working to spare “the foreigner” and the wider collective from 

both violence and “childlike pestering”, or being “guilt tripped” by inept 

politicians.  This is the state containment and management of racist and 

sectarian practices advocated by the text, which suggests that it is better to 

frame the incident from the stance of “a few louts hav(ing) their way” as 

this contextualizes the incident as caused by the irrational few who should 

be regarded as deviating from the law-abiding in-group majority.     

The metaphor of tribal identity is represented in an increasingly 

ambiguous fashion towards the closing of the argument: 

It is a boy thing, a horrid determination to define the tribe in terms 

that give you status and power within it. 

It is something pathetic but it runs deep and it is almost universal. 

This construction of “status and power” alludes not only to the attackers 

critiqued in the text, but also to the political power structure which is 

constructed as using the attacks against the Roma as a resource to sustain 

division. The “childish pestering” and “apelike grunting” are ambiguous 

referents, having the effect of passing judgement on those consciousness-
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raising exercises. The resolution to political point-scoring is wistfully 

constructed as “impossible”: bigotry by the powerful and disempowered is 

represented as inevitable.  In this system of meaning, the in-group are 

characterized as a collection of rational, law-abiding individuals, rather than 

having a common social identity. There is a sense of quiet hopelessness, 

individual isolation in the narrative, for members of majority and minority 

communities. The characterization of the archetypical law-abiding 

individual at the mercy of ethno-national ‘tribal’ politics communicates a 

sense of fatalism and disempowerment in the narrative.  The collective, or 

in-group, is not represented by a common set of goals or participation in a 

process of being and becoming within Northern Irish society (cf. Reicher 

and Hopkins, 2001). Instead, they are defined as a collection of individuals 

with common human characteristics, who require a form of civic leadership 

from government which is not currently forthcoming.  The sense of the 

future communicated at the end of the narrative appears as an unattainable, 

“impossible” goal rather than hope for governmental direction concerning 

both sectarian and racist practices.  In this system of meaning, there is no 

sense of collective power or a multicultural agenda. Rather, barriers in 

government policy to individuals and families living peaceably, regardless 

of ethnic or political background are instead discussed and critiqued.  The 

danger of concurring with this construction of racist bigotry is that it leads 

to further inertia, fatalism and disempowerment. 

5.4. Discussion 

The analysis has demonstrated that the terms ‘racism’ and ‘sectarianism’ 

were used strategically to accomplish the purpose of managing blame for 

the attacks on the Roma, by deflecting responsibility, for accomplishing 
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ideological purposes, and for critiquing institutions. The collective identity 

and inter-group relations were defined to accomplish a rhetorical purpose. 

Often, the actions of out-groups, and not merely the attackers, were 

constructed as racist in intention, which could include the unionist or 

nationalist community, elected political representatives, the police, or 

statutory agencies. Accusations of ‘sectarianism’ and ‘racism’ were 

consistently coupled, with sectarian bigotry always constructed as an 

established practice that was a motivating factor for the out-group’s racist 

behaviour. The antecedents of the relationship between the two phenomena 

were constructed in a very different ways between the texts and within the 

two systems of meaning. This was the main ideological variant in discourse 

that influenced the decision to separate the two systems of meaning into 

either structural or essentialized explanations for the racist attacks and 

impacted upon the construction of collective and out-group identity.  

The idea of racism as hegemonic practice with origins in a colonial 

and British imperial past was evoked as a superordinate category to explain 

both racist and sectarian practices in the first discourse, ‘Political and 

historical antecedents cause violent racism’. This discourse worked to imply 

that unionism ideology is irredeemably racist. The attacks were constructed 

as a specific manifestation of institutional racism and were attributed to the 

persistence of post-colonial attitudes within ‘British’ unionist culture. This 

representation was used to explain why racist attacks occur most often in 

the loyalist areas (cf. McVeigh and Rolston, 2007), whereas in the second 

system of meaning, ‘Racist attacks are caused by aggression that is part of 

human nature’, the loyalist locations where racist attacks took place were 

represented via allusion or avoidance, and the blaming of loyalists was 
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rationalized as a form of perspective-taking. Power relationships between 

majority groups were represented as a dialectic struggle. In each text, these 

majority group divisions of ideology and practice were discussed at length, 

instead of the most obvious possible variant, an alternative discussion about 

meeting the material and well-being needs of an ethnic minority groups 

who were fleeing from the city following racist attacks. The voices of 

members of ethnic minority groupings in Northern Ireland are absent from 

these texts, with the Roma depicted as silent, fleeing victims of criminal 

activity.       

The discursive approach to analysis demonstrates that language was 

used in these regional news media opinion pieces as a resource to 

accomplish rhetorical goals, reflect ideological and political orientations, 

support existing institutions, and reproduce power relations in particular 

ways that had consequences for the representation of the in-group or 

collective identity.  In accordance with Finlay’s (2004) claim that the two 

political hegemonic forces in Northern Ireland may appropriate racialized 

minorities to their own political ends, much of the news commentary made 

claims to understand the ethnicized group, yet this was constructed around 

discourse that represented in-group motivation to disclaim responsibility, 

blame ‘others’ or represent its own ideology as a solution to racism. This 

was constructed in the texts as either Irish nationalist or republican forms of 

anti-imperialist discourse, or via appeals to a notion of ‘universal’ morality 

that underlies the idea of individual civic responsibility (cf. Finlay, 2004, 

pp. 16 –22; Wetherell & Potter, 1992, pp. 180-182).  These forms of 

discourse, presented as common-sensical or self-evident explanations of an 

understanding of the causes of violent racism, instead demonstrated in the 
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analysis that condemnatory or anti-racist discourse appropriated the needs 

of ethnic minority groups, and often by means that may have consequences 

for meeting the challenges of a multicultural society.  

The current analysis demonstrates that the strategy of appropriating 

minority identity to majority community agendas is not exclusive to 

working-class community discourse as demonstrated in Geoghegan’s 

research on anti-racism initiatives in west Belfast (2008a; 2008b; 2010) but 

also occurs in mainstream media discourse. The opinion pieces attempted to 

manage and repair a spoilt identity (Goffman, 1963) for Belfast city, the 

‘race-hate capital of Europe’, in the wake of racist attacks and to maintain 

in-group esteem through using negative inter-group comparisons by 

deflecting blame for racist and sectarian practice on to members of the 

‘other’ ethnic majority.  Rather than reproducing the cliché that a thirst for 

sectarian conflict had been transferred to a racialized population, the 

systems of meaning considered alternative solutions to both problems, 

constructed in each case as having a root cause in either ‘unionist 

supremacy’, or ‘human nature’.  These findings demonstrate considerable 

variation between forms of media discourse. In these Northern Ireland 

regional news media texts, the ‘hot’ forms of national discourse are the 

opposite to ‘banal’ forms of nationalism, where a sense of ‘we’ or ‘us’ is 

taken-for-granted (Billig, 1995). It is instead, the presence of antagonism 

between the majority ethno-national groupings that is presented as an 

accepted given, prior to the discussion of racist violence. It is the 

application of discursive methodology that allows for this sensitivity to 

language use, which in turn, develops the understanding that, to paraphrase 

Reicher et al. (2008), the construction of the needs of the collective self 
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may precede or occlude the construction of the needs of the racialized other, 

in discourse that is condemnatory of violent racism, and not only in racist 

hate-speech.   

The analysis also draws attention to a variation in ‘two communities’ 

discourse that minimizes, rather than draws attention to religious identity. 

The construction of ethno-national identity was achieved in these texts 

without direct reference to ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ signification that has 

been characteristic of ‘two communities’ construction in previous 

psychological studies that analysed the study of talk and text produced in 

border communities (e.g. Muldoon et al., 2007; Stevenson and Muldoon, 

2010) and in Orange Order speeches (Stevenson, Condor and Abell, 2007). 

The almost total absence of direct recourse to religious division in the 

current study reflects Brewer’s (1992) idea that race-hate is more 

universally understandable than context-bound forms of sectarianism. The 

narratives of the media texts positioned sectarianism as a form of bigotry 

that was similar to racism, as both were constructed as developing under 

malign political influence. The discussion of the role of religiosity as 

formative of these problems was either absent or indeed regarded as 

ameliorative, specifically in the discourse of the second text which 

constructed any ‘Protestant’ youth involved in rioting as of secular 

orientation.  

5.4.1. Representations of the majority communities   

Within the system of meaning, ‘Political and historical antecedents 

cause violent racism’, a competitive national identity model is represented, 

with the unionist out-group constructed to suit the rhetorical purpose. In the 

first text,  the out-group, all pro-unionists, were constructed as threatening 
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to Irish nationalists and ethnic minority communities, whereas in the second 

text,  the out-group, the loyalist community, were constructed as a 

diminishing minority who perceived identity threats from growing Catholic 

and immigrant communities. This aspect of the analysis contributes to the 

literature concerning the ‘minority-majority’ conundrum in Northern 

Ireland, which contends that according to the frame of reference, within 

either the U.K., the island of Ireland or within Northern Ireland, either of 

the ‘two communities’ may be positioned as the majority or an oppressed 

minority collective (Gallagher, 1995; Stevenson et al., 2007).  It is evident 

that an ‘oppressed majority’ status for both Catholics and migrants was 

used as a discursive resource to denounce the constructed archaic and 

‘minority’ stance of unionism towards other political and social groupings. 

The post-colonial construction of ‘British’ identity, and the evocation of 

human rights abuses, in the present day for the Roma, and in the recent 

historical past for the Catholic community, worked to widen in-group 

belonging and to represent unionism as isolated detached from civic 

responsibility towards other ethnic groupings.    

In this first system of meaning, allegations of ‘racism’ were 

consistently directed towards the unionist community. This was achieved 

through conflating a constructed colonial form of British identity with a 

Protestant, conservative anti-Catholic rhetoric stance from the recent 

historical past, and a more recent “Northern Irelander” form of strongly 

racist group identity, which achieved the rhetorical purpose of providing 

historical and ideological continuity concerning the merits of a unified 

Ireland in post-Agreement times. This representation presents a challenge 

for the psychological literature which considers that a superordinate 
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Northern Irish identity may prove reconciliatory for political division 

between the communities (see also Lowe & Muldoon, 2014).   In this 

particular formulation of discourse, any form of recognition of the union 

was constructed as supportive of continued intolerance and violence 

towards Catholic and immigrant populations. This disparagement of all 

forms of unionist identity, and the promotion of an Irish identity as 

ameliorating racialized division, worked through the language of the text by 

“hiding all traces of construction and making the definition of identity that 

is present seem self-evident” (Reicher and Hopkins, 2001, p. 50). This is a 

naturalized construction of a historical narrative, where moments in history 

were woven into that narrative to seamlessly construct ‘racism’ and 

‘sectarianism’ as essential properties of the out-group’s colonial past.  

The alternative system of meaning, ‘Racist attacks are caused by 

aggression that in human nature’ presented the racist attacks as challenging 

accepted versions of the ‘truth’ concerning the conflation of racism with 

sectarianism in Northern Ireland. The majority who do not commit violent 

racist crime were represented as contending with the unsettling ideological 

dilemma of what constitutes bigotry (cf. Billig, 1991; Billig et al., 1988). 

The strategies of argumentation and prolepsis, characteristic of the post-

Enlightenment “thinking society” (e.g. Billig, 1993) were particularly 

evident in the argument and counter-argument narrative strategy of the final 

text. These form of reflexive dilemmatic thinking, evident within each of 

the texts, is at variance with the subject of Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) 

study of in-group management of race-talk, which analysed the means by 

which the in-group (‘white’ or Pākehā New Zealanders) constructed the 

out-group (Māori) as the perceived originator of their own racialized 
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‘deficiencies’. I would contend that this is not solely a difference of form, 

but also of the particular context in which the current analysis takes place. 

In these texts, blame is never directed towards the Roma for their plight, as 

this would risk accusations of blatant racism, given the history of 

discrimination and violence towards the Roma throughout Europe. Yet, in 

the historical context that is ‘close to home’, memory of recent conflict 

almost demands that blame is directed  towards a constructed sectarian in 

out-group, in order that the in-group may be regarded as uniquely virtuous 

and above participation in both racist and sectarian violence.  

This idea of shifting blame to the other majority group is elucidated 

by Banton’s definition of in-group constructions of ethnicity and race 

(1983, cited in Brewer, 1992) which stated that while ethnicity is concerned 

with the construction of in-group identity, racism negatively categorizes and 

negatively stereotypes other social groupings. Brewer (1992) explained that 

in bicultural Northern Ireland, there is an elision between the concepts of 

racism and sectarianism.  As the in-group will identify as either Catholic or 

Protestant, ethnicity must involve a similar ‘other’ categorization that 

operates the same way as racist stereotyping: what constitutes in-group 

identity will be defined simultaneously by what the group is against. Thus, 

it may be extrapolated that for the unionist community, escaping the 

allegations of racism constructed in the first system of meaning, where both 

extreme right-wing elements of loyalism and mainstream unionism are 

categorized within the superordinate identity ‘Protestant’, will involve the 

rhetorical separation of the ‘law-abiding’ collective from the ‘racist’ Other.  

This interpretation also would concur with McVeigh (1998a) who asserted 

that unionism was largely silent to the political backing of anti-racism 
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legislation because of a general opposition to equality legislation, with a 

preference for a ‘Good Relations’ agenda. Evidence of the alternative 

pattern of morality rhetoric in the second system of meaning countered 

Finlay’s (2007) observation that the populist discourse of the ‘decent’ 

citizen and the ‘terrorist’ in Northern Ireland was nearing obsolescence in 

the wake of the Good Friday Agreement with its newer emphasis on parity 

for the ‘two traditions’; instead it has been re-invigorated here by the 

rhetorical disassociation of the ‘decent’ individual from racist practice. The 

second system invokes a moral dimension that involves a common-sense or 

‘universal’ understanding of an individual’s responsibility to cause no 

physical harm. Thus, ‘good’, ‘hate’ and ‘harm’ become markers within 

discourse that occlude discussion of collective and structural origins of 

racialized antipathy.  

5.3.2. A historic perspective on the essentialization of Irish identity and 

the ‘other’ 

As discussed in the introduction, the approach to understanding Irish 

identity in Nationalism and Multiculturalism: Irish Identity, Citizenship and 

the Peace Process (Finlay, Ed., 2004) and Finlay’s related paper (2007), 

traced the post-partition history of the consociational basis of the 1998 

Good Friday Agreement and considered the potential impact of this political 

model for ethnic minorities throughout Ireland. Finlay’s analysis also 

proffers an explanation for the ‘humanism versus atavism’ discourse of the 

final analysed text, through the instructive example of the second issue late 

20th century Irish cultural journal, The Crane Bag (1982, cited in Finlay, 

2004). The editors of that volume considered the prevailing arguments of 

that time about the relationship of Irish nationalists to Northern Protestants: 
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that they were part of the Irish nation whether they accepted this or not, or 

that they were illegitimate settlers who must be expelled. From a more 

recent pluralist or multicultural perspective these arguments appear 

unacceptable, yet at that time in history essayists Deirdre Bair (on Samuel 

Beckett) and Seamus Deane (interviewing Seamus Heaney) rejected a both 

a rational and humanistic approach to a plural Irish identity as these 

perspectives discounted a purported “primitive atavistic layer of Irishness 

[that] goes even deeper than psychology” (1982, cited in Finlay, 2004, p. 

93). Thus, the mythology of what makes a person ‘essentially Irish’ appears 

to triumph over pluralism in that analysis. Finlay also considered post-

colonial accounts of nationalism based on cultural endeavour rather than the 

recourse to a singular Celtic primitivism (e. g. Gibbons 1991; Kiberd 1996, 

cited in Finlay, 2004). Alternatively, these forms of post-modern theory 

deconstructed essentialized Irishness as a response to English colonial 

intolerance of indigenous Irish culture.   

Finlay further explains that the Crane Bag editors Herderman and 

Kearney interpreted the crisis years of the early 1980s in Northern Ireland 

that followed the 1979 IRA bombings at Narrow Water, Warrenpoint, in 

which eighteen army personnel died, and the same-day killing of Lord 

Mountbatten, followed by the 1981 Hunger Strikes in which ten 

paramilitary prisoners died, as a testament to the power of a national 

cultural archetype, so much so as to render a rational approach to pluralism 

in Ireland as irrelevant (1982, cited in Finlay, 2004, p. 94). Finlay 

postulated that the former Taoiseach, Garret FitzGerald’s approach to 

pluralism in the two Irelands, north and south, failed at that point in history 

as it opposed this idea of distinctive Irish identity.  It is the idea of an 
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essentialist approach to national identity, used to construct a version of the 

Irish nation in the twentieth century, which the final text appears to invoke, 

and to which it scathingly responds by accusing republican discourse of 

encouraging mono-culturalism, then claiming a multicultural agenda as the 

diachronic context demands.  In post-Agreement Northern Ireland, the 

essentialized construction of one national archetype as inherently better 

than another is represented in the final text as outmoded, antediluvian and 

inappropriately childish. The extrapolation of Finlay’s illustrations to this 

piece of journalism echoes Parker’s (1992) idea that a discourse will refer to 

other discourses (p.12-13) and that discourses should be analysed in terms 

of their location in history (p. 15–17). 

This illustration of the essentialization of group identity during the 

recent history of the Troubles and following a response to the oppression of 

‘Irishness’ under English rule in pre-partition times, demonstrates the 

complexity of attributing exclusionary inter-group discourse as inflexible 

and exclusive to either the nationalist or unionist community, despite the 

observation that most attacks have taken place in nationalist areas or that 

Catholics claim more positive attitudes towards ethnic minorities than 

Protestants in survey data (see Knox, 2011; Pehrson et al., 2013). Indeed, 

treating racist behaviour as the inevitable outcome of social or political 

division, or considering survey data alone, may have the unintended 

consequences of stereotyping whole communities, such as the study by 

Knox (2011) which concluded that “Protestants are more likely to hold 

racist attitudes than Catholics” (p. 409) where findings were based on 

measures of social distance, such as willingness to accept an ethnic minority 

member as a work colleague or in-law. Such an approach could be 
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interpreted that social ‘givens’, such as sect or nation, may produce certain 

and unchanging sets of attitudinal or behavioural manifestations (Reicher 

and Hopkins, 2001, pp. 34 - 43) where these ‘attitudes’ and behavioural 

intentions are represented as prior variables rather than aspects of complex 

lived realities for individuals and communities. Alternatively, the current 

research demonstrated than counter to the potential pitfalls of academics 

being involved in an authoritarian and powerful process of labelling who is 

and who is not ‘racist’ (cf. Durrheim, Mtose & Brown, 2011), social 

psychologists should instead consider how versions of history may be 

mobilized through the language of everyday texts to construct who is 

‘racist’ or ‘sectarian’. The deconstruction of these achievements should 

serve to highlight that the process of representing sections of the wider 

community as ‘the other’, or claiming ethnicized others for one’s own by 

appropriating commonality of experience, is a process that requires careful 

attention so that the perceived consequences of belonging, blaming and 

rejecting are not taken for granted, but considered within the processes of 

social identity construction from which these difficulties and dilemmas 

arise (cf. Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). 

5.3.3. The representation of ethnic and national identities in Northern 

Ireland  

Throughout the analysis, forms of collective identity were 

constructed and represented in inventive ways, yet there was little evidence 

of discourse that was representative of the envisaged ‘parity of esteem’ for 

communities in Northern Ireland, and upon which the Agreement is legally 

constructed (Finlay 2004; MacGinty & DuToit, 2007), usually interpreted 

as holding the aspirations of both communities in esteem, thereby creating 

political conditions that allow civic concerns in Northern Ireland to take 
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precedence over argumentation concerning the retention of the union or 

unification with the Republic. Instead, there are patterns in the discourse 

which indicate that the needs and concerns of ethnic minority communities 

were routinely subordinated to differing and divisive political ends.  The 

actions that constituted the attacks on the Roma were routinely condemned 

as unjustifiable across the narratives, yet became a resource for perpetuating 

sectarian division and for furthering discussion about forms of political and 

community division between the majority communities in Northern Ireland.  

The current research adds a social psychological perspective to the 

theoretical literature on the situated relationship between sectarianism and 

racism in Northern Ireland. For example, while McVeigh (1998a) observed 

that within the confrontations surrounding the routing of loyalist marches, 

placards in nationalist areas read ‘No more Orange racism’, suggesting that 

ultimately it would be the historically disadvantaged Catholic community 

who would decide how these competing terms would be used beyond their 

theorized interface. The analysis is the current study indicates that the 

presence of immigrant communities in Northern Ireland has widened this 

debate beyond both academic theorizing and narrowly provincial 

interpretations. The analysis serves to demonstrate how the conflation of 

sectarianism with racism was used as a resource in mainstream 

condemnatory discourse, amongst the many stakeholders in these debates. It 

moves beyond the suggestion that arguments concerning institutionalized 

discrimination should rightfully be articulated by the nationalist community 

alone (Brewer, 1992; McVeigh, 1998a; McVeigh and Rolston, 2007). 

Instead, I continue to make recourse to the constructivist argument that 

national identity as form of group categorization will have a profound 
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impact on the way in which others will be evaluated (Reicher et al., 2008; 

Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). The current study demonstrates that the 

conflation of racism with historic sectarian practise was used flexibly as a 

resource to make a range of ideological and political claims, and not only to 

claim victimhood status.  

It is within this discursive context of the current analysis that I give 

consideration to the following quotation from the Northern Ireland Human 

Rights Commission, Submission to the UN Committee on the Elimination 

of Racial Discrimination, (2011: pp. 7-8):  

Sectarianism in Northern Ireland frequently continues to be treated as 

something other than a particular form of racism.  As a consequence, 

in official policy terms it is often and problematically placed outside 

the well-developed framework of protections provided 

by…international and regional standards.  

This legal application of ‘racism’ to public discourse in Northern 

Ireland could imply that accusations of racism may potentially be levelled 

at all manner of social and structural institutions that appear divided in a 

‘sectarian’ manner. Given that the divided context of politics in Northern 

Ireland in relation to condemnatory racist discourse was invoked across the 

news media texts, the legal application of accusations of racism to problems 

of ethno-political sectarianism in Northern Ireland could have unintended 

and opposite consequences, such as the revival and reification of the 

essentialized term, ‘race’ to inter-group identity discourse in Northern 

Ireland, and thus entrench or prolong hostility between the ‘two 

communities’, potentially producing inflexible representation of ‘race 

relations’ between majority ethnic communities. In this respect, the current 
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study demonstrates ecological validity as it considers the consequences of 

adopting a priori definitions of racism that have been gleaned from legally 

or academically defined lexicons.   

The effect of such applications may also have negative consequences 

for the treatment of ethnic minorities in Northern Ireland.  A pertinent 

example is contained in an interview with BBC Northern Ireland reporter 

Mark Devenport (2011), where Patrick Yu, director of the Northern Ireland 

Council of Ethnic Minorities, commented that racism in NI had too often 

been subsumed under a ‘good relations’ agenda. He believed that it would 

be unwise to conflate sectarianism with racism, as he claimed that the 

ongoing concerns of the majority communities don’t affect minority racial 

and religious groups.  There indeed appears to be a separation between 

constructions of legal or policy discourse and the discourse promulgated in 

the Belfast regional press, and the analysis here would indicate that the 

conundrum of how best to promote racial equality in a divided ethno-

national context should be given serious consideration when formulating 

and communicating public policy in Northern Ireland. 

5.3.4. Conclusions 

The findings of the current study concur with Wetherell and Potter’s 

(1992) idea that definitions of racism lie with the most powerful groups in a 

community and that this will impact upon both racist and anti-racist 

practice; that language reproduces the social order as understood by the 

majorities; and that history and ideology are evoked in various ways to 

protect group interests, creating an understanding of how inter-ethnic 

relationships ‘are’ now, how they were in the past and how they should be 

in the future.  In this way, representative texts, such as newsprint media 
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texts, produced by members of powerful in-groups command the lexicon of 

what is ‘prejudice’, which episodes of history matter, and how emotive 

concepts such as morality and history are defined to create explanations that 

serve in-group interests. The in-group are represented as the inheritors and 

disseminators of the ‘truth’ about the workings of the social order.  Thus, a 

discursive approach to social, political and ethnic identity in Northern 

Ireland focusing on a close analysis of selected documents, demonstrates 

that variability between accounts demonstrates profound differences in 

point-of-view which are at odds with other reconciliatory and integrative 

accounts of ‘the way forward’ for a multicultural Northern Ireland (e.g. 

Neins, Cairns, Hewstone & McLernon, 2003; Stringer, Wilson, Irwing, 

Giles & McClenaghan, 2000).  

Instead, bi-cultural and competitive explanations for the attacks 

consistently marginalized the needs of the Roma community and made 

recourse to rhetorical tactics that blamed the ‘other’ majority community or 

their elected representatives. This confers agreement with Finlay (2004, 

p.24) who regarded item 1(v) of the Agreement as inhibitory with regard to 

the development multiculturalism in the island of Ireland. The item 

mentions “the people of Northern Ireland … in the diversity of their 

traditions”, yet the idea of parity of esteem is reserved for two communities 

alone: “the identity, ethos and aspirations of both communities” (1998, p.2). 

This would appear to promote political discourse in which constructions of 

minority ethnicity will be subsumed under the divergent and competing 

needs of the majority communities, ultimately making it difficult to move 

beyond a ‘twin evils’ representation of racism and sectarianism, and 
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towards speaking about ethnicity in terms of intercultural or multicultural 

similarity and difference.  

Hence, when multiculturalism was mentioned at all in the wider data 

set of 45 reflexive news articles, it was discussed as an aside or a belief, for 

example, in the Irish News: “Multiculturalism is good for Northern Ireland 

– we just need to believe it” (Kelly, 2009). These difficulties and tensions in 

speaking about racial identity in Northern Ireland recently resurfaced in the 

media when Anna Lo, the Hong-Kong born Alliance MLA, revealed in an 

interview to the Irish News in March 2014 (BBC News, 2014) that she was 

“anti-colonial” and aspired politically toward the reunification of Ireland, 

although she is a member of a political party that supports the maintenance 

of the union with Great Britain in concurrence with the wishes of the 

majority in Northern Ireland. Her comments were dismissed as naïve, or 

interpreted as colluding with the language of Irish republicanism that was 

used to justify their perceived war against British occupation (BBC News, 

2014)). They were not discussed within a multicultural conceptualization of 

ethnic identity, as the comments of an individual whose country of origin 

had a different relationship with its British imperialistic past that was 

altered through peaceful transfer of sovereignty in 1997. 

Despite pressing and seemly intractable difficulties, it still remains 

that the two local newsprint media publications considered in this analysis 

are publishing commentary that attempts to condemn racially-motivated 

attacks and this should be interpreted that the readership of these popular 

publications evidently wish to engage with the dilemma of how this should 

be addressed by the majority communities in Northern Ireland.  There are 

currently 44 000 copies of the Belfast Telegraph in circulation daily; the 
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publication has 3.4 million Facebook users (Belfast Telegraph, 2015), and 

the Irish News has a daily circulation of 38 000 (Irish News, 2015), 

indicating that the discourse potentially reaches a wide audience. The 

reflexive articles represent an alternative to Heaney’s use of the adage, 

“Whatever you say, say nothing” (Heaney, 1975) and are in contrast to the 

alternative stance taken by the News Letter which reported the incidents but 

exempted reflexive commentary from their editorial, comment and opinion 

sections. News headlines and story content suggest the stance of the 

publication: for example, ‘Campaigners talk up racism – Wilson’: a report 

detailing the then finance minister’s comments that anti-racism 

organisations in Northern Ireland exaggerated difficulties in order to attract 

funding (News Letter, 2009);  or the publication of news articles that 

represented the eviction of Roma from their homes as fair due to 

overcrowding (News Letter, 2009); and it was implied that judgement of 

racist intent should be reserved, following  an incident of vandalism of the 

church which housed the Roma, immediately following the attacks (News 

Letter, 2009).  

 Thus, a news media discussion of dilemmas is a recognition that such 

events ‘trouble’ (cf. Durrheim et al., 2011) the collective sufficiently to 

discuss their origins and the potential impact upon collective identity in 

Northern Ireland.  Yet, the discursive pattern observed of persistent 

negative interdependence with the ‘sectarian’ other (cf. Brewer, 1992; 

Muldoon et al., 2007; Stevenson et al., 2007) indicates that the discursive 

systems which continue to replicate and advance aspects of the Northern 

Ireland conflict would appear to make it particularly difficult for an ethos of 

critical multiculturalism to develop in settings such as local government 
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debate, school classrooms or in the everyday talk within communities 

(Donnelly, 2010; McGlynn, Niens Cairns & Hewstone, 2004). Further 

research is required across a range of settings to examine how talk about 

‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ is conducted, but this is beyond the scope of the 

current thesis. Instead, the more pressing focus of the next chapter will 

consider how ethnic minority representatives might interrupt dominant 

discourses about how collective identity is constructed in Northern Ireland.     
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Annex for 5.0. - Newspaper opinion pieces for analysis 

 

Irish News 

 

June 19, 2009 Friday 

 

Friday - Northern Ireland - where the dark ages haven't gone 

away, you know 

 

BYLINE: Fergal Hallahan 

 

SECTION: Pg. 2 

 

LENGTH: 741 words 

 

It was hard to know which to be more depressed by this week - the racist attacks in 

Belfast or the reaction of a lot of ordinary people to them. 

The disgraceful intimidation of Romanian families from their homes adds the north to 

the unsavoury list of places in Europe where Roma - or Gypsy - people have been the 

target of hate crime within the past few years alone. 

Petrol-bombed in the Czech Republic, evicted en masse in Italy, attacked or 

discriminated against in Serbia, Kosovo, Hungary and in Romania itself - and now 

bused around Belfast while the police pass the buck on who should have done what 

when.  

News media throughout the world carried stories explaining that now that Northern 

Ireland's Protestants and Catholics had stopped killing each other they were turning on 

foreign migrant workers and their families - undoing overnight years of painstakingly 

building a positive image of the north. 

And, to cap the shamefulness of the attacks, listening to many Northern Irelanders 

express the view on radio and television that they were, if not justifiable, then at least 

understandable, really made you wonder if there's any hope for this place at all. 



 

226 
 

They're parasites. The country is coming down with them. They're sponging. There are 

far too many foreigners here - if they want to go home, send them home. 

This was the thrust of reaction from members of the public who phoned into The Nolan 

Show on BBC Radio Ulster on Wednesday. 

Comment on the usually more middle-brow Talkback show later was of a similar hue 

and clearly exasperated veteran host David Dunseith. 

"They've obviously come in tanks and armoured personnel carriers etc," he remarked 

when a caller complained of the north being "invaded by thousands of migrant workers". 

Others gave off about people begging on the streets, particularly with children in tow. 

More complained about Romanians selling newspapers or The Big Issue. 

These people sounded affronted, indignant almost. But you have to ask - what on earth 

could cause someone to be affronted by poverty and to direct their anger at those 

affected? 

Do these people think there is a swindle being perpetrated when they see someone 

sitting on a pavement all day with an empty coffee cup held out asking passers-by for 

change? 

Do they really think standing from morning till night at a busy intersection with a bundle 

of newspapers is the work of cunning freeloaders? 

What is it that makes the sight of someone at the bottom rung of the ladder evoke not 

compassion but contempt? 

Apologists for racism - for that's what they are - talk about foreigners taking 'our' 

benefits and 'our' jobs. This is nonsense spouted by people who know nothing of real 

poverty which, thankfully, indigenous Northern Ireland society does not experience. 

In any case, Romanian citizens, along with Bulgarians, are not eligible for the same 

state benefits as other EU citizens here - which is why, presumably, they do whatever 

they can to get by. 

There's a mindset evident among a swathe of Northern Ireland society that comes from 

having people's sense of their place in the scheme of things reinforced and from not 

being challenged about the validity or appropriateness of that self-appraisal. 

When nationalists were being forced out of their homes it wasn't difficult to make a link 

with the anti-Catholic rhetoric of conservative Protestantism. 

Such rhetoric has receded from the public sphere but the sense of entitlement, if not 

superiority, remains part of the make-up of those who pronounce themselves part of the 

'majority community' in the north - and, while there are undoubtedly bigots in all 
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sections of society, this is something that needs to be addressed if sectarianism and 

racism are to be tackled. 

Take the recent European election campaign, for example, since it is entirely relevant in 

the context of a row about European migrants living and working in Northern Ireland. 

The campaign was characterised by a squalid fight within unionism carried on, with the 

usual insulting arrogance, as if nationalists didn't exist. The result was the election to 

the European Parliament of the DUP's Diane Dodds, a candidate whose policies she 

herself summed up repeatedly with a mantra as disturbing as it is preposterous: 

"Unionism must win". 

When such inanity is what passes for discourse by political leaders on an EU election 

platform, is it any wonder the knuckle-draggers of the north think a bunch of dark-

skinned Johnny foreigners are fair game? 

 

LOAD-DATE: June 19, 2009 

 

LANGUAGE: ENGLISH 

 

PUBLICATION-TYPE: Newspaper 

 

 

Copyright 2009 The Irish News Limited 

All Rights Reserved 
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Irish News 

 

June 24, 2009 Wednesday 

 

Wednesday – Bit too late for crocodile tears from unionist 

politicians 

BYLINE: Brian Feeney 

 

SECTION: Pg. 2 

 

LENGTH: 731 words 

 

The uproar in the local media following last week's attacks on Roma families and their 

subsequent flight was in direct proportion to the shame at international coverage the 

incident attracted. 

That shame was accentuated by the pictures of such a large number of men, women 

and children fleeing their homes in full view of the world's media. 

It all provided unsavoury pictures of life in Belfast, a Belfast which nowadays officially 

seeks to conceal what a divided sectarian, racist place it is.  

The Romas fled in a group, perhaps because of their history in Europe they were 

acutely aware of the dangers of sporadic ethnic assaults escalating into something 

more lethal. After all, the Nazis killed between a quarter and a third of Romas. 

Academic studies estimate up to half a million died in concentration camps. 

The truth is the scenes that caused such shame last week were only unusual because 

of the numbers involved, not because of the nature of the attacks in this traditionally 

unionist district. They've been going on for years and the response of police and 

unionists has been lamentable. Immigrants in and around Donegall Pass, lower 

Donegall Road, Sandy Row and lower Lisburn Road have been subjected to 

discrimination, regular harassment, criminal damage, intimidation, attacks on their 

homes and personal injury. Chinese, Lithuanian, Polish, Hungarian, Nigerian, 

Romanian - it doesn't matter. Locals identified them as easy prey. 

In the beginning loyalist paramilitaries led the way with intimidation and extortion, then 

with crude attempts to block immigrants renting accommodation. Is it any surprise 



 

229 
 

therefore that the mobs of youths who attacked Roma homes come from a background 

dominated by UDA and UVF thuggery? They were only doing what they'd seen their 

elders doing in recent years. 

Essentially last week's yahoos were the loyalist mirror image of the so-called 

'republican youths' who were throwing petrol bombs at police and setting fire to rubbish 

they'd strewn across roads in Lurgan and Craigavon in March. It was crude imitation of 

the rioting they grew up watching. These youths on both sides have a lot in common. 

Calling them Nazis is daft. They are uneducated, unemployed, unemployable. They 

spend their time hanging around drinking or taking drugs or both. 

However, there are two main differences between the 'loyalist' and 'republican' varieties 

of these alienated kids. 

Whereas the republican variety sees the state and the 'Bratash' as the cause of all their 

poverty and hopelessness and so attack the police on their rare sorties into their 

districts, the loyalist variety blames fenians and immigrants for their misery. 

Unionist politicians have a lot to answer for in this respect because they feed this loser 

mentality. As a whole, Catholics remain worse off than Protestants but the lot of 

Catholics has been improving over the last 40 years. 

Instead of extolling the growth of equality in society unionist politicians endorse and 

repeat the lie that 'themuns get everything and we get nathing'. Notions of parity of 

esteem and equality are therefore naturally meaningless to the kids out breaking 

windows in immigrants' homes. 

Secondly, unionist politicians encourage the idea that certain districts are forever 

Protestant. Ideally they would like to wall off districts as they have done in north Belfast 

to ensure that even if there are no Protestants living there anymore, nevertheless no 

fenians will get in. The sort of language and ideology unionist politicians use justifies 

aggressive teenagers with bricks in their belief that only Protestants (identified by 

ethnicity not by attendance at any Protestant church) have a right to live in districts 

designated unionist by politicians. It's a bit late now for unionist politicians to cry 

crocodile tears and condemn attacks on Romas when for years they have offered 

ideological justification for expelling Catholics and immigrants alike. 

Expect a lot more attacks as hundreds more testosterone-fuelled teenagers emerge 

from school onto the streets this summer with no qualifications and no hope of a job. 

Talk about C18 or Nazis is a distraction. 

It's a mentality home-grown by unionists, a mentality of supremacy and exclusion 

coming home to roost. If you want confirmation look no further than the stupid, knee-

jerk response of the Orange order to Martin McGuinness's request to leave Catholics in 

peace. 
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Belfast Telegraph 

 

June 18, 2009 Thursday   

Derry Edition 

 

Why attack this child? 

 

SECTION: FEATURES; Pg. 34 

 

LENGTH: 723 words 

 

We are learning that it only takes a small number of people to disgrace a city. For how 

else are we to explain it, that over a hundred people have to flee their homes to escape 

racist attacks on them? 

We surely do not believe that those who cannot bear to have neighbours who speak a 

different language, are representative of us all.  

Mind you, that is how we have understood our historic problem of sectarianism, that 

essentially we are all implicated in it. 

The immediate response of many people on Wednesday morning, when they heard the 

news that 115 Romanians had been evacuated to Ozone, was to state clearly that they 

had identified in no way with those who had attacked them. 

We all understood that this would be an international news story and that the 

consequences for the reputation of Northern Ireland would be dire. 

The attacks on Romanians followed a series of attacks on eastern Europeans living in 

the Village area of south Belfast, after a football match between Poland and Northern 

Ireland at Windsor Park. Fifteen families were chased from their homes then, as in this 

case, by boys and young men throwing stones at their windows. 
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And there was also, then, the shock that people here could do such a thing, could have 

so little regard for how they are perceived. And there was a generous effort by many to 

dissociate themselves from the racist malice. 

Apparently some of those families have returned to the Village area; others remain 

homeless, dossing on sofas in the homes of friends, in areas which they trust will be 

less hostile towards them. 

Their experience is that this city is not able to protect them or, even yet, accommodate 

them. 

Much of this was to be expected. Northern Ireland has been ethnically homogenous to 

the extent that many people here regard a white, English-speaking Christian from a few 

streets away as an alien. 

Such people were not going to adapt easily to new neighbours from countries they 

perhaps had never even heard of. 

Racist animosity emerges everywhere that cultures are brought into close proximity, 

and it is normal for many in one group to regard themselves as indigenous and put 

upon. 

Why else would the British National Party flourish in Britain? 

But there are always more people disgusted by racism than agree with it. 

This being a divided society, even racism seems to divide on sectarian lines, with 

loyalists emerging as the clods that opted to be the louts and bigots while nationalists 

and republicans have gained the opportunity to declare themselves liberal and decent. 

I am not persuaded it couldn't have been the other way round, if loyalists were smarter. 

Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness, speaking at an Arts Council conference on 

Arts and Conflict, angrily blamed the attacks on 'fascist criminals'. It is extraordinary that 

the debate on racism follows the pattern of the earlier debate we had on sectarianism, 

around the question of whether we live in a sick society or one in which a few louts 

have their way. 

Some are arguing, and much of the international media will assume, that the racist 

violence of a few is an expression of the private bigotry of the many. And this is not 

helpful. Acceptance of the stranger is something that is learned. 

People who have never seen many foreigners before will stare at them, even feel 

aggrieved that the social and cultural climate around them is changing. The dangerous 

bigot is the one who refuses to acknowledge and accept that change. 

Those who may even be saddened by it, but accept it, don't deserve to be guilt tripped. 
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But how likely is it that the boys and young men who attacked the homes of Romanians 

in south Belfast are 'fascist criminals'? 

More likely, their aversion to the foreigner comes out of the same school yard impulse 

to mock all who are different. 

It is a boy thing, a horrid determination to define the tribe in terms that give you status 

and power within it. 

It is something pathetic but it runs deep and it is almost universal. 

It will only end when we have a society in which boys and young men feel that the tribe 

is firmly defined by others over them and that the tribe, or community, does not accept 

this kind of behaviour. 

On that impossible day, it is not only eastern Europeans who will be freed from this 

childish pestering; everyone who has been unsettled by apelike grunting will feel spared 

and relieved. 
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6.0. The construction of collective identity by political 

leaders in Northern Ireland: Two responses to anti-

Islamic discourse – Study 3  

6.1. Introduction  

The second study demonstrated that the attacks against the Roma 

population in Belfast were used as a resource to disclaim in-group racism 

and to position it as characteristic of other groups. The Roma expulsions 

became a discursive focus to argue about familiar problems of sectarian and 

social division amongst ethnic majority collectives. Racism was reified: 

reduced to a property belonging to out-groups.  Accusations of racism were 

a form of discursive practice that brought ideas fresh from recent history 

into a new context. This reproduced societal division across political and 

moral fractures, bound with group interests and cultural ways of perceiving 

others (cf. Parker, 1992; Durrheim, Mtose and Brown, 2011).  Majority in-

group systems of meaning worked to define racialized groups and 

appropriated their identity within their own collective experience or 

ideologies. The reconstruction of bipartite agendas demonstrated that the 

discursive force of these debates and conflicts makes it difficult for an ethos 

of multiculturalism and appreciation of ethnic difference to develop in 

Northern Ireland.  

Voices which represent ethnic minority opinions and requisites work 

hard and against much criticism, often with quite separate agendas, in order 

to counter the social power of majority group discourses that work against 

minority group wellbeing and participation in civic society.  Yet, the way 

that the discourse of the collective self is constructed in the news media 

articles demonstrates that the representation of the collective self turns back 
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to reflect on the in-group that produced it, to defend its own ways of 

speaking (Parker, 1992) in the eyes of the world, and to remove blame on to 

other majority group. This is a very different finding from earlier work on 

powerful in-groups and racist discourse, where middle class professional 

and business people (Wetherell & Potter, 1992) or police representatives 

(Hopkins, Reicher & Levine, 1997) directed accusations and constructions 

of ‘fault’ towards the ethnic minority out-group.  The third study thus 

follows from this conclusion, to consider this defensive way of speaking in 

the discourse of the First Minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson 

(DUP), and its rebuttal by MLA representative, Anna Lo (Alliance). This 

political discourse originated in response to a highly controversial on-line 

sermon, broadcast from Belfast that involved “antilocution” (Allport, 1954) 

directed against the Muslim community. The analysis will consider how the 

discourses of two Northern Ireland political leaders, from the ethnic 

majority and minority communities respectively, worked in the first 

instance to defend an established form of in-group identity when, or in a 

second example, to become an ‘entrepreneur’ of a new forms of collective 

identity (Haslam, Reicher & Rath, 2008).   

This incident involved the highest level of political leadership in 

Northern Ireland.  The First Minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson, 

of the majority Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), defended the preacher of 

an anti-Islamic sermon at the Metropolitan Tabernacle, Belfast in an 

interview with the Irish News.  His support of Pastor James McConnell was 

subsequently condemned by the Hong-Kong born MLA, Anna Lo, of the 

cross-community Alliance party when questioned by BBC Northern Ireland 

about the incident. The focus on the influence of political leadership in this 
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final study requires a shift in theoretical focus and will incorporate 

theoretical perspectives from Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1978, 1982) 

and Social Categorization Theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & 

Wetherell, 1987), as considered by Reicher and Hopkins (2001) in their 

work on the relationships between nation, identity and action, Self and 

Nation, and Haslam, Reicher and Platow (2011) who considered group 

identity and leadership, The New Psychology of Leadership: Identity, 

Influence and Power.  In this study, I will examine Reicher and Hopkins’s 

(2001) assertion that the relationship between the collective self and the 

other should be considered in relation to the “the local construction of 

collective norms which govern how those who offend us should be treated” 

(p. 222), yet working within their generic idea that while elected 

representatives want to appeal to the widest in-group as possible, those who 

appear to jeopardize established constructions of national identity may be 

treated with hostility (see especially pp. 216 – 222). Thus, when considering 

what kinds of discourse are being used to manage, respond and accuse, I 

will consider the specific effects of leadership discourse in constructing 

inter-group relations between ‘white’ majority populations, ethnicized 

minority populations in Northern Ireland, and the implied presence of 

onlookers from ‘outside’, via the news media. I locate this study within the 

tradition of social identity research, yet I continue to argue the theoretical 

approach from a discursive perspective that language will create social 

reality and that talk will be formative of the collective self in the social 

world (Reicher, 2011).  This discursive approach would contend that the 

construction of collective identity in reaction to anti-Islamic hate speech by 

politicians with particular agendas in a unique time and place may 
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contradict, or further inform social identity approaches towards the nature 

of collective action. 

6.1.2. ‘Hate speech’ controversy: Supporters and detractors 

This controversy originated on the evening of Sunday, 18 May 2014, 

during an address to the congregation of a prominent evangelical church in 

north Belfast. Its founder, Senior Pastor, James McConnell, preached an 

evening sermon to a live and on-line broadcast congregation. The subject of 

the early part of this 37 minute long address was a denunciation of the 

religion of Islam (see Appendix).  The broadcast transmission lead to an 

investigation by the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), (BBC 

News, 2015) following allegations of ‘hate speech’ in local and national 

media.  At the time of writing in 2015, the Pastor is currently facing court 

charges concerning the broadcast of grossly offensive material under the 

Communications Act of 2003. The most provocative excerpts of the sermon 

are reproduced below: 

The God we worship and serve this evening is not Allah. The Muslim 

God Allah is a heathen deity.  Allah is a cruel deity. Allah is a demon 

deity. A deity that this foolish Government of ours, including the 

house of Windsor, that weather beaten house pays homage to and 

subscribes financial inducements  to curry their favour and to keep 

them happy , while in other lands, Muslim lands, Christians are 

persecuted for their faith. Their homes burned, their churches 

destroyed and hundreds of them, literally, have given their lives for 

Christ in martyrdom.  
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… These fanatical worshippers are the worshippers of the God called 

Allah.  

… But the British government and the so-called watery clergymen 

closes [sic] their eyes to this evil that persists in our midst.  In the 

words of Paul to the Corinthians in the words of 1st Corinthians 

chapter 10: 20 and 21 he says we should not have fellowship with 

devils.  

… Today we see powerful evidence that more and more Muslims are 

putting the quorums [sic: Q’uran’s], hatred of Christians and Jews 

alike into practice. Now people say there are good Muslims in 

Britain, that may be so, but I don’t trust them.  Enoch Powell was 

right and he lost his career because of it. Enoch Powell was a prophet 

and he told us that blood would flow in the streets and it has 

happened. Fifteen years ago Britain was concerned about IRA cells 

right throughout the nation. They done [sic] a deal with the IRA 

because they were frightened of being bombed. Today a new evil has 

arisen. There are cells of Muslims right throughout Britain.  Can I 

hear an Amen? (Congregation: Amen). Right throughout Britain and 

this nation is going to enter into a great tribulation and a great trial. 

To judge by some of what I have heard in the past few months you 

would think that Islam was little more than a variation of Christianity 

and Judaism. Not so. Islam’s ideas about God, about humanity, about 

salvation are vastly different from the teaching of the Holy 

Scriptures.  Islam is heathen, Islam is Satanic, Islam is a doctrine 

spawned in Hell. (Congregation: Amen).   
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 There can be no doubt that the sermon constituted an event in the 

media, with the reporting including support from MLA members from the 

majority DUP party in Norther Ireland. The content of the sermon was 

widely shared across online platforms and reported in the news media, 

including ABC News, Al Jazeera and RIA Novosti and within local and UK 

national news media, including BBC Newsline, Northern Ireland, Channel 4 

News, the Belfast Telegraph, News Letter, Irish News and the Guardian 

and.  The phrases from the sermon which described Islam as “satanic”, 

“heathen” and a “doctrine spawned in hell” received particular attention and 

censure. Critics included representatives of the Belfast Islamic Centre, who 

referred to the remarks as “hurtful and “very irresponsible” (Williamson, 

2014), and representatives of Christian denominations in Northern Ireland, 

including the Moderator of the Presbyterian church, the largest Protestant 

denomination in Northern Ireland, who objected to McConnell’s “blanket 

condemnation of all Muslims” (BBC News, 2014). Subsequently, Pastor 

McConnell appeared in a live television debate on the popular late evening 

regional programme, The Nolan Show, on 28 May, alongside Dr Khalid 

Anis, a representative of the Islamic Society of Britain, and George 

Galloway of the Respect Party, then MP for Bradford West.  

 Commentary from local politicians in government belonging to the 

majority Democratic Unionist Party (DUP): Sammy Wilson, MP MLA for 

East Antrim, dismissed the complaints against the Pastor as a “media witch 

hunt” (audioBoom, 2014), while Gregory Campbell, MP MLA for East 

Londonderry asserted that on the grounds of “free speech”, McConnell was 

“quite entitled to make the comments” (audioBoom, 2014). An “emergency 

rally against racism” (Ferguson, 2014) was organised in Belfast city centre 
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for Saturday, 31 May, which was the beginning of a number of anti-racism 

rallies in Belfast and Londonderry that took place on the weekends of late 

May and early June of 2014.  The volume of media reporting indicated the 

emotive impact of this event that took place in an independent evangelical 

congregation, upon social and political life in Northern Ireland, and in 

forming views about race relations in the wider UK and world communities.  

Yet, these debates and reporting are less significant to the direction of 

the argument of this thesis than the First Minister’s defence of McConnell’s 

remarks in an interview with the Irish News which provoked the angry 

response from Anna Lo, in a television news interview with the Northern 

Ireland television news programme, BBC Newsline. These two interviews, 

conducted with influential political representatives from a powerful position 

of conservative leadership, and a minority liberal party respectively, are the 

texts chosen for analysis in the current study. Thus, in asking what kinds of 

discourses are being used by the First Minister to manage ‘race talk’ in the 

interview, I want to consider the particular ways in which he chooses to 

manage intergroup relations between the ethnicized ‘white’ majority and 

other ethnic minority populations in Northern Ireland, in relation to the in-

group that he wants to represent. As Lo works through the process of 

demanding a retraction and apology, and censuring Robinson’s claims in 

her retort, I explore the work that her discourse is doing in response to 

Robinson’s interview, and what this means in relation to an inclusive or 

multicultural approach to collective identity in Northern Ireland.  

6.1.3. A Social Identity approach to leadership and collective action 

 The focus of analysis is on the discourse of two prominent political 

leaders in Northern Ireland and will examine how they construct the 
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collective identity and motivate collective action in relation to the anti-

Islamic sermon. The work of Haslam, Reicher and Rath (2011) is of most 

relevance to this approach as they propose that the most crucial aspect of 

successful leadership is its social interactional dimension, between 

motivations and actions of followers and their leaders.  This will be 

mediated by how followers think of themselves and how their goals are 

subsequently defined: that is, their social identity and motivation towards 

collective action.  The authors contend that successful leadership will 

depend on three key factors: the context in which it takes place, the 

relationship between leaders and followers, and the ability of a leader to 

inspire the transformation of existing social reality. Social identity refers to 

the sense of self which acknowledges that being part of a collective and 

common ‘we’ or having an “internalized group membership” (p. 46) has 

vital importance and purpose for individuals.  In this way, the emphasis of 

the theory is quite different to the discursive approach, as its key theoretical 

focus on the relationship between group identity and motivation, rather than 

the way in which language in-use structures the social world. 

Yet, Social Identity Theory is of crucial importance to the analysis 

here as it was formulated as a means of understanding the dynamics of 

social inequality – in this case, the First Minister of Northern Ireland 

refused to condemn race-hate speech. The key question for social identity 

theorists is how positive distinctiveness (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) occurs in 

social contexts where group members are negatively defined, and how these 

groups will act collectively to challenge their disadvantage (Haslam et al., 

2011; Reicher, 2004; Reicher, 2011; Richer and Hopkins, 2001; Turner, 

1982). Reicher and Hopkins (2001) applied this theory to the process of 
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political argumentation (Billig, 1987) and asserted that group identity will 

be mobilized in the talk of political representatives to achieve particular 

purposes. They reason that even though politicians engage in competitive 

rhetoric during electioneering, that once elected, leadership will work to 

appeal to the widest in-group possible: the national collective that they 

represent. Nevertheless, in the current study, I want to interrogate this 

theoretical point: in a place such as Northern Ireland, where national 

identity is divided and contested, ubiquitous appeal may not be the goal of 

an elected representative, and this will have consequences for how 

collective or national identity is reproduced.  A close analysis of political 

discourse in the two selected interviews will investigate this idea. 

Another question relevant to this study that Haslam and colleagues 

consider is what makes effective leadership? This is important to the 

understanding how minority ethnic group leaders may collectively 

challenge negative representation. The theory further argues that there are 

four rules that must constitute effective leadership of a social group. These 

are: a representative demonstrating in-group prototypically will have greater 

influence within the group; leaders must champion the collective interests 

of the group; leaders will need to work to construct a form of identity that 

embodies the needs of the group, or become “entrepreneurs of identity”; 

and this sense of identity needs to be transformed into forms of social action 

(p. 75).  A focus on the unique context in which leaders construct identity 

entrepreneurship requires a qualitative approach to understanding the 

particulars of leader prototypicality  The discursive approach has a different 

emphasis to these processes of being and becoming, where each text is the 

starting point of the formation of a new aspect of the discourse and that no 
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general predictions may be made; only patterns, systems or ‘interpretative 

repertories’ may be identified (Parker, 1992; Potter and Wetherell, 1987).   

Thus, while the approaches of SIT and discourse psychologies are 

conflicting theories in many respects, Reicher’s (2011) review of the 

contributions of both Social Identity Theory and Discourse Analysis 

towards the development of group-based social psychology provides useful 

insight towards the current analytical approach. The Social Identity tradition 

considers the ways in which the self is produced in context through shared 

understandings and action, and crucially, it is concerned with issues of 

social power and change. Reicher emphasizes that Tajfel’s (1978) key 

concern in formulating this theory was to examine how people band 

together and overcome existing inequalities. He describes Discursive 

Psychology as a way of understanding patterns of human action through 

language use by creating social reality and reflecting the uses of 

conventions in specific contexts. The commonality of these approaches with 

regard to the development of group identity is upon social action: that 

people can form identity and use this negatively or positively to transform 

themselves and act towards change for the world in which they live. The 

construction of the collective self, mobilized for social action can be 

analysed through considering political speeches and interviews (Haslam et 

al., 2011; Reicher, Haslam & Hopkins, 2005; Reicher & Hopkins, 1996; 

Reicher & Hopkins, 2001).  For the purpose of the current study, in order to 

understand the political context of identity development in which Robinson 

and Lo use their leadership influence, some information about the political 

parties to which they belong, and their role in the shaping society in 

Northern Ireland, will require explanation.   
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6.1.4. The influence of Peter Robinson and the Democratic Unionist 

Party 

 Reicher and Hopkins’s (2001) theory proposes that that an elected 

political leader will change their rhetoric to appeal across the electorate 

once in power. Given Robinson’s parliamentary status as First Minister in 

the Northern Ireland Executive, this would predict that he would be anxious 

to garner support of the total electorate, and not just DUP voters, with 

regard to matters civic inclusion.  This applicability of this to Northern 

Ireland may be brought into question when considering the progress of the 

DUP, founded in 1971 as an ethno-religious minority political party, yet 

now in a current position of majority power under the leadership of Peter 

Robinson. Tonge, Braniff, Hennessey, McAuley and Whiting (2014) 

explain that this party, founded by Ian Paisley along with his Free 

Presbyterian Church on the principles of “‘politicized Protestantism’” 

(p.81), became the dominant force in unionist politics in the 21st Century. 

The party stance is characterized by resistance and opposition: they 

remained staunchly opposed to the Belfast Agreement of 1998 for several 

years following its signing. Negotiations with the British government, 

concerning terms of power- sharing with Sinn Fein, resulted in the St 

Andrews Agreement on policing and justice in 2007. This required both 

majority parties, the DUP and Sinn Féin, to enter into devolved government 

together, with Ian Paisley as the First Minister of Northern Ireland, with 

Peter Robinson assuming the mantle of party leader and First Minister in 

2008. Given this consociational basis of government, characterized as much 

by political opposition as power sharing, it may be proposed that Reicher 

and Hopkins’s idea that a leader in government will use language to appeal 
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to all the electorate in order to consolidate maximum support, may not hold 

in Northern Ireland as the political infrastructure may dictate otherwise (cf. 

Parker, 1992).  

The DUP, under Paisley’s leadership, had a history of countering the 

theology of majority Christian denominations in Northern Ireland, holding 

anti-ecumenical demonstrations outside of venues where or inter-

denominational meetings between Protestant or Roman Catholic clergy or 

united church services were taking place (Tonge et al., 2014). Thus, an 

oppositional stance to Islam would be consistent, although out-of-touch 

with recent political developments within the party. Tonge and colleagues 

assert that under the current leadership, political emphasis moved towards 

social conservatism and neo-liberalism, succeeding Paisley’s original 

conflation of evangelical Free Presbyterianism and party politics with the 

original political discourse, which characterized issues as scriptural and 

moral. During his political career, Paisley openly expressed hostility to the 

involvement of Protestant churches in Northern Ireland in the ecumenical 

movement as he regarded the IRA not as the armed wing of a secular 

republicanism, but as part of a Roman conspiracy to dominate the island of 

Ireland with a Catholic agenda. While this idea is absent from the language 

of the new party leadership, there remains the sustained insistence that a 

major role of the party is to ensure the continued constitutional position of 

Northern Ireland as part of the United Kingdom, as a fulfilment of the 

democratic will of Protestants in Northern Ireland, rhetorically known as 

the “‘people of Ulster’” (p. 111). The construction of political identity 

within the DUP is summarized by Tonge and colleagues as continuing to 

include expressions of Protestantism and cultural separateness alongside a 
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commitment to a form of an imagined or mythical British community, 

perceiving ‘Britishness’ in Northern Ireland as under constant cultural and 

ethnic threat.  Indeed, they state that only 0.6 per cent of the membership of 

the party, which approximates 1 100, self-identify as Roman Catholic; there 

is a definite ethnicized dimension to party ethos and membership.  

‘Britishness’ is constructed by much of the DUP membership as 

homogenous, harmonious and separate from what many would regard as the 

reality of existence in multicultural Britain today.  

Tonge et al (2014) regard Robinson’s influence as being largely 

responsible for transforming the DUP into a party with a coherent political 

stance, placing its political identity away from earlier Protestant extremism 

and towards middle-ground unionism, traditional moral values, a focus on 

law and order, and Protestant heritage.  Yet, this initiative will continue to 

have limited appeal to other social and ethnic groups, not least because 

Paisley’s anti-Catholic rhetoric and his early vociferous denunciations of 

the Civil Rights movement, continues to dominate this discourse. 

Furthermore, in preparation for the Westminster and District Council 

elections of 2001, the DUP noted that they would work for equality for 

women and ethnic minorities, but that this has been omitted from 

subsequent election manifestos. Thus, it is within the context of this distinct 

and exclusivist stance of the DUP that Peter Robinson responded to Pastor 

McConnell’s anti-Islamic sermon in the Irish News interview.  

6.1.5. The counter-position of Anna Lo MLA, Alliance Party of 

Northern Ireland 

 There is a lack of dedicated literature concerning the cross-

community Alliance Party, which would appear to reflect the lack of 
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importance to date placed on political parties in Northern Ireland that do not 

map clearly on either side of the sectarian cleavage . In a 1978 paper, 

McAllister and Wilson outlined the separatist and asymmetrical political 

conditions within the Ulster Unionist Party in the 1960s which led to the 

formation of the Alliance Party in 1970.  The leader of the Unionist Party in 

1963, Terrance O’Neill, sought reform to party structure that permitted 

Catholic membership, but did not allow full involvement. Crucially, Roman 

Catholic members could not be nominated for election. The 1969 Stormont 

general election outcome demonstrated the failure of O’Neill’s conciliatory 

initiatives, and it became clear that liberal unionism at that time could only 

be advanced by the formation of a new political party. Following the 

resignation of O’Neill, a small group of liberal unionists worked to 

transform a pressure group, the New Ulster Movement (NUM), into the 

Alliance Party that would allow full and equal participation of individuals 

from both the Protestant and Catholic communities.  

McAllister and Wilson (1978) explain that the resultant political 

stance of the newly-formed party was to support the constitutional link with 

Britain, and to regard bi-confessionalism as crucial to its philosophy, thus 

lessening the importance of sectarian division - an unparalleled 

achievement at the authors’ time of writing. Conversely, the Northern 

Ireland Labour Party, which attempted to replace religious values with a 

focus on social class, had little electoral success. Thus, forms of Christian 

religious identity remained an integral aspect of in-group identity in 

Northern Irish politics during the conflict, albeit in a very different form 

from that expressed by the DUP.  Currently, the party has moved on to post-

conflict definitions of political integration through pursuing a political 
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strategy expressed as the pursuit of a “shared society” on the grounds of 

“creed, colour, gender, sexual orientation or disability” (Alliance For 

Everyone, 2015, p.5). Yet in the 21st Century, both the original bi-

confessionalist ideals of the Alliance Party and the sectarian support base 

for the four largest parties, the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), Sinn Fein 

(SF), the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and the Social Democratic and 

Labour Party (SDLP), remain largely unchanged: a Northern Ireland 

Election Survey of 2003 concluded that these four parties drew between 94 

– 96% of their electoral support from one community only: those 

identifying as either Protestant or Catholic (Mitchell, Evans & O’Leary, 

2005), yet the Alliance party continues to draw proportionate support from 

those who identify as Protestant, Catholic or neither (Northern Ireland Life 

& Times Survey, 2014). The Alliance has a lesser political presence in the 

Stormont Assembly than the nationalist and unionist parties, with no 

Westminster MPs following the General Election of 2015. This followed a 

defeat for Naomi Long in east Belfast to Gavin Robinson of the DUP, 

following a single-candidate unionist pact for this and three other 

constituencies by the UUP and the DUP (BBC News, 2015). The 

persistence of sectarian allegiance in politics thus continues to present a 

challenge for those who wish to move outside traditional forms of unionist 

identity, including those whose ethno-national heritage would elide with 

‘white’ and ‘Christian’ traditions, thus indicating the degree of social 

distance that can exist for those in minority ethnic groups who would wish 

to visibly participate in political life in the region. 

The conflation of social class and bi-confessionalism is presented as 

a common theme in the more current academic literature on political 
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configuration in Northern Ireland, which often chooses to cast Alliance 

supporters as belonging to a particular type of insular social grouping, 

rather than a political group. It has been characterized as a party which 

receives most of its support from the urban and wealthy in Belfast and 

surrounding areas (Graham and Shirlow, 1998), the party of the “chattering 

classes” (McGarry, 2002).  Yet, their role in the formation of the Northern 

Ireland Assembly following the implementation of the St Andrew’s 

Agreement in May 2007 (Gay, Pak & Cracknell, 2007; Lynn, 2007), and a 

series of political events which followed has resulted in a change in the 

perception of the Alliance from a ‘middle-class party’, removed from harsh 

sectarian realities of everyday life in Northern Ireland, to a party that has 

direct involvement in conflicts of culture and identity, leading to difficult 

and sometimes dangerous consequences for the elected representatives.  

This has included arson attacks on the homes and offices of their 

representatives, and death threats to elected individuals (Guardian, 2013).  

These attacks followed voting that took place by Belfast City Council 

which reduced the flying of the union flag from 365 days a year, to a 

smaller number of designated days, where this Alliance motion held the 

balance of power against the other unionist parties (Melaugh, 2013). In the 

weeks preceding this vote, DUP and UUP representatives distributed 

leaflets in east Belfast condemning the Alliance motion to have the Union 

flag “torn down”, and containing the addresses of party representatives and 

their offices. Following the attacks on the Alliance offices, DUP MLA 

Sammy Wilson accused the Alliance’s compromise motion of opening a 

“Pandora’s box”, which led to the rioting in winter months where 82 people 

were charged and146 police officers injured (Melaugh, 2013). Yet, this vote 
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proposed by the party was the first time that republicans and nationalists 

had formally recognised terms of hoisting the union flag, thus recognizing 

both majority traditions within the Agreement.  Thus, the collective political 

identity of Alliance, which claims to function as an umbrella under which 

“everyone” in Northern Ireland is welcome (Alliance For Everyone, 2015) 

continues to function in relation to ongoing and partisan majority agendas. 

   This is the ongoing political context in which Hong Kong born 

Anna Lo, who has described herself as an atheist Taoist (News Letter, 

2009) and has expressed a long-term preference for a united Ireland ” (BBC 

News Northern Ireland, 2014; McDonald, 2014), challenged Peter 

Robinson’s support of Pastor James McConnell.  Lo is currently the 

Alliance MLA for Belfast South, and was the first Chinese-born politician 

to be elected to a UK legislative or parliamentary position (McDonald, 

2014).  Lo arrived in Northern Ireland in 1974, following her marriage with 

a local man whom she had met while both were working in Hong Kong and 

London (Black, 2014). She has held a number of interpreting and teaching 

posts for the Chinese community in Belfast, was appointed director of the 

Chinese Welfare Association in 1997, was the first vice-chair of the 

Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities (NICEM), a founding 

commissioner for the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, and the 

chair of the Assembly's All Party Group on Minority Ethnic Communities 

(Alliance Party, 2015).  

A recent search of the Alliance website on 25 February 2015 using 

the words ‘Anna Lo racism’ produced results of 699 articles, dating from 

2006, concerning both Lo’s political involvement with racially-motivated 

harassment and attacks upon ethnic minority populations, and the racist 
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slurs used against her, which have included accounts of on-line and direct 

harassment and threats.  Some of this harassment has been directed towards 

her from other elected politicians. In a Facebook posting on 30 May 2014, 

following Robinson’s comments, DUP Councillor Dineen Walker called Lo 

“racist … Towards the people of Northern Ireland”. The comment was later 

withdrawn and labelled as “wrong” by a DUP spokesperson (Black, 2014).  

It is within these party political contexts that I focus on the achievements of 

the political discourses of Robinson and Lo, in two news media interviews, 

concerning the construction of collective identity in relation to McConnell’s 

anti-Islam views. 

 

6.2. Approach to Analysis 

6.2.1. Epistemological Approach 

I continue to adopt a constructivist approach to language: that it is 

constitutive of social reality, that talk is a performative act which achieves a 

purpose for the speaker and accomplishes a social action (Edwards & 

Potter, 1992).  Through combining a constructivist approach to language 

with Richer and Hopkins’s (2001) assertion that the relationship between 

nation and action will be mediated by social identity, where elected 

leadership should represent the identity of the nation, I intend to interrogate 

the assumptions of collective action approaches towards successful political 

leadership in the consociational context of Northern Ireland. More 

specifically, I will consider how Haslam et al.’s (2011) ‘rules’ of effective 

leadership are evident in the discourse of the two speakers. These are: that 

leaders must be representative of their followers, they must champion 
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collective interests, they must be “entrepreneurs of identity”, and that goals 

need to be transformed to social action.  

As the topic focus concerns race-hate speech, I will also consider, 

where appropriate, the application of Reicher, Haslam and Rath’s (2008) 

five-step model of out-group rejection and hatred to Robinson’s support of 

McConnell’s anti-Islamic views. These authors theorize that it is the active 

construction of the in-group as virtuous that allows out-group eradication to 

be constructed as a virtuous act. The steps are: Identification, the 

construction of an in-group; Exclusion, the definition of targets as external 

to the in-group; Threat, the representation of these targets as endangering 

in-group identity; Virtue, the championing of the in-group as (uniquely) 

good; and (v) Celebration, embracing the eradication of the out-group as 

necessary to the defence of virtue.  I argue that a discourse analytical 

approach to patterns of construction of the collective self and the ethnic 

other will inform the application of these models. 

6.2.2. Texts selected for analysis 

 Two media texts were chosen for analysis. The first is an interview 

with Peter Robinson, MLA (DUP), First Minister of the Northern Ireland 

Executive with political reporter John Manley of the Irish News on 28 May 

2014, retrieved from the Nexis UK database (Annex 6.0. A). The subject 

was Robinson’s support for Pastor James McConnell of the Belfast 

Metropolitan Tabernacle following the controversial sermon of 18 May. 

The second media text is an edited television interview with Anna Lo MLA 

(Alliance), conducted in the front hall of the Stormont parliament building 

with BBC News Northern Ireland posted on 29 May 2014 
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(http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-27616319). This was Lo’s 

response to Robinson’s interview with the Irish News. 

 The full text of Robinson’s Irish News interview and a Jeffersonian 

transcription of Anna Lo’s interview with BBC Newsline are placed at the 

end of this chapter in the Annex for 6.0. 

6.2.3. Approach to Robinson’s interview in the Irish News 

The interview is embedded within a journalistic discourse which is 

critical of Robinson’s leadership, with the narrative preamble undermining 

Robinson’s authority by weakening his position of leadership (cf. Reicher 

and Hopkins, 1996) as McConnell is represented as a man who has had an 

influential role in the religious guidance of the now First Minister of the 

Northern Ireland Assembly. Within this given understanding, the analysis 

will focus in the question-and-answer section of the interview, in order to 

address the research question. 

6.2.4. Transcription of Lo’s interview   

The interview content is a response to a single question from a 

television reporter lasting 1 minute 52 seconds which takes place in real 

time.  The initial question to which Lo responds is edited from the broadcast 

and the interview was terminated at the commencement of a second 

question. Lo’s intonations and non-verbal responses were considered 

essential to analysis as having both psychological intention and meaning, 

evidenced in studies of non-verbal cues and responses to topics such as 

political discourse (Bull & Wells, 2002; Ridout & Searles, 2011); deception 

and emotional cues (Ekman & Friesen, 1974; Ekman & O’Sullivan, 1991; 

Warren, Schertler & Bull, 2009) and responses to crying in child protection 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-27616319
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settings (Hepburn, 2004; Hepburn & Potter, 2010). In order to convey the 

nuances of emotion in Lo’s response, a Jeffersonian transcription scheme 

represented these emotions in text format, using Jefferson’s Glossary (2004) 

and Hepburn’s (2004) complementary notation to a Jeffersonian system, 

specifically for the transcription of crying sounds. The Jeffersonian version 

of the transcript (Annex 6.0. B) was reprinted in the analysis section for 

longer quotations, but an orthographic representation was employed for 

shorter quotations, for ease of reading, within the analytical work.   

 

6.3. Analysis 

6.3.1. Interview with Peter Robinson, Irish News, 28 May 2014 

The analysis will consider how and why Robinson’s discourse constructs 

collective identity by deflecting accusations of hate-speech away from 

Pastor McConnell, examining the work that his discourse does to represent 

McConnell as embodying ‘goodness’, and in explaining difference and 

similarity between the ‘character’ and experiences of majority and ethnic 

minority communities in Northern Ireland. Robinson wishes to defend an 

established in-group identity, rather than being an ‘entrepreneur’ of an 

inclusive civic identity in light of the challenge to Northern Ireland that the 

sermon presents. 

6.3.1.2. Deflecting accusations of hate speech by embodying ‘goodness’ 

Robinson represents the preacher as a long-term and positive 

influence upon his own spiritual direction. He claims to have known him 

for over two decades and has often attended his church: 
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Now the most high-profile member of the party - and the most high-

profile member of Pastor McConnell's congregation - has broken his 

silence on the controversy. 

Speaking to The Irish News yesterday, Peter Robinson said he had 

visited the pastor's north Belfast church many times and intended to 

attend in the future. 

The DUP leader said he had known the preacher for more than 20 

years. 

Through locating his identity as a member of McConnell’s 

congregation, Robinson represents himself as part of a churchgoing in-

group, thus identifying his values with a particular group he wants to 

represent. This is immediately different from Richer & Hopkins’s (2001) 

idea that an elected leader will work to represent the interests of a wide in-

group. He continues to positively embody this group identity by choosing to 

characterise the Pastor, as righteous in his character and actions. McConnell 

is represented as a solid embodiment of group identity and incapable of 

‘hate’. Robinson defends in-group pride through representing himself as 

being a follower of an exemplary religious leader.  He chooses to construct 

the Pastor’s sermon as the routine work of a prototypical Christian leader, 

and this is presented in discourse as in-group common-sense: 

"There isn't an ounce of hatred in his bones," he said. 

"This is somebody who has lived his life for Christ." 
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Questioned about Pastor McConnell's attack on Islam, Mr Robinson 

said it was the duty of any Christian preacher to "denounce false 

doctrine". 

"He's perfectly entitled to do that - it's an appropriate thing for a 

minister to do," he said. 

"It's been happening for generations and nobody should look at that 

issue." 

Robinson then makes the strategic claim that differences in creed 

between the Christian and Islamic faiths were the theme, and the preaching 

is represented as uncontroversial and situationally appropriate. He 

constructs the sermon as being no different to any other preached “for 

generations” regarding doctrinal difference. Robinson’s friendship with the 

Pastor and his allusion to inter-generational values positions his principles 

as congruent with those of his conservative elective majority. The idea that 

the controversy has arisen over nothing more remarkable than a theological 

dispute is shaped by Robinson as a means of deflecting accusations of hate-

speech against McConnell. Robinson’s discourse works to argue and 

defend.  In response to the questioning about McConnell’s “attack” on 

Islam, Robinson’s response quashes any hint that a racialized group was 

denigrated. He deflects this claim by contending that to “denounce false 

doctrine” has always been “appropriate” or usual for someone in religious 

office, and that as such, he makes an implicit claim that the sermon is 

simply not worthy of critical media attention.  

Robinson’s rhetoric omits the sections of McConnell’s sermon which 

constructs the out-group, Muslims within the UK, a demonic threat: 
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followers of a “satanic” religion “spawned in hell” who require 

appeasement by the State and Monarchy in order to “curry their favour and 

keep them happy”; or of his comparison of “cells of Muslims” to salient 

fear discourses concerning the dominion of IRA violence in Northern 

Ireland’s recent past (McKeever, Reed, Pehrson, Storey & Cohrs, 2013). 

Through this omission and Robinson’s presentation of both McConnell 

character and sermon as commendable, he represents relations with the out-

group as unharmed by McConnell’s words and their concerns to be of no 

consequence.  The emphases on virtue and scholarship negate the idea that 

the sermon could be deeply offensive and damaging to perceptions of out-

group identity, or that they could be widely interpreted as negative 

stereotyping and prejudice against a racialized group. The assurance that 

this gives to the in-group is that ‘good’ people meaning no harm cannot 

damage others. The Pastor does not feel hate, and it is only his 

representation as a prototypical embodiment of in-group values, which 

holds currency in Robinson’s argument.  The effect of McConnell’s sermon 

on the feelings, well-being and physical safety of Muslims in Northern 

Ireland appears inconsequential to Robinson.  Yet, beyond the in-group, his 

defence and omissions appear as a tacit acceptance of racist speech in the 

public arena.  

6.3.1.3. Robinson’s construction of (mis) ‘trust’ in the Islamic 

community 

Robinson defects accusations by arguing that the context, a sermon 

preached for a specific audience, should exempt the Pastor from allegations 

of race-hatred: 
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Addressing Pastor McConnell's assertion that he could not trust 

Muslims, the first minister said a sermon was not like a legal 

document with "caveats, conditions and qualifications". 

He said the preacher had applied a "broad stroke" when talking about 

trusting the followers of Islam. … 

… The DUP leader was clearly aggrieved by the police investigation 

into a suspected hate-crime. He said saying you did not trust 

somebody was not a hate crime and that to claim so was a "bogus 

argument". 

It is worth pairing Robinson’s response to the words of McConnell’s 

sermon here: 

Now people say there are good Muslims in Britain, that may be so, 

but I don’t trust them. Enoch Powell was right and he lost his career 

because of it. Enoch Powell was a prophet and he told us that blood 

would flow in the streets and it has happened.  Fifteen years ago 

Britain was concerned about IRA cells right throughout the nation. 

They done [sic] a deal with the IRA because they were frightened of 

being bombed. Today a new evil has arisen. There are cells of 

Muslims right throughout Britain. 

(Transcribed from YouTube viewing). 

Although Robinson constructs the discursive context as exempting 

the sermon content from censure, the sermon clearly frames Enoch Powell’s 

notorious ‘rivers of blood’ speech as a religious prophecy, rather than the 

common interpretation as incitement to violence. This construction 
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perpetuates the excuse that the presence of ethnic minority populations in 

Britain is the cause of racist hostility. By claiming that he does not trust the 

whole out-group or “them”, this final clause in his sentence is a rhetorical 

negation of the potential for growth of inter-group trust with any part of the 

Muslim community. In fact, McConnell’s condescending point of view, that 

some Muslims are “good” is presented as merely folkloric: “Now people 

say …”. The statement, “Today a new evil has arisen” is, by contrast, 

presented as a fact.  

It would be difficult for Robinson to defend the clearly racist content 

of this excerpt from the sermon; so instead he makes recourse to a legal 

argument that it would be impossible for a complainant to make a case from 

McConnell’s direct assertion that he does not trust Muslims. This has the 

effect of isolating McConnell’s assertion of ‘mistrust’ from its socially 

divisive context in the sermon, once again placing its content outside the 

category of strongly bigoted ‘race talk’. Robinson claims that the word 

“trust” is ambiguous and context-dependent, negating the controversy.  This 

strategy has the effect of creating a barrier to argument or action against 

McConnell’s objectionable reification of ‘the Muslim character’ (cf. 

Reicher, 2004). Robinson employs the metaphor, “a broad stroke” to refer 

to the Pastor’s ideas about Muslims. The idea of ‘brushing over’ the 

stereotype of all Muslims as fanatics and terrorists, does not counter this 

prejudice, as it does the work of furthering social distance between the in- 

and the out-group by representing Muslims as a two-dimensional in 

character in one homogenous image or picture. In this way, Robinson 

continues to represent the collective interests of the in-group over an 

inclusivist representation of collective identity in Northern Ireland.  
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Through constituting the problem within the language of the law, 

accusations of ‘hate crime’ are positioned as emotional, illogical or even 

plainly false. McConnell’s supporters are exonerated from the challenge of 

adjusting their frame of reference towards the out-group and are not 

required to undertake any form of action in redressing the hurt caused to the 

out-group. Robinson’s defence of McConnell and the work that his 

discourse does to hide the racist content of the sermon, once again has the 

effect of representing the population of Northern Ireland that he leads as 

complicit with racism.   

Robinson becomes a participant in the debate about the 

‘trustworthiness’ of Muslims as a group and adding his support.  This form 

of positioning shows that he is not an ‘entrepreneur’ of collective identity in 

Northern Ireland, but the defender of in-group values.  He categorizes sub-

groups of Muslims that “he too” would not trust, thus aligning his own 

definitions of integrity with the generalizations made by the Pastor: 

But Mr Robinson said he too did not trust Muslims who had been 

involved in "terrorist activities" or those who were "fully devoted to 

Sharia Law". Nor, he said, would he trust a Muslim to provide 

spiritual guidance. 

However, he did say he would "trust them to go down the shops for 

me" and undertake other day-to-day tasks. 

The list of ‘untrustworthy’ characteristics, which treats terrorism, 

spirituality and devotion to religious law as qualitatively similar categories, 

creates a stereotype of Muslim identity which precedes the condescension 

that follows. Robinson states that he would only trust Muslims to “ ‘go 
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down to the shops’ ” or “undertake day-to-day tasks”. This paternalistic 

construction of out-group identity, represented in the headline and met with 

such outrage by Anna Lo later on the day of publication, has the effect of 

neutering Islamic culture and placing its subjects outside Robinson’s 

construction of the democratic ‘we’. Instead, Muslims are represented in 

‘socially acceptable’ roles in Northern Ireland where they are rendered 

outsiders who should ‘know their place’ within a rigidly hierarchical 

imagined social system, where the constructed in-group Christian majority 

are constructed as having moral authority. The role of Muslims in civic and 

commercial life is represented as negatively contingent upon their religious 

beliefs.  This evokes an otherwise nostalgic image from the Belfast 

vernacular, “the message boy” – a male youth who would assist in a local 

family business, delivering groceries to customers outside his school hours 

for pocket-money payment.  But instead, this is the role prescribed for 

ethnic minority adults by the First Minister of Northern Ireland.  This 

discourse of cultural racism (Sears, 1998; Wetherell and Potter, 1992) 

functions to construct Muslims both as ‘unsafe’ agents in Christian societies 

who require the watchful eye and discipline of the powerful in-group, and 

as an ethnic group that should ‘know their place’ in majority white 

societies.  

6.3.1.4. The “largesse of the powerful” and the neglect of social action 

When questioned on the topic of whether the sermon was 

representative of Christian teachings, Robinson further counters any 

accusations that ‘hate’ is involved in the Pastor’s discourse:  

Asked if Pastor McConnell's comments were representative of what 

Christ preached, the first minister said it was important to "show 
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love" and always encourage people to accept the "real benefits of 

Christian living". 

"But I think people really do take a mole hill and develop it into a 

massive mountain on these kind of issues," Mr Robinson said. 

"This was a preacher speaking to his congregation - both his 

congregation in terms of the physical building and his congregation 

online - and the remarks were never intended ... and his subsequent 

statements have made that clear ... they were never intended to 

suggest hatred towards any community." 

The DUP leader said that as someone who knew Pastor McConnell, 

the preacher had "nothing but Christian love for others". 

The issue of race-hate is again entirely sidestepped by Robinson, as 

the semantic opposite of ‘hate’, “show[ing] love” is evoked to further 

distance the Pastor’s remarks. This response to the question of whether or 

not the Pastor’s comments were representative of the teachings of Jesus is 

informed by an analysis within Wetherell and Potter’s (1992) text, Mapping 

the Language of Racism. This considered an official document published by 

the Anglican Church in New Zealand, concerning the historic context of 

institutionalized oppression of the Maori peoples. The church’s response 

was summated by these authors as the moral identity of “the largesse of the 

powerful” (p. 210) as it appeared tolerant and magnanimous but failed to 

proffer suggestions for action that would empower out-groups. Through a 

theological interpretation of the past alone, institutional power and practice 

remained unchallenged by the Church’s form of discourse and thus anti-

racist engagement was tacitly unsupported. 
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Similarly, where Robinson evokes the idea of the “ ‘real benefits of 

Christian living’ ”, and offers the disclaimer that the Pastor had no intention 

to “‘suggest hatred towards any community’ ”, he represents such a vague 

idea of what Christian belief and practice should entail that he is able to 

construct discourse which implicitly suggests that ‘fault’ lies with over-

sensitive and suggestible out-groups whose constructed ‘misinterpretation’ 

is nothing more than “ ‘a massive mountain’ ” made from “ ‘a mole hill’ ”. 

The effect of this rhetorical representation of the issue is to dismiss any 

racialized interpretation of the sermon as entirely misguided and to reassure 

the in-group that there is nothing of importance that requires change.  Its 

effect is to negate the need for collective action against racist speech. No 

‘entrepreneurship’ is required. 

6.3.1.5. Robinson’s denial of asymmetrical power relations between 

communities in Northern Ireland  

 The “bogus argument” claim continues to orientate the action of his 

talk (cf. Edwards, 1991) towards McConnell’s remark, “‘I don’t trust 

them’”, and away from the content of the sermon as a whole. Robinson 

continues to make recourse to this isolated statement from the sermon, 

devoid of the wider social context of race-hate crime in Northern Ireland 

through which this utterance was widely interpreted: 

"If it is (a hate crime) then I'm going straight away to the police to 

ask them to take action against all those who say they don't trust 

politicians - you can't have it both ways," he said. 

"If it's a hate crime if you say someone is not trusting a group of 

people then Steve Nolan has an awful lot to answer for, because I 
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hear every morning on his programme people who don't trust 

politicians." … 

… "What we're talking about is the issue of whether it is a hate crime 

for somebody who doesn't trust somebody else or a group of people," 

he said. 

"And I'm saying if you tell me you don't trust politicians is exactly 

the same thing as saying you wouldn't trust Muslims - exactly the 

same thing - and you don't say it's hate crime because you don't trust 

politicians." 

Robinson constructs “politicians” as an example of an occupational 

category that is often subject to allegations of untrustworthiness, and 

represents their case as more deserving of public sympathy than ethnic 

minority groupings, through making the claim that they are subject to more 

frequent media-led allegations. This false syllogistic reasoning attempts to 

completely nullify the “ ‘bogus argument’ ” that the Pastor has committed a 

‘hate-crime’ by alluding to the idea of competing forms of victimhood, 

(Noor, Brown & Prentice, 2008; Noor, Shnabel, Halabi, & Nadler, 2012) as 

a strategy for reclaiming moral authority as leader of the electorate. He 

constructs the idea of an ‘equality dystopia’ and argues that a dogmatic 

form of totalitarian-style litigation could automatically follow the public 

expression of negative opinion.  He claims that neither form of legal action 

would be a correct: “ ‘you can’t have it both ways’ ” ; “ ‘you don’t say it’s a 

hate crime because you don’t trust politicians’ ” thus claiming a moral 

victory for his own inaction – within the context of his argument he 

represents himself as yet to commit his represented petty error of seeing 

who can be most offended through threatening litigation following 
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accusations of, “ ‘I don’t trust them’ ”.  He uses the further rhetorical 

strategy of repetition to enforce his argument and potentially deflect 

counter-argument: “ ‘exactly the same thing as saying you wouldn’t trust 

politicians – exactly the same thing’ ”.   

Again, Robinson works to deny that the Pastor’s discourse has a 

racialized content and his argument is constructed outside of any kind of 

social power analysis. Thus, measures to deal with any kind of structural 

inequality towards ethnic minorities may be dismissed within his defence as 

irrelevant, ridiculous and disruptive of the ‘proper’ moral order of civil 

society (cf. Reicher, Hopkins & Levine, 1997). He not only mobilizes the 

argument for zero action through sidestepping the power and practice of 

powerful institutions, but goes about the business of constructing anti-racist 

or legal action as highly inappropriate on many counts, working 

erroneously within the language of logic to convey his dismissal of the idea 

that a “hate crime” has been committed against an minority ethnic group 

living in a society with a high incidence of racially-motivated crime 

(Jarman, 2009; Jarman & Monaghan, 2003). 

Moreover, through comparing the suffering of politicians in Northern 

Ireland to the welfare of the local Muslim minority community, Robinson 

constructs a further social distance between majority or ‘white’ in-groups 

and ethnic minorities though the use of bitter sarcasm:  

… But when challenged over whether the comments promoted 

hatred, Mr Robinson said: 
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"Can you then understand that you are promoting hatred against 

politicians by saying that you don't trust politicians? Why are you so 

concerned about Muslims and not poor people like me?" 

It was put to the DUP leader that politicians were not being 

persecuted and singled out for attack. 

"Are they not?," he said. 

"They're just having death threats. I've had colleagues killed." 

Mr Robinson said because he was a politician he needed police 

protection, bullet proof windows and was careful where he travelled. 

However, he said he would condemn anybody who threatened the 

lives or harm against anybody from the Muslim community 

In this excerpt he shows resentment towards the out-group by recounting 

those who suffered historically as a result of the Troubles in Northern 

Ireland, through asking an acrimonious rhetorical question: “Why are you 

so concerned about Muslims and not poor people like me?” Robinson 

recounts examples of harsh difficulties he has faced as First Minister and 

party leader of the DUP.  He claims to have suffered death threats, 

witnessed the killing of colleagues; he has required policed protection, has 

bullet-proof windows on his car, and has to take care about where he 

travels. He conveys his anger with out-group representatives through 

sarcasm, implying that his stoic attitude to threat is dignified and 

productive: “Are they not? … They’re just having death threats. I’ve had 

colleagues killed”. By contrast, he constructs the idea that McConnell’s 

sermon has strong racist content as ridiculous.  His role and duty in serving 

the whole electorate as First Minister of Northern Ireland is entirely absent 



 

267 
 

from the discourse here, and is in complete contrast to the expectations of 

Reicher and Hopkins (2001), that political speeches by leaders within 

democracies work towards a concluding argument which will collectively 

embrace the whole electorate.   

Whilst members of ethnic minorities have been minor players in 

history as both perpetrators and victims of violence (see McVeigh, 1998), 

the sufferings of the collective, the ‘white’ ethnic majority only are 

represented by this discourse, whereas the indignities and outrages of racist 

verbal abuse, discrimination and violence against ethnic minorities in post-

Agreement times are rhetorically minimised and distanced by this 

comparison. The discursive effect is that the suffering of ethnic minority 

groups may appear incidental or trivial compared to the legacy and death 

toll of the Troubles of three decades that affected mostly the majority ‘white 

Christian’ ethnicized population. While Robinson “said he would condemn 

anybody who threatened the lives or harm [sic] anybody from the Muslim 

community”, the potential suffering of Muslims as a group in Northern 

Ireland is constructed as lesser in magnitude than the suffering of the in-

group collective. Robinson presents as self-evident that a ‘common sense’, 

inactive approach to dealing with racially-motivated incidents as and when 

they are reported to the authorities as criminal activity, is the best way of 

progressing with the issue. Thus, the racialized content of McConnell’s 

sermon is uncoupled from these issues, by relegating racism to its violent 

and supremacist forms only (Reicher, Hopkins & Levine, 1997). The 

interview discourse evidences that in the context of the political situation in 

Northern Ireland, Robinson appears to have no personal or party-political 

motive to appeal to the whole electorate, despite the fact that he is a 
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statesman who represents the collective identity of Northern Ireland to the 

rest of the UK and to other nations. Instead, he defends one established 

forms of identity that would appeal to many DUP voters to sustain a 

majority in a bipartite government, rejecting and indeed, nullifying, the 

need to shape future collective identity in Northern Ireland to include ethnic 

minority communities in his construction of the present and future society. 

It is this failure as a statesman in being normatively representative of the 

whole ‘nation’ (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) that Anna Lo addresses in her 

response to Robinson’s discourse. 

6.3.2. Anna Lo: Interview with BBC Newsline 28 May 2014 

The analysis is based on a response to a single question from a 

television news reporter. Lo’s response to the unheard question is 

emotional: she openly expresses her anger with the First Minister, her voice 

varying throughout the interview in pitch, volume and tone. She pauses to 

control an episode of crying on two occasions towards the end of her reply. 

These intonations and non-verbal responses are incorporated into the 

analysis as having both psychological intention and meaning. Her anger is 

interpreted as a meaningful response to the First Minister’s defence of what 

she believes to be indefensible and “outrageous” comments, given role as 

head of “a country”. The work that Lo’s discourse is doing can be divided 

into three phases within her response that constructs an alternative in-group 

identity for the electorate in Northern Ireland following Robinson’s 

interview. The first theme is the dismantling of Robinson’s defence of the 

accusations of hate speech against Pastor McConnell and the creation of an 

alternative political identity. She then works to mobilize an anti-racist 

collective identity by representing the First Minister and his political party, 
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the DUP, as failing this collective. Finally, she chooses to portray herself 

differently from her official role as a politician and MLA, but as a racialized 

other who feels increasingly vulnerable to attack following Peter 

Robinson’s support of the Pastor’s comments, thus representing herself as a 

member of the in-group.  

6.3.2.1. Dismantling Robinson’s defence and creating an alternative 

political identity 

 Lo’s range of affective and rhetorical tactics are employed to 

represent an alternative identity for the wider collective in the wake of the 

First Minister’s representation of Northern Ireland as a racist society. Her 

response has an intense affective impact. Her impassioned self-presentation 

is in stark contrast to Robinson’s earlier dispassionate defence of the 

Pastor’s summation about the ‘naturalized’ or fixed cultural character of 

Muslims as inherently untrustworthy. She is irate that an ethnic minority 

group identity has been negatively depicted in Robinson’s comment that he 

would wish exclude Muslims from full participation in civic society in 

Northern Ireland, to perform only menial tasks on his behalf: “ ‘to go down 

to the shops for me’ ”  She states: 

I’m very angry about this. (.) and I think he really should come out to 

apologise and ↑retract his words . (0.4).  

that is n:ot .(0.2) wh:at. (0.2) the w:ords .(.) of ↑A FIRst minister of a 

country.  (0.4) 

you do NOT . (.) say such ↑cond:esc:ending ↑things? (0.2) about a 

wh:ole community.  
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(0.4) >that they only< ↑F::it? (.) >to go to a< SH::op ↑for ↑him? (0.8) 

>to give him the right< ↑CH:ang↑es? (0.2) and ↑that’s ridic↓ul↓ous. 

(0.4) 

 This expression of visceral anger and disapproval is a form of action 

that works against Robinson’s exposition concerning out-group (mis)trust. 

Lo’s choice of expressing her anger forcefully from the outset has a 

performative role in creating and voicing collective anger that he has 

represented Northern Ireland in such an insouciant fashion.  Her use of the 

personal pronoun in “I’m” and “I” is the initial expressive locus, but in her 

capacity as a political leader, this anger will represent an out-group 

affective response, thus positioning Lo as the entrepreneur of an alternative 

form of political identity for her in-group (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001; 

Haslam et al., 2011). This visceral expression precedes her request for both 

a retraction and an apology from Robinson. This works to immediately 

mobilize an outraged in-group identity of collective ‘others’ whose 

common identity is the rejection of this statesman’s construction of the 

racialized other.   

In the opening phrases of Lo’s response, she emphasises the impact 

of Robinson’s words, and not what McConnell may feel, which is the issue 

at stake for both the representation of a ‘national’ collective identity in 

Northern Ireland, and the dignity and safety of the out-group: “retract his 

words”; “not what the words of a First Minister … you do not say such 

condescending things”. She attacks Robinson’s own illustration of 

tokenistic ‘trust’ in Muslims which could negatively affect the potential for 

civic participation of this “whole community” grouping in Northern Ireland, 

using the word ‘community’ to place Muslims in Northern Ireland within a 
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civic construction of group identity. This counters Robinson’s earlier 

negative portrayal of Islamic religiosity and separateness. She accuses 

Robinson of constructing a relationship between Christian and Islamic 

groups founded upon a notion of religious and ideological superiority, 

which positions Muslims as suspect and subservient.  

Lo’s anger with this “First Minister of a country”, a phrase which 

emphasises the importance of his role and emphasizes his failure to 

represent all of the citizens of Northern Ireland, is amplified in speech by 

long pauses, rising and falling intonation, and changes in volume. This 

expression of emotion does not signal loss of control or ‘irrationality’, but is 

central to communicating the nature of a threat to the identity and safety of 

the negatively evaluated an out-group (cf. Reicher and Hopkins, 2001). 

Moreover, through choosing to re-word Robinson’s belittling remark that he 

would trust Muslims to “go down to the shops for him”, to “they only fit to 

go to a shop for him, to give him the right changes [sic]”, Lo relocates 

Robinson’s choice of idiomatic phrasing from his image of a peaceful and 

nostalgic quotidian existence, towards a particularly discomforting 

description of subjugation, where the First Minister holds financial power 

and ethnic minorities exist only in a role of servitude. It is particularly 

pertinent that Lo employs the word “fit” as part of the totality of Robinson’s 

discourse on Muslims, which works to construct his comments within a 

biological discourse of “race”, as and the reproductive success of a 

genotype, rather than the ‘modern racism’ cultural discourses that Robinson 

advances (Sears, 1988). This employment of “only fit” moves her line of 

argument away from merely wishing to dismantle condescending 

stereotypes, and towards accusing Robinson of reproducing discourses of 
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‘old fashioned’ bigotry, which would certainly be perceived as ‘racist’  and 

invite further accusation (cf. Durrheim, Mtose & Brown, 2011). Through 

the deft mobilization if a narrative of racialized social dominance to 

describe Robinson’s stance on the position of ethnic minorities in society, 

Lo creates an appeal to a widest social group possible, a majority who 

would wish to disclaim racist attitudes (Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher and 

Hopkins, 2001; Wetherell and Potter, 1992; see also Study 2 for ‘majority’ 

context).  In summation, the identity of an anti-racist in-group is engineered 

by Lo through re-constructing Robinson’s alternative racialized narrative in 

a way that further emphasises the subjugation of an ethnicized group: the 

deployment of the phrase “only fit” creates overtones of biological racism, 

once used as a justification by the Nazi regime (Koonz, 2003; Reicher et al., 

2008). 

Lo further emphasises her fervent response through repetition, so that 

her anger at the injustice of Robinson’s negative stereotyping of a whole 

ethnic group is communicated explicitly on a total of three occasions within 

the opening 32 seconds of the interview. This reinforces the sense of 

deliberate appropriateness of her ‘hot’ response towards Robinson’s ‘cold’ 

attempt as syllogistic reasoning, “ ‘Why are you so concerned about 

Muslims and not poor people like me?’ ”, a comment that works not only as 

sarcasm, but to minimize the serious issue racially motivated violence 

suffered by ethnic minority communities. Her response progresses: 

I’m very angry about this. […] 

↑let me t:ell .you .this. (1.0).  

WHY :I a:m an:gry. (1.0)  
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I a:m an:gry (0.2) because in the last few months. (0.2) I have seen 

↑such a ↑dra↑ma↓tic (0.4) ↑in↑crease of racist at:tacks. (0.2) on 

eth:nic .minority .comm:unities .here. (1.0)  

We’re talking ↑TWO to ↑THREE ↑In↑ci↑dents a ↑DAY? (0.8) >we 

have a< ra↑cial equ:ality stra.tegy. (0.2) <o:n> the ↑making? (0.2) 

>for the< ↑L:ast (.) ↑SE::VEN (.) ↑YE:ARS. (0.8)  

↑ST:ILL ↑N:OT ↑PUB↓lished. (0.8)  

The stock political phrase “let me tell you this”, often used as a rhetorical 

response when one wishes to inform the supposedly misinformed, prefixes 

Lo’s explanation of her outrage and works to emphasise, in a direct and 

pedagogic manner, that Robinson’s approach towards the welfare of ethnic 

minority communities is entirely inappropriate. Lo’s discourse emphasises 

the alarming regularity of attacks against ethnic minorities in Northern 

Ireland. She evidences the increase in attacks on minority ethnic 

populations as an incontrovertible reason that a First Minister should 

resolutely defend any ethnic minority group in Northern Ireland against the 

negative portrayal of a whole group. Her construction or “engineering” (cf. 

Haslam, Reicher & Platow, 2011, pp. 118 - 192), of Robinson’s stance as 

irresponsible and discordant with social ‘reality’ works to discredit his 

chosen mode of rhetorical defence: it seems of little consequence here that 

he is constructing the Pastor as the embodiment of Christian ‘goodness’ in 

the face of his Ministerial inaction against manifold violence. Lo chooses to 

name the nature of the violence directed towards members of ethnic 

minority groups explicitly as “racist attacks”, in contrast to the form and  

tone of the Irish News interview, where the words “race” and “racist” are 
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evaded by both interviewee and reporter and the reader is at leisure to draw 

a conclusion. Thus, the effect of her discourse is again accusatory, 

immediate and works to mobilize future action against “racist” speech.  

She then criticizes the failure to prioritize the publication of a “racial 

equality” policy document: “we have a racial equality strategy on the 

making for seven years – still not published”. She appeals to the majority 

collective by blaming the political elite. While this is a failure of the 

government to which she belongs, the elision of this fact aligns her with the 

collective whose support she seeks, and she targets that failure towards the 

First Minister. Through the diachronic management of direct and inferential 

discourse, and through creating appeals to her in-group, Lo communicates 

that Robinson would have had alternative ways of speaking and acting in 

response to the controversial sermon, which could have directly addressed 

the pressing concerns of ethnic minority communities in Northern Ireland. 

The violence experienced by many members of racialized groups in 

Northern Ireland on a frequent basis is evoked by Lo as a reactive means of 

discrediting Robinson’s arguments as unrepresentative of public anger.  He 

is depicted as removed from a harsh and unrelenting social reality. Lo’s 

discourse works to promote an alternative political identity for who oppose 

Robinson’s defence of the sermon (cf. Haslam et al., 2011).  

6.3.2.2. Constructing “communities”: Representing collective identity 

and support for the First Minister 

Following her attack on the First Minister’s condescension, Lo 

further challenges the authority of the First Minister and his party through 

asserting that these MLAs are failing to assist the communities which they 

represent in working towards a reduction racist attacks and inter-ethnic 
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hostility. She constructs these communities as supportive of anti-racist 

initiatives, but she states that they have been ill-equipped to implement a 

reduction in racist practices. By contrast, she represents her political role as 

that of a public servant who has worked directly with constituents:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

> I’ve talked to< communities o:n the ground? (0.4) >to say that we< 

↑must <d:o> some:thing. (.) >we must work< with local 

communities. (0.4) to ad:dress this iss:ue? (0.2) ↑local 

↑comm↑unit↓ies <are telling me>? (.) the ↑groups <are telling me>? 

(.) <they have ↑no> ↑re↑sour↑ces ↑to ↑do ↑this, (0.4)  

 Her continued anger with Robinson is once again evident in the 

varying pace and increases in volume and pitch, and in the form of her 

speech, such as emphasis and reiteration. She seeks to mobilize the support 

of the ‘white’ ethnic majority through recounting her close working with 

these majority groups. This is evident in her repeated use of the collective 

pronoun, “we”, to describe her interaction with local communities. She 

represents her leadership role as seeking active engagement in mobilizing 

majority community groups through openly seeking their co-operation: “we 

must work with local communities”. Her strategy is constructed as one of 

active participation and close communication – she has “talked”, they are 

“telling” her, she works “on the ground”  in “our country” - in contrast to 

Robinson’s abstractions which construct Pastor McConnell as legally 

exempt from blame. Robinson is depicted as failing these communities, 

who are represented as willingly opting to work with ethnic minority 

groupings, yet are unable to bring their plans to fruition due to lack of 

government support: “they have no resources to do this”.  
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Lo works to characterize herself as a prototypical representative of a 

category that is wider than the ‘ethnic minority living in Northern Ireland’ 

grouping to which she belongs and defends. Her emotional involvement and 

indignation, paired with her representation of social engagement with the 

wider community, work together to continue to construct a wider social 

collective: an angry majority who would want to shun racism. Thus, Lo 

becomes an entrepreneur of a present and future form of social identity 

through this rhetoric of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ (Haslam et al 2011; Reicher 

and Hopkins, 2001). She articulates a form of the collective self, an anti-

racist majority, who are depicted as aspiring to mobilize support for future 

collective projects and forms of identity. This construction of the 

reactionary form of the collective self arises from her accusation that anti-

racist initiatives are being frustrated by the denial and inertia of the DUP 

leadership.   

Yet, in doing this, she can only refer to “communities”, and not to 

particular traditions, shared identities, or mythological resources that could 

be mobilized to create an anti-racist group identity for Northern Ireland (cf. 

Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). Lo is constrained in the way she can 

characterize representativeness. She has to avoid making any kind of 

association with sectarian division, in order to draw support from both the 

majority communities in Northern Ireland. There can be no appeal to any 

past or present sense of inter-group unity, or shared national pride, from 

which she can draw upon to construct this collective.  In a similar way to 

Robinson, her discourse must populate an arid national landscape, where 

either the defence of racism or the construction of anti-racism, defaults to 

the language of ecclesiastical, governmental or legal power. The 
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“communities” to which she refers cannot have their identity named or 

depicted in any form. The use of such a tactic would potentially divide the 

identity of the very collective that Lo wishes to mobilize.  

Instead, Lo uses a rhetorical tactic to isolate support for the reigning 

political leadership as unrepresentative of these “communities”: 

immediately following her construction of the DUP MLAs as failing the 

needs of their constituent communities, she chooses to represent the 

majority leadership as a small grouping of acolytes of the Pastor, confined 

to members of the DUP political elite in isolation from the needs and 

wishes their electorate (cf. Reicher and Hopkins, 1996):  

Then >when a< ↑pastor. (0.2) makes >such an< OUT↑R:Age↑ous (.) 

↑SUCH OUTr:ag↑eous ↑com↓ments. (1.0)  

about >the Muslim community< (.) >we have< ↑P:OLITICIAN after 

↑P:OLITICIAN. from DUP, (0.2) COM:ing :OUT :IN S:UPP:ORT 

:OF :HIM. (0.8)  

>NOW WE HAVE the< ↑F::IRST (.) ↑M::IN:IS↑TER, (.) >of our< 

↑COUN::try. (0.8) ↑say↓ing h:e sup:ports him. (0.8)  

(Lo, BBC Newsline) 

However, members of the DUP have rallied behind the pastor …. 

Speaking to The Irish News yesterday, Peter Robinson said he had 

visited the pastor's north Belfast church many times and intended to 

attend in the future. 

(Manley, Irish News) 
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Lo’s tone communicates her anger and incredulity with the idea that “the 

First Minister” should support the Pastor’s negative stereotyping of a whole 

ethnic minority community. Lo condemns the psychologization (Reicher 

and Hopkins, 2001) or ‘ethnic profiling’ of the supposedly inherent 

character of Muslims as an untrustworthy group as unreservedly 

“outrageous”, by repeating this descriptor, emphasising that the words of 

the Pastor are offensive and extreme, thereby invalidating Robinson’s claim 

that there are any conditions under which they may be considered 

appropriate.  

Her discourse works to represent an inversion of democratic 

principles, as it is a democratically elected Leader who is accused of 

supporting this anti-democratic rhetoric. The meta-contrast principle 

describes Lo’s construction of inter-group relations: her construction of the 

DUP ministers as supporters of their leaders’ “outrageous” comments 

creates a rhetorical meta-contrast (Oakes, Haslam & Turner, 1994) between 

the her majority in-group, the anti-racist “communities” and the out-group, 

the DUP, who appear to defend racialized stereotyping and inter-group 

mistrust.   Through rhetorically isolating the majority political party and 

undermining its leadership, Lo attempts to depict their influence as limited, 

and to characterize her own leadership as more representative of the 

majority “communities on the ground”. Lo’s rhetorical achievement is the 

widening of the in-group to encompass the anti-racist majority via her 

defence of “the Muslim community” and “ethnic minority communities” 

against Peter Robinson’s condescension and his defence of the language of 

prejudice. In this way, she creates a majority collective identity by 

representing many “communities on the ground” as her political allies, with 
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the DUP leadership as isolated from understanding the identity of the 

collective self in relation to the ethnic minority communities in Northern 

Ireland. 

6.3.2.3. Lo as an entrepreneur of identity: Working in opposition to the 

First Minister 

 Haslam et al. (2011, p. 171) suggest three dimensions to successful 

identity entrepreneurship: the compelling use of language to become an 

“artist of identity”; structuring action against norms and values to become 

an “impresario of identity” and re-shaping the structure of society, 

collective self-objectification, to become an “engineer of identity”. Lo’s 

speech and self-presentation suggest successful entrepreneurship on these 

three counts, but she has to achieve this through negative action and 

emotion: by being oppositional and enacting distress and fear. Lo mobilizes 

an ‘anti-racist’ collective through language by stressing the “outrageous” 

nature of the Pastor’s comments and the “ridiculous” character of 

Robinson’s analogies concerning inter-group relations and forming an 

angry opposition.  Her accomplishment of mobilizing the widest possible 

group support (cf. Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) for her project is achieved is 

two ways:  she focuses on representing the DUP leadership as frustrating 

the will of the majority, and she represents majority communities as simply, 

“communities”. Appealing to various aspects of their social identity, rather 

than speaking about their needs, may evoke sectarian identity.   Thus, it is 

through evoking feelings of anger and frustration that Lo creates a 

superordinate ‘anti-racist community’ identity through which she speaks 

about ‘we’ (Billig, 1987; Reicher, Haslam & Hopkins, 2005). She combines 

the affective response of anger and outrage with the rhetorical construction 
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of an anti-racist ‘majority’ collective identity to engineer a new form of in-

group. She represents her connection with this constructed ‘majority’ in her 

deployment of a colloquial expression that conflates visceral disgust and 

near-despair with a total dismissal of Robinson’s stance:       

>I mean< (.) ◦ <ach>◦  (0.2) >what sort of< pl:ace (we’re)/(we) n:ow 

(living)/(live in)? (0.2)  

Lo’s phrasing of the proverbial idiom, “What kind of place is this?” 

combined with the Ulster-Scot’s dialectic exclamation, “ach”, constructs 

her response as representative of the collective “we” whose wearied affect 

she appears to represent. In this way she may be regarded as an artist of 

identity, using language to identify with and shape the ideas of the 

collective.  

As Lo’s response progresses towards it conclusion, she continues 

with this wearied tone but begins crying. Yet instead of regaining 

composure and making an inspirational leadership appeal towards the anti-

racist collective, she works as an impresario of identity by choosing to 

speak of and enact her own fear and potential vulnerability as a member of 

an ethnic minority grouping, rather than as a powerful member of the 

political elite, and eventually requests privacy through the termination of 

the interview:   

I fe:el ↑vulnerable. (.) >I said this ↑morning.< I d:o feel 

↑vul:nerable. (0.4) ↑walk↓ing on the stre:et. (0.4) ↑be↑cause ↑I 

↑kn:ow ↑eth↓nic min:or:ities. .Skuh. ((closes eyes, tightens lips, 

turns head slightly to one side and raises index finger horizontally to 

below nose during sniff)) (4.2)  
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((lowers head and turns to camera again)) >I know< ↑↑↑~eth~↓nic 

↑minorities. (0.2)◦ h:ave◦ been att~acked (1.0)  

and I feel v:ulnerable. (0.4) ~◦that◦ when I walk on the ◦◦stre:et◦◦ 

(0.8)   

~that ◦:I might b:e◦  ◦◦attacked◦◦. ◦◦◦.skuh◦◦◦ (1.0) ((closes eyes, 

raises index finger horizontally to below nose during sniff))=((raises 

hand to indicate privacy request/termination of interview)) 

IM:                                                                                          ↑Yo[u  ] 

IF:                                                                                                

,[Yo]=u said today that you were thinking about? (.) 

IM:                                                                   ◦ >Stop it< ◦ 

This response is evoked as a strong contrast to Robinson’s constructed 

image of a powerful, influential politician travelling within Northern 

Ireland, the “police protection, bullet-proof windows” which he asserts are 

required for politicians, “ ‘poor people like me’ ”. She represents herself as 

‘one of the ordinary people’. Lo makes no appeal to her status as a 

politician in this excerpt, but instead cries almost inaudibly as she orientates 

her talk about vulnerability to attack towards her status as a member of an 

ethnic minority group, but away from any imagery that represents 

institutional status or political power (cf. Parker, 1992). She lowers the 

volume of her voice until it is just audible: “I do feel vulnerable walking on 

the street because I know ethnic minorities … have been attacked”. She 

embodies the particular vulnerability of individuals from ethnic minority 

groupings and emphasises social closeness, using the first person to indicate 
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the states of both knowing and being: “I know ethnic minorities have been 

attacked and I feel vulnerable”. She mobilizes these particular aspects of her 

own social identity to emphasise this vulnerability felt by the ethnic 

minority collective: in effect, she manages her distress through the 

performance one potential consequence that may follow from the Pastor’s 

words and Robinson’s supporting of them. In this final part of her response 

where she enacts the identity of an ethnic minority female, susceptible to 

attack, it is the male, rather than the female reporter who deems it most 

appropriate to terminate their questioning. This is unlike Robinson’s 

sarcastic assertion about politicians’ exposure to occupational risk, 

‘“They’re just having death threats” ’. She completes her demolition of 

Robinson’s core defence that McConnell’s ‘goodness’ is what matters most 

in this debate. Thus, the discursive perspective demonstrates how identity 

representation works under these very specific political conditions and 

responds to Reicher and Hopkins’s (2001) idea that understanding the 

specific ways in which collective identity may be shaped and mobilized 

requires a focus upon particular local circumstances.     

Moreover, Lo’s non-verbal communication and eventual termination 

of the interview, through raising her hand to indicate ‘no more’, works as 

part of Lo’s emotional appeal to the majority collective she constructs.  

Through representing the felt insult of the plight of minority ethnic 

communities via her termination of the interview, she enacts a symbolic 

sense of weighty defeat. This represents the plight of ethnic minority groups 

in Northern Ireland, under threat of attack, with a First Minister who is 

unwilling to condemn racist talk against a minority ethnic group. Her 

embodiment of fear also makes a strong emotional appeal towards the 
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majority anti-racist grouping that she has constructed in her narrative. 

Through enacting symbolic defeat and retreating in silence, the anti-racist 

majority are potentially mobilized to action, as they may be fearful of the 

consequences for the future if they remain silent and allow their 

representative to remain alone in her defeat.  Retreat is enacted here by Lo 

as a sympathetic coping strategy in the face of powerful institutional 

indifference. In this way she seeks the support of the majority communities 

to counter this defeat and potential despair, and thus to inspire collective 

action.  This brings in to  focus the difficulties inherent in the current 

political system concerning the representation of ‘national’ identity, with 

Lo’s performative discourse challenging the majority communities to take 

action following leadership rhetoric that compromises the dignity and safety 

of ethnic minorities and further besmirches the image of Northern Ireland,  

transmitted by the media to the world of nations. 

 

6.4. Discussion 

The analysis demonstrated ways in which approaches from Social Identity 

Theory and Discourse Analysis may be combined to show how two 

political leaders managed radically different approaches to the construction 

of in-group support following  racist speech against the Muslim community.  

In a media interview, Peter Robinson, the First Minister of Northern 

Ireland, constructed Pastor James McConnell as an embodied form of 

Christian virtue, for whom ‘hatred’ was represented as an anathema to his 

values and being. In constructing inter-group relations between the ‘white’ 

majority populations and ethnicized minority populations, Robinson 

attempted to use syllogistic reasoning to explain that expressions of mistrust 
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did not equate to hate speech by de-contextualizing the Pastor’s words from 

the wider context of anti-Islamic feeling and the prevalence of racially 

motivated crime in Northern Ireland. This functioned as a denial of 

asymmetrical power relations between the majority and minority ethnic 

communities.   He evoked the long-term suffering during the conflict of the 

‘white’ majority as a standard by which both the quality and quantity of 

‘community’ suffering should be measured. This had the effect of confining 

acts of racism to their violent and overtly supremacist forms only and 

positioning the suffering of ethnic minorities as of less importance, thereby 

diminishing the need for anti-racism initiatives and racial equality 

strategies.  He demonstrated his leadership of Northern Ireland, not by 

appealing to all of the electorate whom he represents, but by selectively 

defending the virtue of the speaker, emphasising the past suffering of his 

own community and ridiculing the complaints of those who objected to the 

Pastor’s words. This differed from Reicher and Hopkins’s (2001) theory 

that elected representatives would work to appeal to all their electorate; the 

discursive analysis demonstrates the impact of national division in Northern 

Ireland upon the way that minority ethnic communities may be constructed 

in political rhetoric.   

Anna Lo’s response is angry and emotive and she voices strong 

objection to Robinson’s defence of the Pastor as in his role as “First 

Minister of our country”.  She dismantles his defence which she constructs 

as “ridiculous” and little more than old-fashioned racism (Sears, 1988). 

Through re-working his description of his lack of trust in Muslims as an 

admission that they are biologically ‘unfit’, she mobilizes a narrative of 

biological and social dominance by her political adversary, as an appeal to a 
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wider collective who would want to disclaim this strong racism.  Though 

evoking the frequency of racially-motivated attacks in Northern Ireland and 

government inaction on a planned racial equality strategy, and through 

emphasising her own work with a plurality of “communities”, Lo represents 

Robinson and his political party, the numerical majority DUP, as supporters 

of a minority point-of-view that is failing both ethnic minority communities 

and the majority, anti-racist community that she works to construct.  

Towards the end of the interview, Lo represents her own identity, not as a 

member of the political elite, but as an ethnic minority member vulnerable 

to racist attack, and in this way she works as a “entrepreneur of identity” 

(Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) to self-objectify groups 

norms and values (Drury & Reicher, 2005; 2009). Her non-verbal 

communication affects fear in the collective, which may work to motivate 

potential collective action as an alternative to despair, and opposes 

Robinson’s ‘cold’, inactive and aloof political stance.     

6.4.1. Discourse analytical approach to leadership theory within the 

SIT model 

Haslam et al.’s (2011) ‘rules’ of leadership emphasize the importance 

of a leader demonstrating in-group prototypicality to represent the 

collective interests of the group. In Robinson’s interview responses, and in 

contrast with the discourses explored in Study 2, the discussion of ‘racism’ 

was completely avoided, and subsumed under the definition, “hate crime”. 

The omission of ‘race’ signifies that its discursive force is potentially 

threatening towards the in-group prototype that Robinson wants to defend 

(cf. Reicher, Hopkins & Levine, 1997). Rhetorical defences of in-group 

virtue may be mobilized more effectively against the less specific 
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accusation of “hate” (Reicher et al., 2008).  Tonge et al.’s (2014) 

understanding of the DUP as a party whose policies are influenced by forms 

of Protestantism, and Reicher et al.’s (2008) model concerning the 

construction of in-group virtue, are both related to the situated nature of the 

analysis. While Robinson works to construct a form of virtuous identity in 

the form of the ‘goodness’ of Pastor McConnell that will embody the nature 

of the group, Haslam and colleagues’ ‘rule’ that successful leadership must 

create forms of social action is absent from Robinson’s discourse.  Tonge et 

al.’s analysis that the political orientation of the DUP towards social and 

religious conservatism, in tandem with a particular understanding of 

Britishness in ‘Ulster’ as under national and cultural threat, requiring 

defence rather than social transformation, contrasts with theories of 

leadership that have emerged within the tradition of Social Identity Theory 

which would claim that a successful leader of a region or county must 

mobilize the whole of a national group towards collective social action 

(Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001).  The current analysis 

demonstrates that Robinson’s discourse does not function to appeal to 

everyone in the region over which he presides. Thus, instead of using 

language to create a form of identity that will encompass a ‘nation’, he 

works to defend an established in-group against any perceived out-group 

threat. In response to this defence of an established identity, Anna Lo works 

at creating an alternative anti-racist identity that will appeal to the widest 

group possible, mobilizing social action against ‘hate speech’ that fosters 

mistrust of ethnic minority out-groups.  

The social identity model of leadership (Haslam et al., 2011) calls 

into question the follow-on success of Robinson’s strategy in choosing to 
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defend Pastor McConnell in the Irish News. His almost sneering neglect of 

his duties as a statesman and leader of a ‘country’ had negative political 

consequences: following the publication of the interview, under public and 

political pressure, Robinson met with representatives of the Belfast Islamic 

Centre to apologise for offence caused by his remarks (Mulgrew & 

McHugh, 2014) and he became subject to a particular  form of protest from 

the majority communities – for example, during the resultant anti-racism 

rallies in city centres, many ‘ethnic majority’ demonstrators held placards 

emblazoned with a supermarket trolley and the slogan, “I’m shopping for 

Peter” in protest of his condescension to the Muslim community (Appendix 

B). This discourse of resistance to political power (cf. Parker, 1992) worked 

to evoke a superordinate identity of common humanity, which acted as a 

motif for visuals accompanying resultant news reporting (Ferguson, 2014). 

Thus, the situated analysis of discourse demonstrates the way in which a 

defensive leadership strategy may have collective action outcomes for a 

leader that reverberate or ‘play out’ beyond protecting and nurturing in-

group virtue. 

The leadership work that Lo’s discourse is doing in constructing the 

collective identity in relation to racist hate-speech and its defence, can also 

be divided into four phases of identity entrepreneurship proposed by 

Haslam et al. (2011). Initially, she dismantles Robinson’s defence of Pastor 

McConnell and speaks of her anger with the First Minister in relation to 

“racist attacks” against ethnic minority communities, in stark contrast with 

his own avoidance of the issue of racism in Northern Ireland. She then 

articulates an alternative anti-racist identity that she claims is grounded in 

the work of “local communities” with whom she has had discussion, and 
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who claim that they are not receiving sufficient resources from the current 

government to support their projects. Thus, Lo is demonstrating that she 

serves the interests of the collective, encompassing both ethnic minority 

groups and an anti-racist “local” majority and that she champions the 

interests of that group (Haslam et al., 2011), unlike the First Minister who 

she constructs as neglectful in his duties.  Third, she chooses to portray 

herself as representative of the group she wishes to defend. Through her 

emotional description of her fear of being attacked on the street like so 

many immigrant others, she embodies the needs of the ethnic minority 

grouping that she supports. Finally, by refusing to answer further questions, 

and turning away in tears, expressing a wish to leave politics and Northern 

Ireland, she works to transform this sense of identity into social action 

(Haslam et al. 2011; Reicher, Haslam and Hopkins, 2005; Reicher & 

Hopkins, 2001) by mobilizing anti-racist community support through fear 

that they might lose her assistance.   

In this way, Lo works to call the in-group to action through 

mobilizing the emotion of fear and enacting despair, rather than appealing 

to sources of inspiration. The current situated analysis indicates two 

different patterns for leadership and (in)action, within a particular context 

and across time within the ‘four rule’ model proposed by Haslam and 

colleagues. A discourse analytical approach that closely examines the work 

of two political leaders engaging in diachronic rhetoric, regarding the 

identity and well-being of communities in Northern Ireland, demonstrates 

the ingenuity and flexibility of communication strategies.  This points 

towards the importance of acknowledging specificity when considering 
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collective action approaches to leadership and the construction of national 

identity. 

6.4.2. A discourse analytical approach to models of leadership and out-

group hate 

 The opening section of this discussion considered the idea that 

defence of hegemonic group or political identity demonstrates the pattern of 

‘successful’ leadership modelled by Haslam et al. (2011) in Northern 

Ireland where national identity is hotly contested (cf. Billig, 1995).  Yet, 

this ‘success’ in defence may result in the collective presence of a 

disadvantaged out-group being denied human needs, such a freedom from 

discrimination and attack or being disavowed by the in-group.  The analysis 

contradicts some aspects of collective action models which are predicated 

upon a representation of leadership as motivating action. In contrast, the 

discursive perspective, with its emphasis on variability, shows that 

Robinson is defensive of in-group norms and provides a rationale for 

inertia. This is not to be confused with the active processes used by 

Robinson in language to create this climate of denial: it is via the 

representation of Pastor McConnell as the embodiment of Christian 

goodness that Robinson attempts to neutralize the potential impact of his 

anti-Islamic rhetoric. He frames the Pastor’s words within the discourse of 

the disruption of a moral identity (cf. Hopkins, Reicher & Levine, 1997), 

constructing the in-group’s suffering and he legitimizes inaction regarding 

their suffering (cf. Reicher, 1996), thereby elevating the status of the in-

group as uniquely good (Reicher, Haslam & Rath, 2008). Reicher (1996) 

stated that the decontextualization of the suffering of racialized groups may 

leads to a denial of institutional blame, a denial of their voice, and a 
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legitimization of their oppression. Robinson’s discourse has the effect of 

positioning current minority ethnic experience outside of a history that he 

constructs as belonging to powerful majority ethnic groupings.  The 

construction of in-group virtue is achieved by denying the suffering of the 

out-group, thus justifying indignation and inertia as an appropriate in-group 

response. Robinson states that he would condemn violence of any kind 

against ethnic minority communities, but where this is the discursive 

marker for ‘anti-racism’, the majority of people will be positioned within 

this discourse of racism as violence as ‘not racist’ thus creating discursive 

space for Robinson’s largesse concerning the ‘goodness’ of Pastor 

McConnell, or showing ‘love’ to minority communities. 

 The work that this discourse does obscures the Pastor’s own 

prejudicial rhetoric which may encourage inhumane treatment of others 

(Allport, 1954).  I argue that a situated discourse analytic approach further 

informs Reicher, Haslam and Rath’s (2008) model of out-group rejection 

and hatred. McConnell’s discourse identifies the Islamic out-group, chooses 

to exclude them as “heathen” and separate to Judeo-Christian monotheistic 

traditions, thus representing Muslims as a threat to the in-group. Robinson’s 

discourse further upholds the Pastor as a model of virtue. However, in 

contradiction with the model, Robinson actively condemns those who 

would attack or harm Muslims, positioning his discourse in relation to ideas 

about ‘common decency’ and ‘peace’ as the absence of violence, thus 

rhetorically separating out-group exclusion from its theorized successors, 

physical attack and extermination (Allport) or eradication (Reicher et al.). 

In a similar way, the anti-Catholic rhetoric of Ian Paisley, and his 

intolerance of ecumenism (Todd, 1987, 1998; Mitchell, 2006a, 2006b; 
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Spencer, 2008) has been associated in political discourse as inflaming much 

of the early loyalist violence of the Troubles that was frequently highly 

sectarian in its choice of targets or victims (e.g. Dillon, 1990), while 

simultaneously being about the business of condemning such violence 

(Tonge et al., 2014).  The analysis in the current study thus demonstrates 

that the construction of in-group individuals or collectives as virtuous can 

be used to obscure their role in creating racist sentiment in society, through 

the discursive masking of the negative representation of ethnicized out-

groups in talk, while at the same time, championing the virtue of those 

actively engaged in this process, who otherwise positively embody in-group 

norms and values, such as the promotion of religious conservatism.    

6.4.3. A discourse analytical approach to understanding the limitations 

of Collective Action models of leadership  

In their discussion of the relationship between leaders and followers 

in the transformation of social reality, Reicher, Haslam and Hopkins (2005) 

have suggested there are three factors, across time, which balance a 

leader’s ability to create social reality with the formative experience of 

being created by existing social realities.  These are: the ability to mobilize 

others and create social power via convincing constructions of social 

reality, the ability to organize out-group resistance, and the efficacy of 

these counter-mobilizations.  The brief interview with Lo contains a 

compelling construction of an anti-racist social identity which may precede 

resistance and counter-mobilization. Reicher et al. suggest that captivating 

constructions of social identity will combine “cultural knowledge and 

rhetorical skill” (p. 561) which mirrors Billig’s (1987) idea of ‘witcraft’: 

the skill of drawing on available understandings of identity and then 
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merging them into a narrative of ‘who we are’. These commonly available 

understandings of identity may be rendered in school history lessons, 

monuments, depictions of the landscape and the work or admired writers 

and poets; for example, Reicher and Hopkins (2001) demonstrate the 

extensive use of the symbolism of Robert the Bruce, William Wallace and 

Robert Burns in the political speeches and conversation of party 

representatives in Scotland.   Yet, in this current situated analysis, it can be 

seen that Lo must resort to a different kind of ‘witcraft’, as her construction 

of a collective, anti-racist identity is profoundly constrained by a history of 

sectarian violence and opposition to the ethnicized ‘other’ (see also 

Brewer, 1992; Durrheim et al., 2011) in speaking to both to and of the 

followship that she creates. Indeed, this discourse is characterized by the 

construction of opposition and fear, just as much as showing support 

towards communities in Northern Ireland. Recourse to any kind of 

inspirational trope is entirely absent. Unlike the pattern of mythological 

figures in the political discourses considered by Reicher and Hopkins in the 

UK region of Scotland, whose historical figures share common discursive 

ownership that transcend political allegiance, Lo must instead speak of a 

regional plural, “communities” who do not share national tropes.   

Thus, while she mentions talking to “communities” on two occasions 

and speaks of “the Muslim community”, her recourse to the plural when 

speaking of the in-group majorities situates these communities within the 

discourse as multicultural, yet uncharacterized by any details of cultural 

difference or similarity, beyond the allusion of the word ‘community’ as 

having positive connotations across many discursive contexts (McKeever, 

Reed, Pehrson, Storey & Cohrs, 2013). In her appeal, she cannot draw 
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upon a sense of national unity or strength in which to draw these disparate 

groups into a powerful account of an overarching national group to which 

they might belong. Lo does not attempt to construct a common mythology 

through which to mobilize the in-group; she instead makes appeals to an 

impassioned sense of the “outrageous” and “ridiculous” - it appears that 

she has to construct an in-group group from that which is ‘anti’ and 

rejecting of racial stereotyping in order to evade any form of identity 

construction which may simultaneously welcome the racialized other, but 

reject the sectarianized other (Geoghegan 2008a, 2008b, 2010). Lo’s 

discourse does not offer any reassuring analogy to seamlessly construct an 

attack on ethnic identity into an ameliorative, familiar and reassuring 

narrative (Reicher, Haslam & Hopkins, 2005). Instead, her anger and 

outrage constructs a form of collective identity that works within an arid 

political landscape suffused with a memory of violence that is represented 

differentially by both speakers.  

The work that Lo’s discourse does in this respect demonstrates a 

contrasting discursive pattern to the idea that an aspect of effective group 

mobilization is the mythologization of the collective, and an eternalization 

of its values, that would draw on past glories (Reicher, 1996, Reicher & 

Hopkins, 2001). Indeed, it is the oppositional nature of the Alliance Party 

in Northern Ireland, to a political history that often fostered and 

championed sectarian division, which would make this endeavour 

inappropriate. Reicher and Hopkins (2001) have also commented on the 

situated nature of such endeavours as failing rather than succeeding in 

relation to the history of different types of ethno-nationalism in Northern 

Ireland: in an interview with an UDA activist who had championed the 
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movement of Ulster nationalism (Bruce, 1992, cited in Finlayson, 1996), 

the authors noted that the idea of a mythological collective, the Cruthian, 

an ancient race of Ulster people, was difficult to ‘sell’ to loyalists as a 

racialized identity as the myth had close semantic associations with an 

ancient Irish mystical tradition fostered and displayed by republicans (e.g. 

Rolston, 2003) and was discordant with the represented history of the 

Orange Order whose symbolism focuses on militarization and masculinity. 

As Reicher & Hopkins emphasize, histories need to have cultural 

resonance with their audience, and it is unwise for a leader to use a 

resource that could invite an unwanted meaning.  A close analysis of Lo’s 

language and imagery in the current situated analysis exemplifies this idea 

through considering what is absent from her discourse as much as 

understanding the nature of what is present and highlights the difficulties of 

ethnic minority groups and their supporters in interrupting dominant 

political discourses when championing a multicultural approach to social 

identity in Northern Ireland.          

6.4.4. Conclusion 

 The analysis considered the effects of the discourse of the First 

Minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson of the DUP in constructing in-

group relations between ‘white’ majority populations and ethnicized 

minority populations in the Northern Ireland, and the effects of the resultant 

oppositional discourse of Alliance MLA Anna Lo in mobilizing anti-racist 

action.  This study demonstrated that approaches from Discourse Analysis 

and Social Identity Theory may be combined in an analysis to support, 

critique and extend Reicher & Hopkins’ (2001) theory of the national and 

collective action, Haslam et al.’s (2011) theory of effective leadership and 
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Reicher et al.’s (2008) five-step model of the development of collective 

hate. 

Robinson’s talk demonstrated that his leadership worked to defend 

both Pastor James McConnell’s anti-Islamic rhetoric and a conservative in-

group stance, rather than to provide an inclusive model of leadership to the 

regional constituency which he represents, thus contradicting the patterns of 

elected leadership observed in Scotland by Reicher and Hopkins (2001). In 

Northern Ireland, where national identity contestation has been enshrined 

within the terms of the Agreement and the Assembly power-sharing 

structure (Finlay, 2007), Robinson’s discourse works to exonerate the in-

group from blame, while simultaneously excluding the concerns of ethnic 

minority communities from the wider group. Billig’s (1995) analysis of 

Northern Ireland as a region where contested, ‘hot’ rather than ‘banal’ 

nationalism predominates is evidenced in its First Minister’s defensive 

reasoning. Robinson should be deemed as failing the superordinate group 

which he represents as First Minister, through defending a path of inaction, 

and denying, ridiculing or obscuring the consequences of racist speech. Yet, 

where the context is national identity contestation, his stance represents a 

defence of in-group identity, pointing to a situated discursive strategy of a 

competitive, rather than collective action.   This strategy was further 

interpreted within the five-step model of collective hate (Reicher et al., 

2008). In contradiction to the final stage of the model which predicts that 

hate-speech constructs discrimination (Verkuyten, 2014) or attack 

(McKeever et al., 2013) as a moral action which is the only way to defend 

in-group values, Robinson actively condemns, rather than advocates the 

persecution of the Muslim community. A discursive approach which 
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incorporates the history of the DUP as actively separating its religious and 

socially conservative values from those endorsed by other political 

groupings in the region, considers that threat discourse alone may be 

enough to encourage in-group fears that may be reflected in other, 

subsequent discourses, encouraging the persistence of violent action. 

 Moreover, while Robinson’s construction of McConnell as model of 

Christian virtue may serve as a distraction from the most overtly racist 

aspects of his sermon, the problem remains that it is difficult to separate the 

criticism of an ideology from those who embody, believe and practise its 

tenets (Verkuyten, 2014). Thus, an approach which closely analyses the use 

of rhetoric across an interview demonstrates that Robinson fails to 

demonstrate that McConnell’s ideas are merely a form of opinion, thus 

drawing attention to discursive and rhetorical strategies that serve to mask 

racism.  Robinson’s in-group defence strategy also serves to widen the 

political distance between his representation of in-group British identity in 

Northern Ireland and mainstream political discourse elsewhere in the UK: 

for example, Blair’s political discourse to justify the ‘war on terror’ was 

predicated upon a representation of Islam as a religion of peace and 

tolerance, warped by extremists (Lazar & Lazar, 2004), whereas McConnell 

characterizes Islam and its followers as, “heathen … Satanic … a doctrine 

spawned in hell”. 

Anna Lo’s impassioned response works though creating a rhetorical 

distance from her official position as an MLA by positioning herself as 

subject to racism on the same basis as those “vulnerable, walking on the 

street” in Belfast city. She harnesses a shared sense of collective, anti-racist 

identity through demonstrating in-group prototypicality, both that of the 
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angry anti-racist and the vulnerable victim. She champions the collective 

interests of the group through her emotional outrage, her identification with 

“communities on the ground” and by demonstrating her knowledge of the 

ubiquity of racist attacks. Her expressed anger, her identification with in-

group needs and her embodiment of the frightened victim works to position 

her as an entrepreneur of the collective identity. Finally, her despair and 

anxiety work to motivate the collective towards anti-racist action. It is 

important to acknowledge that her construction of collective identity and 

mobilization to action works only within her condemnation of Robinson 

and appeals to fear, rather than being uplifting or inspiring, and that her 

representation of the collective identity is confined to addressing majority 

concerns as she cannot appeal to unifying images or shared histories.   

This situated analysis of Anna Lo’s affective discourse demonstrates 

Reicher and Hopkins’s (2001) conclusion that the relationship between 

political events and identities has profound emotional consequences, and 

that there must be no theoretically essentialized relationship between the 

evocation of ‘hot’ identity expression and violent collective action. Lo’s 

expression of anger, fear or tearful emotion does not signal her loss of 

control or indicate an irrational state of mind, or indeed any kind of 

incitement to violence, but is central to communicating the threat to the 

identity and safety of the Islamic out-group which has been spoken about in 

pejorative and condescending ways. The extent to which minority ethnic 

identity is undermined by the First Minister of Northern Ireland, may affect 

the wellbeing and safety of these communities and their ability to pursue 

their group interests, and signals the difficulty in promoting a multicultural 

agenda in Northern Ireland.    
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The current analysis of Lo’s responsive discourse also informs 

current thinking on affective-discursive models of embodied identity. 

Within a critical discursive psychology perspective, the current work of 

Wetherell (2014; 2015) regards emotion as a form of social practice that 

involves sense-making concerning the relation of subjects to objects, such 

as racism, with which they emotionally engage. Affective-discursive 

practice is defined by Wetherell as both momentary and fluid, yet 

embedded in subjectivities, contexts, relationship and history (Wetherell, 

2015). She notes that this is a radically different perspective from the 

discursive psychological approach advocated by Potter and Edwards (1992) 

that arose from an ethno-methodological perspective, with a focus on what 

participants are ‘doing’ in talk, with analytical concerns and understandings 

focused on the immediate context. That approach is cut off from 

subjectivities, biography, the historical and the material, that ignores the 

continuity of participant and researcher meaning-making. In common with 

the social action model, Wetherell advocates an ontology of affective-

discursive practice which examines subjectivity in close analysis, and “the 

social and cultural resources patterning and justifying social action” (2015, 

p. 88) that are theorized as synchronic, polyphonic, formative and 

continuous.  The current study should provide evidence of a methodological 

direction that will combine recent approaches arising from both social 

identity and discourse psychology (cf. Reicher, 2011) to demonstrate how 

collective identity may be constructed and represented in language and the 

conveyance of emotion, and how this may relate to both the continuing 

formation of social identity and the direction of collective action.  
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Annex to 6.0. - Interviews with Peter Robinson and 

Anna Lo 

 

 

The Irish News 

 

May 28, 2014 Wednesday 

 

Exclusive – Robinson: I wouldn't trust Muslims spiritually but 

I'd trust them to go to the shops - As police continue to 

investigate anti-Islamic remarks by a firebrand Belfast preacher 

First Minister Peter Robinson tells Political Reporter John 

Manley why he's backing Pastor James McConnell 

 

SECTION: Pg. 12 

 

LENGTH: 790 words 

 

With election fever and the often disproportionate attention given to the ructions within 

NI21, the recent comments by Pastor James McConnell have slowly slipped down the 

news agenda. 

However, the police continue to investigate a controversial sermon by the evangelical 

preacher made earlier this month at the Whitewell Metropolitan Tabernacle. 

After a video of Pastor McConnell describing Islam as "heathen" and "satanic" 

appeared online there was a storm of criticism.  

Raied Al-Wazzan of the Belfast Islamic Centre described the comments as 

irresponsible and said he would hold the firebrand preacher "responsible for any racial 

attacks on any Muslim in Northern Ireland". 
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The sermon has also drawn criticism from the leadership of the three main Protestant 

Churches in the north. 

However, members of the DUP have rallied behind the pastor, with former finance 

minister Sammy Wilson voicing public support. 

Now the most high-profile member of the party - and the most high-profile member of 

Pastor McConnell's congregation - has broken his silence on the controversy. 

Speaking to The Irish News yesterday, Peter Robinson said he had visited the pastor's 

north Belfast church many times and intended to attend in the future. 

The DUP leader said he had known the preacher for more than 20 years. 

"There isn't an ounce of hatred in his bones," he said. 

"This is somebody who has lived his life for Christ." 

Questioned about Pastor McConnell's attack on Islam, Mr Robinson said it was the duty 

of any Christian preacher to "denounce false doctrine". 

"He's perfectly entitled to do that - it's an appropriate thing for a minister to do," he said. 

"It's been happening for generations and nobody should look at that issue." 

Addressing Pastor McConnell's assertion that he could not trust Muslims, the first 

minister said a sermon was not like a legal document with "caveats, conditions and 

qualifications". 

He said the preacher had applied a "broad stroke" when talking about trusting the 

followers of Islam. 

But Mr Robinson said he too did not trust Muslims who had been involved in "terrorist 

activities" or those who were "fully devoted to Sharia Law". Nor, he said, would he trust 

a Muslim to provide spiritual guidance. 

However, he did say he would "trust them to go down the shops for me" and undertake 

other day-to-day tasks. 

The DUP leader was clearly aggrieved by the police investigation into a suspected 

hate-crime. He said saying you did not trust somebody was not a hate crime and that to 

claim so was a "bogus argument". 

"If it is (a hate crime) then I'm going straight away to the police to ask them to take 

action against all those who say they don't trust politicians - you can't have it both 

ways," he said. 
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"If it's a hate crime if you say someone is not trusting a group of people then Steve 

Nolan has an awful lot to answer for, because I hear every morning on his programme 

people who don't trust politicians." 

Asked if Pastor McConnell's comments were representative of what Christ preached, 

the first minister said it was important to "show love" and always encourage people to 

accept the "real benefits of Christian living". 

"But I think people really do take a mole hill and develop it into a massive mountain on 

these kind of issues," Mr Robinson said. 

"This was a preacher speaking to his congregation - both his congregation in terms of 

the physical building and his congregation online - and the remarks were never 

intended ... and his subsequent statements have made that clear ... they were never 

intended to suggest hatred towards any community." 

The DUP leader said that as someone who knew Pastor McConnell, the preacher had 

"nothing but Christian love for others". 

But when challenged over whether the comments promoted hatred, Mr Robinson said: 

"Can you then understand that you are promoting hatred against politicians by saying 

that you don't trust politicians? Why are you so concerned about Muslims and not poor 

people like me?" 

It was put to the DUP leader that politicians were not being persecuted and singled out 

for attack. 

"Are they not?," he said. 

"They're just having death threats. I've had colleagues killed." 

Mr Robinson said because he was a politician he needed police protection, bullet proof 

windows and was careful where he travelled. However, he said he would condemn 

anybody who threatened the lives or harm against anybody from the Muslim 

community. 

"What we're talking about is the issue of whether it is a hate crime for somebody who 

doesn't trust somebody else or a group of people," he said. 

"And I'm saying if you tell me you don't trust politicians is exactly the same thing as 

saying you wouldn't trust Muslims - exactly the same thing - and you don't say it's hate 

crime because you don't trust politicians." 

 

LOAD-DATE: May 28, 2014 

LANGUAGE: ENGLISH 
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Copyright 2014 The Irish News Limited 

All Rights Reserved 
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BBC Newline interview with Anna Lo MLA (Alliance) in the foyer of the 

City 

Hall, Belfast, 29/05/14. (1min 52 secs). Transcribed using the 

Jeffersonian Glossary (ed.Lerner, 2004) and Heburn’s (2004) 

classification for the transcription of crying sounds 

A:  I’m very angry about this. (.) and I think he really should come 

out to apologise and ↑retract his words . (0.4) that is n:ot .(0.2) 

wh:at. (0.2) the w:ords .(.) of ↑A FIRst minister of a country.  

(0.4) you do NOT . (.) say such ↑cond:esc:ending ↑things? (0.2) 

about a wh:ole community. (0.4) >that they only< ↑F::it? (.) >to 

go to a< SH::op ↑for ↑him? (0.8) 

 >to give him the right< ↑CH:ang↑es? (0.2) and ↑that’s 

ridic↓ul↓ous. (0.4) ↑let me t:ell .you .this. (1.0).  

WHY :I a:m an:gry. (1.0)  

I a:m an:gry (0.2) because in the last few months. (0.2) I have 

seen ↑such a ↑dra↑ma↓tic (0.4) ↑in↑crease of racist 

at:tacks. (0.2) on eth:nic .minority .comm:unities .here. (1.0)  
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We’re talking ↑TWO to ↑THREE ↑In↑ci↑dents a ↑DAY? (0.8) 

>we have a< ra↑cial equ:ality stra.tegy. (0.2) <o:n> the 

↑making? (0.2) >for the< ↑L:ast (.) ↑SE::VEN (.) ↑YE:ARS. (0.8)  

↑ST:ILL ↑N:OT ↑PUB↓lished. (0.8)  

> I’ve talked to< communities o:n the ground? (0.4) >to say that 

we< ↑must <d:o> some:thing. (.) >we must work< with local 

communities. (0.4) to ad:dress this iss:ue? (0.2) ↑local 

↑comm↑unit↓ies <are telling me>? (.) the ↑groups <are 

telling me>? (.) <they have ↑no> ↑re↑sour↑ces ↑to ↑do 

↑this, (0.4) Then >when a< ↑pastor. (0.2) makes >such an< 

OUT↑R:Age↑ous (.) ↑SUCH OUTr:ag↑eous ↑com↓ments. 

(1.0)  

about >the Muslim community< (.) >we have< ↑P:OLITICIAN 

after ↑P:OLITICIAN. from DUP, (0.2) COM:ing :OUT :IN 

S:UPP:ORT :OF :HIM. (0.8)  

>NOW WE HAVE the< ↑F::IRST (.) ↑M::IN:IS↑TER, (.) >of our< 

↑COUN::try. (0.8) ↑say↓ing h:e sup:ports him. (0.8)  

>I mean< (.) ◦ <ach>◦  (0.2) >what sort of< pl:ace (we’re)/(we) 

n:ow (living)/(live in)? (0.2) I fe:el ↑vulnerable. (.) >I said this 
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↑morning.< I d:o feel ↑vul:nerable. (0.4) ↑walk↓ing on the 

stre:et. (0.4) ↑be↑cause ↑I ↑kn:ow ↑eth↓nic min:or:ities. 

.Skuh. ((closes eyes, tightens lips, turns head slightly to one side 

and raises index finger horizontally to below nose during sniff)) 

(4.2)  

((lowers head and turns to camera again)) >I know< 

↑↑↑~eth~↓nic ↑minorities. (0.2)◦ h:ave◦ been att~acked 

(1.0) and I feel v:ulnerable. (0.4) ~◦that◦ when I walk on the 

◦◦stre:et◦◦ (0.8)  

~that ◦:I might b:e◦  ◦◦attacked◦◦. ◦◦◦.skuh◦◦◦ (1.0) ((closes eyes, 

raises index finger horizontally to below nose during 

sniff))=((raises hand to indicate privacy request/termination of 

interview)) 

IM:                                                                                          ↑Yo[u  ] 

IF:                                                                                                ,[Yo]=u said 

today that you were thinking about? (.) 

IM:                                                                   ◦ >Stop it< ◦   

  



 

307 
 

7.0. Discussion 

To introduce the topic of research, I began the thesis with two examples 

of contrary discourse concerning the collective self and the majority or 

minority ethnicized other in differing situations, times and places in 

Northern Ireland. Heaney’s understanding of rural “Northern reticence” 

in his 1975 poem, “Whatever you say, say nothing”, illustrated a dance 

of avoidance extrapolated from everyday conversation during the height 

of the conflict. This reluctance to speak about the self and the other, 

bound by the fear of revealing too much of one’s ethno-national identity 

contrasts sharply with George Best’s remark in 1993, regarding Pelé’s 

footballing skills, spoken from the comfort of a football writers’ dinner 

in Belfast – indeed this comment may have seemed unproblematic to 

both Best’s reputation locally as ironically, he believed “There’s no 

racism because there’s no black people here” (cited in Rolston, 1998, p. 

11).  So, while Heaney explains that revealing one’s religious identity in 

Northern Ireland in the 1970s could have resulted in being murdered for 

that alone, in 1990s Belfast there was still enough tolerance of racist 

bigotry to refer to a person in public as a “nigger”.  

Following the series of discourse analyses in this thesis, I regard 

these quotations as exemplifying the key concerns and findings 

regarding the ways in which the minority ethnicized other is constructed 

in relation to majority collective or in-group forms of identity in 

Northern Ireland, in the analysed texts. First, the construction of the 

unionist or nationalist ‘other’ influenced how the ethnic minority and 

immigrant other were represented in discourse. Second, the violence 

experienced during the ‘Troubles’ influenced the quality of inter-ethnic 

discourse dynamics and tropes. Finally, power relationships between 
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communities profoundly influenced the construction of inter-group 

relations. In summary, language use about the ethnic or national other 

reflected back on the ethno-national collective self, where much of what 

is said may have little or “nothing” to do with listening to the ethno-

national ‘other’, or with working towards developing an ethos of 

multiculturalism, and much to do with reflecting the needs of ‘us’ back 

onto our sense of who ‘we’ are and who or what else might be to blame 

for racist incidents in Northern Ireland. 

At the time of writing, it is over twenty years since the 

paramilitary ceasefires in the mid-1990s. The ubiquitous climate of fear, 

spoken about so eloquently by Heaney, has lessened for many in the 

majority communities. Yet, the empirical work of this thesis evidenced 

that in speaking about both the majority and minority ‘other’, historical 

tropes and ideological concerns of the majority community were seen to 

recur in talk about relationships with minority ethnic and immigrant 

communities (cf. Billig, 1995; Durrheim, Mtose & Brown, 2011; Parker, 

1992; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001; Wetherell & Potter, 1992). Through 

combing this discursive perspective with reference to Richer, Hopkins 

and Rath’s (2008) work within the social identity paradigm, the current 

work has demonstrated that that construction of the in-group precedes, or 

is intertwined with, the racialized, or ethnicized, construction of the 

other. The discursive perspective demonstrated variability within this 

principle, as the focus on language as a resource showed that ‘the 

collective identity’ is a flexible concept. That is to say, the construction 

of ‘we’ or ‘us’ may work either within or in opposition to ethno-national 

boundaries and divisions (cf. Billig, 1995; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). 

Thus, the discursive construction of the in-group will serve rhetorical 

purposes and does not necessarily ‘map’ (cf. Wetherell and Potter, 1992) 
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on to the idea postulated in some news media statements that inter-ethnic 

relations in Northern Ireland will be represented in talk as either 

competition or co-operation between the three discrete groups, the in-

group, the sectarian ‘other’ and the racialized ‘other’. Instead, minority 

ethnic identity was rejected by, or appropriated into, the needs of 

majority in-groups for their own purposes (cf. Finlay, 2004).  

Accordingly, I am in agreement with the sociologists Lentin and 

McVeigh (2006) in their work on racism and anti-racism in Northern 

Ireland, who state that media discourses which make the overt 

suggestion that “Belfast is “the race-hate capital of Europe” (Chrisafis, 

2004), will be simplistic assumptions.  While the idea of interrogating 

identity beyond the most obvious ethno-national boundary divisions has 

long been a concern of social psychologists working in the region, to 

date there has been less of a focus on minority ethnic identity within the 

discipline. In a summary of the history of social psychological research 

addressing Protestant and Catholic identities in Northern Ireland, prior to 

the ceasefires and Agreement, Gough et al. (1992) suggested that social 

psychologists needed to look beyond single methodological frameworks, 

such as the use of the Social Identity paradigm alone, in order to better 

understand the complexities of identity construction in the context of the 

conflict. Through applying a discursive perspective to collective and 

inter-group identity in the current work, the difficulties of developing a 

multicultural approach to ethno-national identity was demonstrated, most 

often regarded by scholars as the ‘ideal’ approach to multi-ethnic nations 

or society in terms of wellbeing (e.g. Berry, 1980, 1997. 2005, 2008; 

Bourhis et al., 1997).  

The studies in this thesis have shown that in the discourses of the 

analysed texts, contact or reconciliatory approaches to majority-minority 
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ethnic difference, the dominant mode of social psychological research 

concerning social harmony between the majority Protestant and Catholic 

communities (e.g. Neins & Cairns, 2005; Hewstone, Cairns, Voci, 

Hamberger & Neins, 2006; McKeown, Cairns, Stringer & Rae, 2012; 

Stringer, Wilson, Irwing, Giles & McClenaghan, 2000; Trew, 1986), 

may seldom be applicable or relevant to ethnic minority communities 

facing discrimination, violence or appropriation into majority agendas. 

The ‘dual majority’ focus on inter-ethnic conflict leaves no positive 

agenda for minority communities. Most often, discourse about ethnic 

minorities silenced, appropriated, denied, disempowered, demonized or 

even physically threatened these communities. Thus, the difficulties of 

harnessing collective action approaches towards social change in the 

‘national’ context of identity in Northern Ireland (cf. Reicher & Hopkins, 

2001), needs to be discussed in relation to these difficulties and barriers. 

In order to specifically identify the struggles and obstacles, the findings 

of the studies will be summarized. Particular inferences from patterns of 

constructing the identity of the collective self and the other will then be 

considered. 

 

7.1. Summary of findings 

7.1.2. Chapter 4, Study 1 - How racist violence becomes a virtue: A 

response to the presence of an ethnic minority population in Belfast 

 Following the discussion in the opening chapter and the literature 

review, I argue that in Northern Ireland, discourses of violent bigotry 

require primary attention in this research setting where there are regular 

incidents of aggression and attack reported (Jarman, 2009; Jarman & 

Monaghan, 2003; NISRA, 2011; Montague & Shirlow, 2015). Thus, in 

this initial study, I considered a propaganda leaflet urging for the 
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removal of an ethnic minority group. The analysis demonstrated that 

violent racist discourse against the Chinese community in the Donegall 

Pass area near central Belfast was legitimized for the loyalist in-group 

and constructed as a virtuous response to their presence.  Using Parker’s 

(1992) method of analysis, two discourses worked together to achieve 

this aim. A community-focused discourse presented the idea of 

community as exclusive to the loyalist population and dehumanized the 

Chinese immigrant group, who were constructed as a threat to majority 

community life.  This permitted the construction of a martial discourse 

which focused on defence against an extreme threat of invasion by a 

foreign grouping against a ‘British’ territory and way of life.  Thus, 

inaction was constructed as a shameful and a dereliction of duty.  This 

argument was achieved using localized and referents to draw upon group 

anxieties about specific threats to the collective identity, such as the 

Battle of the Somme and the more recent campaign by the IRA.  

The analysis demonstrated that discourse can legitimize violent 

bigotry (Billig, 2002) and is an example of understanding the 

sophisticated sense-making process of language-in-use (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987) which works to potentially mobilize a specific in-group 

through the rhetorical justification of racist attack.  The study 

acknowledged parallels, differences and the nature of the complex 

relationship between the phenomena of sectarianism and racism in the 

construction of inter-group identity in Northern Ireland (Brewer, 1992; 

McVeigh, 1998). The conclusion draws upon Reicher et al.’s (2008) 

model of inter-group identity, supporting their argument that the 

construction of in-group identity will precede the racist construction of 

the other. Thus, a focus on how collectives understand themselves as a 

group is an important aspect of understanding the social psychology of 
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racist practice. This study of the discourse of the eradication of a 

racialized out-group raises questions about how minority ethnic groups 

and their supporters may best combat violent racism and it illustrates that 

the development of an ethos of multiculturalism and civic inclusion will 

be challenging to majority communities within post-Agreement Northern 

Ireland.       

7.1.2. Chapter 5, Study 2 - The construction of collective identity in 

the Belfast regional press following attacks on the Roma community 

 The second study moved the focus of analysis away from the 

language of race-hatred towards a series of opinion pieces in the 

Northern Ireland regional press, which condemned the intimidation and 

attacks on members of the Roma community in Belfast, which were 

blamed on members of the loyalist community. Using the approach of 

Wetherell and Potter (1992) concerning language use by members of a 

majority ethnic group in constructing the racialized ‘other’ and the 

problem of ‘prejudice’, the analysis demonstrated that language was 

used strategically to manage blame, deflect responsibility from the in-

group, to accomplish ideological purposes and to critique institutions. 

Thus, the collective identity and inter-group relations were constructed 

to accomplish other rhetorical purposes. Sectarian bigotry was 

represented as an established practice that was a motivating factor for 

out-group racism, and the way that this was constructed between texts 

gave rise to two systems of meaning, which provided either structural or 

essentialized explanations for the racist attacks and worked to construct 

group identity.  The first discursive system, ‘Political and historical 

antecedents cause violent racism’ constructed unionism and loyalism as 

institutionally racist, with its origins in colonial and imperialistic British 

past, whereas in the second system of meaning, ‘Racist attacks are 
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caused by aggression that is part of human nature’, blaming loyalism 

was constructed as a republican strategy that was sectarian and 

exclusivist.  

The voices of ethnic minority representative were absent from these 

texts, with the Roma represented as silent, fleeing victims.  The news 

commentary made claims to understand this ethnic group, yet both forms 

of discourse regarded the promotion of forms of in-group ideology as a 

solution to racism.  Thus, the condemnatory discourse appropriated the 

needs of ethnic minority groups to their own political ends, and this may 

have consequences for meeting the challenges of a multi-cultural society 

(cf. Finlay, 2004). To paraphrase Reicher et al. (2008) this time, in 

condemnatory discourse, the needs of the collective self may obscure the 

needs of the ethnicized other.  The analysis demonstrated that 

constructing ethnic minorities in terms of in-group needs and fears 

within sectarian agendas is not exclusive to ‘working class’ or 

impoverished communities and can be used to attempt to manage 

potentially spoilt forms of national identity (cf. Goffman, 1963; Billig, 

1995) to wide audiences, with antagonism between the ethno-national 

grouping presented as a given, prior to the discussion of racist violence. 

Thus, there was no sense of a taken-for-granted or encompassing ‘we’ 

for the collective identity in Northern Ireland.   

These findings may be elucidated by Brewer (1992) who 

explained that in Northern Ireland, there will be commonalities between 

racism and sectarianism. Instead of ethnicity being a form of in-group 

identification within a multi-ethnic society, such as in Britain, the 

majority in-group will identify as either Catholic or Protestant, with 

ethnicity involving an ‘other’ categorization that operates in the same 

way as racist stereotyping, with in-group identity defined by the negative 
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construction of the other.  This persistence negative inter-dependence 

between the majority communities is also recognized by social 

psychologists who have conducted qualitative investigations into identity 

dynamics between the ‘two communities’ (e.g. Muldoon, Trew, Todd, 

Rougier & McLaughlin, 2007; Stevenson, Condor and Abell, 2007). 

This raises the problem of how to promote racial equality in the divided 

ethno-national context of Northern Ireland. The analysis highlights that 

there are profound differences between ethno-national communities, 

which were brought into focus by the presence of violence against an 

ethnic minority group. These findings are at odds with the reconciliatory 

and integrative accounts from social psychology concerning inter-group 

relations in Northern Ireland. The presence of discursive systems which 

replicate and further sectarian division may make it difficult for an ethos 

of critical multiculturalism to develop in government, school and 

community settings. 

7.1.3. Chapter 6, Study 3 - The construction of collective identity by 

political leaders in Northern Ireland: Two responses to anti-Islamic 

discourse 

 Study 2 evidenced that the social power of majority group 

discourses may work against minority group participation in civic 

society in Northern Ireland. Following from this, the third study focused 

on events following an on-line broadcast from Belfast of a church 

sermon that negatively depicted the faith and practices of the Muslim 

community through racist speech. The analysis considered how the 

discourses of two Northern Ireland Assembly members, First Minister, 

Peter Robinson of the DUP, and Anna Lo, MLA, Alliance, worked to 

construct and represent collective identity following the discussion of the 

sermon in the news media. Collective action approaches to national 
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identity and leadership (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001; Haslam, Reicher & 

Platow, 2011) were considered when analysing the discourses that 

constructed inter-group relations between majority and minority ethnic 

populations.   

Robinson chose to defend the ‘good’ character of the speaker, 

emphasising the past suffering of his in-group and negating complains 

against the Pastor’s words. This was in opposition to Reicher and 

Hopkins’s (2001) prediction that elected representatives work to appeal 

to the whole electorate in order to sustain support, and in his role as First 

Minister, Robinson negatively represented the national or majority 

collective in relation to minority ethnic communities in Northern Ireland. 

Thus, the discursive approach which emphasises variability in language 

use, demonstrates the impact of national division, and more generally, 

the importance of national identity, upon the way that minority ethnic 

communities may be constructed in political rhetoric. Such ‘success’ in 

defending in-group norms and values by a First Minister may result in 

ethnic minorities being denied their humanity, such as freedom from 

discrimination, abuse or attack.  

By contrast, Lo constructs an appeal to a wider collective who 

would want to disclaim identifying with racist speech. She works as an 

‘entrepreneur’ of group identity (Haslam et al., 2011). Yet, it is 

important to consider that Lo appeals to collective action functions 

through mobilizing opposition, anger, fear and despair rather than 

appealing to sources of inspiration. Her construction of an anti-racist 

identity appears tightly constrained by the history of sectarian violence 

in Northern Ireland opposition to the ethnicized ‘other’ (Brewer, 1992; 

Finlay, 2004). This brings into focus the ubiquity and force of national 

identity in the rhetorical construction of ethnic or migrant identity 
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discourse. The close analysis of Lo’s language and imagery in the 

current situated analysis, considering what is present and absent in her 

talk, highlights the difficulties of ethnic minority groups and their 

supporters in Northern Ireland in challenging dominant political 

discourses and working towards a multicultural approach to social 

identity in a society where a sense of ‘white’ majority, ethno-national 

‘us’ permeates and indeed, often dominates the discourse of civic forms 

of identity. 

7.2. Patterns of discourse across the three studies 

7.2.1. Defining the collective self and the nation(s) in Northern 

Ireland 

 Across all three studies, a recurring discourse worked to define in-

groups and their representatives as ‘good’.  This alludes to Brewer’s 

(1992) idea of ethnic competitiveness in Northern Ireland, where the 

practice of defining the self in opposition to what one is not, may result 

in forms of cultural competition where the collective self is routinely 

constructed in terms of superiority to the other groupings, whether 

through national identity, culture, ideology, morality or religiosity. The 

studies demonstrate that what is ‘good’ is a highly contestable and 

flexible phenomenon, and always constructed in specific contexts and 

locations in the discourse (cf. Wetherell & Potter, 1992).   

Thus, in the first study, the label ‘racist’, was a mark of honour 

and virtue; in the newspaper opinion pieces of the second study, 

‘goodness’ was constructed in the unionist-leaning Belfast Telegraph as 

a form of possessing and living by and individual code of stoicism, 

‘decency’ and non-violence, to potentially manage accusations of 

systemic racism within unionist thought; in the final study, the inherent 
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qualities of Pastor McConnell’s character, constructed by Peter Robinson 

in opposition to accusations of ‘hate’ were represented as giving him 

authority to pass judgement upon the collective character of minority 

ethnic groups.  These assessments of what constitutes ‘goodness’ in the 

in-group, would make it difficult to apply models of reconciliation and 

understanding that have dominated inter-group research in Northern 

Ireland, to minority-majority ethnic inter-group relations. The analyses 

of majority in-group discourse demonstrated that ethnicized others were 

either defined in opposition to what is ‘good’ in the ethnic majority in-

group; or represented as victims of what is ‘bad’, or objectionable, or 

ideologically unsound, or violent about the ethno-national majority 

‘other’. Anna’s Lo discourse represents an alternative to these discourses 

for the collective, but in a way that represents the fragility of an 

alternative position. An atmosphere of continual contestation and 

argument may have contributed to the continued stalling of the 

publication of the Racial Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland, which 

remained unpublished by the Stormont Executive for seven years until 

shortly after Pastor McConnell’s anti-Islam sermon and the resulting 

media-led furore in 2014.  The argumentation about which in-groups are 

virtuous and who is to blame for racist attacks, constructed along ethno-

national fractures, also serves to emphasise the ways in which elisions 

between ethnicization, racism and immigration are represented. The 

analyses demonstrate that differences in national identification, and its 

importance to in-group identity, often preceded discussion about the 

virtue of the collective self, compared with the representation of the 

collective failings and negative attributes of the ‘other’. Across the 

analyses, loyalists, nationalists, republicans and unionists all made 

claims that their group ideology and outlook was either superior to other 
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in-groups that identified with nation, or that their in-group ideology 

offered best protection to ethnic and immigrant minorities.  

7.2.2. ‘Markers’ in majority discourses of ethnicity in Northern 

Ireland 

 In their work on ‘race talk’ among members of the Pākehā 

majority in New Zealand, Wetherell and Potter (1992) aimed to ‘map’ 

the recurring forms of interpretative repertories which would chart the 

patterns of linguistic resources that recurred when constructing the 

racialized Māori ‘other’ in discourse.  In the current research setting of 

Northern Ireland, I consider that the outcome of the analyses constitutes 

less of a ‘mapping’ exercise and more of an understanding of key 

discursive ‘markers’ around which talk about the collective self and the 

immigrant or national other is constructed. These ‘markers’ appear as 

signifiers or discursive objects (Parker, 1992) around which discourses 

are constructed. These may constitute subject positions towards:  

‘goodness’, ‘hate’, ‘harm’, ‘decency’, ‘violence’, ‘community’, ‘youth’, 

‘racism’, ‘sectarianism’, ‘history’, ‘culture’, ‘country’, ‘Northern 

Ireland’, ‘British’, ‘unionist’, ‘loyalist’, ‘nationalist’, ‘republican’, ‘us’ 

and ‘we’.  This is not intended as an exhaustive list, but as exemplars of 

objects that arose for discussion, that were used in various ways and as 

resources to accomplish particular purposes for the in-group, in 

constructing and defending the collective identity in Northern Ireland in 

relation to ethnic minority and immigrant populations. Words that might 

describe reciprocal or inter-group relations with the ethnicized other are 

notable by their absence from this list. This illustrates the importance of 

the discursive perspective in understanding the structure of collective 

identity promulgated in the texts.   
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These findings are different from the forms of understanding 

arising from Social Identity Theory which depend upon a relational 

dynamic with other groupings and measured or discussed along 

theoretical dimensions such as prototypicality, social distance, and the 

meta-contrast principle.  In contrast to these conceptualizations of inter-

group dynamics, the ethnic majority constructions of minorities were 

represented in the current studies by dehumanizing or impressionistic 

tropes, and controversies were avoided or displaced by blaming others. 

Specifically, when constructed as out-groups, ethnic minorities were 

represented in discourse as either a mass invasion of “hoards” of Chinese 

immigrants from the communist east, or the bird-like and silent fleeing 

Romanians, and the Muslim community were at best, represented by 

Robinson with a “broad stroke” and at worst, confined to menial roles in 

society.  

These examples present a stark contrast to Anna Lo’s impassioned 

speech in the final study. The collective identities of ethnic minorities as 

multicultural and social groupings, or as individual or embodied voices, 

hardly features at all in these majority discourses. Thus, the question that 

ask about the majority collective in Northern Ireland, ‘Who are we in 

relation to the ethnic other?’, is not really the question that is addressed 

in the texts which represent majority discourse. The collective self is 

instead constructed as a response to perceived accusations from 

‘outsiders’, such as the national and international news media or heads of 

state, about the treatment of the ethnic or immigrant other. The responses 

to actual or imagined accusations of racism are variously embraced, 

rejected, avoided or re-directed. These answers are defensive of in-group 

identity and esteem and reflect back on to the construction of collective 
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self as of social worth, rather than addressing the concerns of other 

national and ethnic groups.    

7.2.3. ‘Multiculturalism and racism in Northern Ireland’ 

 This sub-title paraphrases Harris’s (1972) classic anthropological 

study, Prejudice and Tolerance in Ulster: A study of neighbours and 

“strangers” in a border community, which was set in ‘Ballybeg’ in 

1956, the pseudonym for a town near the western border between 

Northern Ireland and the Republic. In this pre-‘Troubles’ study, the 

English researcher, Rosemary Harris, suggested early on in the work that 

it would be “absurd” to label even the most prejudiced individuals as 

“bigots”, finding both similarities and differences to societies divided on 

the basis of “race” (p vii) and that prejudices co-existed with a sense of 

community shared by both Protestants and Catholics (Prato, 2015). The 

current study social psychological studies set between post-conflict 2004 

and 2014, considered how constructions of racism, sectarianism and 

ethnicity represent collective being and potentially mobilize future 

(in)action, rather analysing than the expression ‘prejudice’ or ‘tolerance’ 

in talk. I considered the ways that majority communities in Northern 

Ireland responded in discourse to the presence of minority ethnic 

communities in relation to a past and present that remains divided along 

ethno-national fractures. This included forms of discourse that evidenced 

intolerance of the ethno-national minority other and as well as strong 

bigotry, even when violence towards minorities was condemned.   

These studies indicated that constructions of in-group ethno-

nationalism, and particularly national and political identity (Billig, 1995; 

Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) dominated in constructing the self and the 

ethnicized or immigrant other. In the face of accusations of in-group 

racism, the affective and social needs of the majority in-group collective 
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identity was addressed, defended and even celebrated. Racist hate-

speech and attackers of ethnic minorities were often incorporated, rather 

than ostracized, into majority group identities. Sometimes this was to 

celebrate in-group racism, often to blame another majority out-group, 

and where relevant, to defend an in-group representative against 

accusations.  It is this reluctance of senior political leadership to unite 

against racist speech and actions which made Lo’s construction of an 

anti-racist majority in Northern Ireland a particularly difficult challenge 

and an achievement of leadership.  The pervading desire to defend in-

group majority identity against either perceived invasion of territory, 

blame for racist attack, or accusations against offending and endangering 

others, were prevailing patterns in the discourse of the three studies, 

which can all be characterized as threats to identity, and is thus 

indicative of the power of national identity, whether taken-for granted or 

explicit (Billig, 1995; Condor, 2000; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001).  

Majority ethno-national identity discourse dominated in texts written by 

the socially powerful – a member of a local paramilitary organization; 

opinion columnists with a wide readership; the First Minister of the 

Northern Ireland Assembly – and these exercises in authority, of social 

and political power, consistently obscured the voices and the needs of 

ethnic minority communities in favour of majority identity 

representation. The paradox within this argument is that Anna Lo is also 

in a position of authority, but her account and performance of her 

vulnerability as an ethnic minority woman, representing in the context of 

that interview, both ethnic minorities and a political party that has a 

liberal and non-sectarian ideology, demonstrates the difficulties that even 

powerful figures who stand outside the bi-confessionalist, or declaration 

of unionist or nationalist system, may have in representing difference.  

The expectation prevailed that the ‘other’ should “say nothing”, retreat 
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into wordless emotional distress, or work to configure ways of speaking 

so as not to offend or destabilize in-group discourse.  This is the context 

in which Anna Lo’s defence of ethnic minorities’ well-being and human 

needs was constructed in response to the racist discourse of the First 

Minister.   

Thus, it would seem that at the current time in the history of 

Northern Ireland, that it is almost impossible for the ethos of critical 

multiculturalism to develop, suggested as vital to thriving whole 

community development by McGlynn (2003).  Where the majorities are 

unwilling to speak about the majority ethno-national other, except in 

accusation and anger, through the medium of text and the news media, in 

ways that deny, defend or celebrate the presence of racist discourse and 

action within the in-group, or using language that appropriates, or 

obscures the voice of ethnic minorities, there cannot be critical 

engagement with the collective self: only defence of in-group collective 

interests.  These studies would indicate the absence of a forceful sense of 

collective, inter-ethnic, civic responsibility that transcends in-group 

collective self-interest.  Lo’s appeal to an outraged collective who would 

wish to disclaim racism and engage in anti-racist activity may have been 

effective in mobilizing social action towards rallying to oppose the First 

Minister’s representation of pervading racism in Northern Ireland in 

2014, but whether this too will ultimately move beyond defending and 

displaying a form of liberal and tolerant collective identity in the eyes of 

the world, and into collective social action that transforms civic identity, 

has yet to be evidenced. 
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7.3. Application of the current work to a critique of the Racial 

Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland: Beyond a Contact 

Hypothesis model  

 The race relations legislation, A Sense of Belonging: Delivering 

social change through a racial equality strategy for Northern Ireland 

(2014 – 2024) (OFMDFM, 2014), replaced a similar policy which 

expired in 2007, yet its publication met with chronic delay until the latter 

part of 2014.  The stated aims of this strategy were equality of 

opportunity, the eradication of racism and hate-crime, and the promotion 

of good race relations and social cohesion.  While the overdue draft 

document was welcomed for public consultation, it met with criticism in 

some notable quarters, including the Northern Ireland Council of Ethnic 

Minorities (NICEM) who highlighted that the plan lacked clear 

governmental accountability, plans and objectives, had an evidence base 

that was outdated, did not account for intersectional identities, and failed 

to properly recognize the contribution of ethnic minorities to the 

economy and society (Lo, 2014). While the current thesis has evidenced 

one pertinent example of lack of governmental accountability at the 

highest level, and unflinchingly emphasises the stereotyping, 

appropriation and quieting of ethnic minorities in forms of media 

representation, the points I wish to make concern the ways in which the 

social psychological findings of this thesis would augment these 

criticisms raised.  

 The Strategy identifies four main manifestations of racism: 

harassment, discrimination, stereotyping, and systemic or institutional, 

declares that it is underpinned by work from the International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 

the European Convention on Human Rights and the Framework 
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Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, and works within a 

recognized UK framework as it, developed within UN guidelines. Still, 

the document particularizes the influence of sectarianism on racism:   

It is important, however, to bear in mind that racism in our society 

is, to an extent, shaped by sectarianism and while there is much to 

learn from other jurisdictions in addressing racism, the context for 

racism here is different to that in Britain or the Republic of 

Ireland. The conflict here has created patterns and attitudes – such 

as residential segregation and heightened territorial awareness - 

that now impact upon minority ethnic communities. We 

acknowledge the link between sectarianism and racism and that 

we cannot hope to tackle one without tackling the other. The 

Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, in its 

Concluding Observations on the UK’s most recent report, 

highlighted this relationship (“intersectionality”) between 

sectarianism and racism and proposes a holistic approach towards 

the fight against racism and sectarianism (pp.12 -13). 

 

This summation of differing ‘national’ context appears to impact in two 

ways on the further wording of the strategy, that is, the relationship 

between sectarianism and racism, and the connection with another 

community policy document, concerning Together: Building a united 

community (2013) which concerns ‘Good Relations’ between the 

majority communities (see Rolston & McVeigh, 2007, for a further 

critique of the ‘Good Relations’ agenda). First, the “link” or shaping 

process between sectarianism and racism that is described above is 

located, not within systems or institutions, but within particular 

communities. There is a tenuous link to “poverty”.  In a second and final 
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instance in which sectarianism and racism are directly linked in the 

document this is mentioned: 

 

The relationship between tackling race equality and combatting 

the legacy of sectarianism is complex and provides a unique but 

little understood context to poverty among ethnic minority groups 

locally (p. 19)   

 

So, instead of approaching the link between racism and sectarianism in 

terms of the four identified manifestations stated in the strategy – 

harassment, discrimination, stereotyping, systemic – the “complex” 

legacy is reduced to a somewhat obscure link between social and 

economic impoverishment and racism. This is contrary to the findings of 

the current thesis which evidences links between sectarianism and racism 

being constructed and promulgated in widespread and powerful media 

and governmental contexts.   

  

 Second, the strategy document concludes by stating that indicators 

for racial equality and ‘Good Relations’ will be developed separately by 

policy makers, with equality of service provision, combatting prejudice 

and crime, participation and representation, and respecting cultural 

diversity being indicators for racial equality. While the document states 

that “we believe that an improvement in relationships, within and 

between communities … should promote greater social cohesion and 

equality of opportunity for everyone here” (p. 65), and that the aim of 

‘relationship improvement’ is a main policy aim of the Strategy, this 

orientation does nothing to address the power imbalance inherent in 

racist discourse and related discriminatory and violent activity, 

evidenced in the current thesis by the way in which ethnic minorities 
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silenced, subsumed and appropriated across different forms of discourse. 

These findings include hate-speech, a discourse of violent racism, the 

condemnation of racist violence via the blame of other majority groups, 

and the defence of racist speech by the First Minister, with Stormont 

Assembly member Anna Lo, a member of an ethnic minority group, 

feeling so distressed by the racist statements of the First Minister that she 

could not continue to speak.  

 

As such, a focus on ‘relationship improvement’ in the Strategy 

appears to unduly stress a need for reciprocity and is imprecise and 

vague.  Indeed, the direction for dual social policy development indicates 

that where two strategies for community cohesion require separate 

strategic consideration, this alone would indicate that relationships 

between majority and minority ethnic groupings suffer from such a 

profound degree of power imbalance that the concerns of ethnic 

minorities risk being smothered by majority concerns (see also 

Devenport, 2011). Strategies of teaching in-groups to like the out-group 

better, the aim of the Contact Hypothesis, should not be “a main aim” 

(OFMDFM, 2014, p.65) at the conclusion of the Strategy document. 

With reference to the work of the current thesis, I am of the opinion that 

the combatting of systemic racism, and the complete intolerance of 

stereotyping, and discriminatory activity and violence by the majority 

communities against minority ethnic communities in Northern Ireland 

should instead be the main focus of current governmental strategy and 

policy-making. 
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7.4. Application of the current work to social psychological theories 

concerning relationships between majority and minority ethnic 

populations 

  

The critique of the Racial Equality Strategy in the previous sub-

section illustrates the strength of a discourse analysis approach that 

focuses on power relationships between communities, inspired by the 

Foucauldian approaches of Durrheim, Mtose and Brown (2011), Parker 

(1992) and Wetherell & Potter (1992).  The structuralist emphasis within 

the current thesis demonstrated social and governmental ambivalence 

towards ethnic minority community well-being.  Cultural anthropologist 

Finlay (2004), points out that the language of the Agreement is 

inconsistent regarding equality agendas, in so much as it specifically 

enshrines the protection and promotion of the rights of minority 

communities, including ethnic group membership, yet it speaks 

persistently of relations between “the two communities”. It is within this 

model that social policy will be developed. Yet, the findings of the thesis 

draw attention to the premise that it is difficult to understand inter-ethnic 

relations in Northern Ireland without a critique of the forms of powerful 

discourse that support this approach and prioritize the validation or 

esteem of the identities of the ‘two communities’. It is vital that further 

social psychological work on the topic of inter-ethnic relations in 

Northern Ireland facilitates, and does not eclipse, efforts to create a civic 

and multicultural agenda for Northern Ireland that moves beyond ‘two 

communities’ discourse.   

 

Given the entrenchment of ethno-national forms of negatively 

interdependent discourse evident in the qualitative work of the current 

thesis and the border studies of Muldoon and colleagues (e.g. Muldoon 
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et al., 2007; Trew, Muldoon, McKeown & McLaughlin, 2009), I contend 

that social psychologists investigating inter-ethnic relationships, who are 

in the powerful position of promoting forms of the scientific discourse 

social identity in Northern Ireland, when formulating research questions 

and selecting methodologies, should carefully consider if their work 

enforces constructs of social separation or moves towards finding 

solutions towards the empowerment of minority communities and 

groups.  Furthermore, the research direction of this thesis highlights the 

inherent weakness of quantitative models of integrative ‘attitudes’ of 

minority and majority attitudes towards individual and societal well-

being, such as Berry’s Acculturation Strategy Model (1980) and Bourhis 

and colleagues’ Interactive Acculturation Model (1997), as both are 

reliant upon the understanding that while state ideologies may differ 

regarding either the celebration of cultural difference or cultural 

assimilation, they do not account for the promotion of psychologically 

‘unhealthy’ strategies of separation, segregation, and othering that may 

promoted by some leaders in democratic, western nations.  Thus, while 

the Racial Equality Strategy boasts that in Northern Ireland, we have 

more positive attitudes towards the relationship between immigration 

and the betterment of the economy than Great Britain observed in social 

surveys (pp. 42-43), the qualitative findings of the current work show 

that threats to in-group construction of identity, and the default 

discursive strategy of blaming other majority groups, would indicate that 

while the region is hungry for economic progress, it is low on cultural 

capital. Ultimately, these are divergent and conflicting strategies, with 

the latter requiring essential redress.        

  

The emphasis of the discursive approach upon specificity, 

variability, ingenuity and flexibility of language use, where identity is 
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conceptualised as a resource, and its construction as a rhetorical 

accomplishment, demonstrates that there are differences in the 

construction of the relationship between forms of collective identity and 

ethnicity in Northern Ireland compared with other contexts in the UK.  

The analyses demonstrated that there is no taken-for-granted or ‘banal’ 

deixis of who ‘we’ are (cf. Billig, 1995) and that rather than being 

“entrepreneurs” of social identity (Haslam et al., 2011; Richer & 

Hopkins, 2001), in-group constructions of forms of the collective self, 

became a resource for directing blame against other political and ethnic 

groupings. In comparison with the findings of Muldoon and colleagues 

in the aforementioned studies of ethno-religious identity in boarder 

regions, the signifiers ‘Protestant’ and ‘Catholic’ were employed only to 

justify violent racist bigotry, or to disparage forms of working-class 

youth identity, possibly in a bid to avoid potential clichéd charges of 

unreconstructed sectarianism in the wider news media.  Yet, charges of 

racism or sectarianism were either claimed as honourable rather than 

accusatory, used to blame the majority other, or seen as the fault of the 

behaviour of ethnic minorities, indicating that competitive identity 

claims were a priority in the discourse of inter-group and national 

identity in relation to ethnicized and immigrant populations in Northern 

Ireland.  This could hardly be more different to the findings of Condor 

(2000) whose participants’ construction of ‘England’ demonstrated a 

taken-for-granted understanding of that country as enduring and eternal, 

despite the rejection of aspects of its Imperialistic past and extremely 

cautious approaches to any perceived displays of overt ‘Britishness’, for 

fear of being construed as racially bigoted.  In the analysed texts of the 

current thesis, the defence of political identity and the constant 

questioning about the legitimacy and social health of the ‘statelet’, 

indicates that the persistent and overt justification of one’s own 
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collective identity always preceded the construction of the ethnicized 

other (cf. Reicher et al., 2008).  Thus, the weakness of a generalizable 

approach to attitudinal, or pre-defined inter-group research in a Northern 

Ireland context is that these approaches cannot access the specific, 

various and complex ways in which identity is formed and constructed, 

as these aspects of social division are already assumed by the researcher.    

  

Unlike the findings of Reicher and Hopkins (2001), which 

demonstrated that in Scotland, political leadership discourses of national 

identity worked to include both Presbyterian and Catholic sects and 

those of different minority ethnicities under a single, multicultural 

“mongrel nation” (Salmond, 1995, cited in Reicher & Hopkins, 2001), in 

the current analyses, widening of the in-group beyond competitive 

political identification, took place only under the specific circumstance 

of  the construction of ‘decent majority’ versus ‘violent other’ discourse. 

When this occurred in the First Minister’s interview, he did not extend to 

the inclusion of Muslim identity to the ‘decent majority’ in-group.  This 

indicates that there is a difficult challenge to those in the communities of 

Northern Ireland who wish to move beyond negative dimensions of 

social comparison and negative interdependence between groups. The 

work of the current thesis would lead me to conclude that academics 

working in the field of ethnic inter-group relations in Northern Ireland 

should focus upon investigating how social change may take place, 

rather than emphasizing further investigations into the antecedents of 

racist behaviour. Work which identifies patterns of discourse which 

potentially disadvantage ethnic minority groupings, and challenges 

constructions of racism should be undertaken, leading to possibilities for 

social change.         
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7.5. Researcher Reflexivity 

  In the opening chapter of the thesis, I discussed the 

epistemological links between discourse analysis and ‘researcher’ or 

‘author’ subjectivity, remarking that the inclusion of a specific 

reflexivity section is not a requirement, and when, where and how this is 

included should relate to the demands of the work and the judgement of 

the writer. When I considered this in my reading, I discovered that in 

Banal Nationalism, for example, Billig (1995) has little to say about 

researcher subjectivity in that context, but that he had much to personally 

acknowledge concerning the early development of his academic career, 

and his interest in how a study of antiquarian philosophy could inform 

current social psychology, in his ‘Undisciplined beginnings’ essay of 

2012.  Parker wrote about his children’s toys and games to illustrate his 

theoretical point of how discourses interrelate, yet to demonstrate that 

every text creates a new and unique way of speaking (Parker, 1992).  

Race Trouble researcher, Lyndsay Brown (Durrheim, Mtose & Brown, 

2011), reflected on her intersecting social identity as white, female and 

anti-apartheid activist, when discussing her experiences of interviewing 

black male participants in post-apartheid South Africa.  Wetherell and 

Potter (1992) describe at the beginning of Mapping the Language of 

Racism, their concerns about how their subjectivity may both elucidate 

and constrain, and will be influenced by their different national origins, 

New Zealand and British respectively, towards the topic of middle-class, 

‘white’ discourse about the racialized other.  

 

Thus, in the discursive works that influenced the research 

approach of the current thesis, there was no set pattern to how researcher 

reflexivity was discussed.  In my own work, it was important for me to 

be to begin with receiving my offer of a PhD place back in Belfast whilst 
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still in Leeds. While living and working in a multi-cultural part of a large 

British city the personal impact of how the media reported who ‘we’ are 

in Northern Ireland, inadvertently began the process of formulating the 

central research question that this thesis addresses. It also began my 

orientation towards the use of discursive methodology, as I realized that 

talk and text produced about inter-ethnic relationships, are just as 

important to understanding the psychology of ‘we’ as a more dominant, 

traditional approach of applying the ‘scientific method’ to measuring 

thinking and behaviour.   

 

Yet, I was returning to Belfast to study a challenging topic in this 

city with a violent recent past and present racist hostility.  In so many 

ways, the work has been both transformative and difficult.  I had begun 

with a more positive outlook concerning inter-ethnic relations in 

Northern Ireland.  Not all my reading of news media and scholarly 

commentary has pointed towards the most bleak and sensationalist idea, 

which I do not indorse, that Northern Ireland is a thoroughly racist 

society. The work of Lentin and McVeigh (e.g. Lentin & McVeigh, 

2000) also chronicles anti-racist and multiculturalist activity in Northern 

and the Republic of Ireland, though more recently, they too have 

admitted to less optimism on this topic, especially concerning state and 

institutions (Lentin & McVeigh, 2006). Yet, in a place where strong 

bigotry, racist speech and frequent racist incidents and crimes are so 

evident, the challenge of understanding why particular racialized 

discourse, patterned in specific ways, became the most important topic to 

address. The constant focus on forms of discourse that are either 

particularly racist in tone, or turned inwards towards the defence of and 

exclusive in-group sense of self, rather than creating space for the other, 

has been an emotionally exhausting process. Having to reproduce racist 
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material, and feeling deep anger with the politicians who represent ‘us’ 

has been particularly draining, especially given that I am a member of 

the Protestant community, and an aspect of my social being exists, thinks 

and moves within many of the historical and political tropes drawn upon 

to promote racism.   Reading and analysing discourses of ‘decency’ or 

‘reasonableness’ from the majority unionist community has perhaps been 

the most intellectually and subjectively challenging part of the work, as 

some of what was previously taken-for-granted and common as liberal, 

middle-class discourse, I would now approach with a strongly critical 

eye. 

 

 This, of course, leads to another aspect of researcher subjectivity 

that I have had to reflect upon which concerns how I speak about the 

collective self and the ethnic or migrant ‘other’.  I recognize and 

acknowledge that my researcher position, as a Protestant, ‘white’ woman 

from Northern Ireland will have brought a perspective to this work that 

would not be the same as someone with a different ethno-national 

orientation, and that this will bring both insights and omissions to the 

analyses. Parker (1992) suggests that the process of discourse analysis 

should not, ideally, be a lone activity, but should have an element of 

discussion and corroboration with others, and in this respect, the process 

of both thesis supervision and the experience of joint authorship of a 

related publication (McKeever, Reed, Pehrson, Storey & Cohrs, 2013) is 

valuable. Yet, the ontological perspective of discourse analysis, that 

there is no end to variability and the productive potential of language, 

and the process of analysis is part of an ongoing system of meaning-

making that exists between the author, the text and the readership. It will 

be inevitable that this process is subjective, ongoing, fluid and unique.  

Thus, I acknowledge, in my work on the construction of the collective or 
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in-group identity in Northern Ireland, that I am simultaneously part of 

that in-group, whilst also standing outside it as an analyst, and that I am 

as much an interpellated subject as I am an author.  I also acknowledge a 

tension between my group membership of salient social categories and 

the inevitable uniqueness of my subjectivity: I was born near the 

beginning of the conflict, raised in a Protestant, unionist, middle-class 

household with all the social and economic advantages that entailed, yet, 

that cannot not be a total summation of the person I was or am in relation 

to those broad social categories. Neither of my parents was born into 

particular economic or social privilege; they were raised for at least part 

of their childhood and youth in majority nationalist areas and I was 

taught to be aware of ethnic and class advantage. While my family were 

critical of republicanism and aspects of Catholic religiosity, the language 

of strong bigotry was absent from our household. During his early 

career, my father had my father had experienced anti-Irish prejudice 

working in 1950s London and briefly had to ‘pass’ as Scottish to obtain 

lodgings. He later worked in Iraq and our home life, many years later, 

was flavoured with stories and practices of another culture and a sense of 

deep sadness concerning Kurdish ethnic group persecution there. In my 

own time, I have in-laws of both Jewish and black ethnic origin and a 

close friend since my youth is an immigrant from Hong Kong. I am now 

married for almost twenty years to a man from the Roman Catholic, 

nationalist community with no objection from either family on the 

grounds of religion or politics.  None of these ‘who am I?’ descriptions 

are taken-for-granted or even common in Northern Ireland.  How much 

all or any one of them influenced my choice or direction of doctoral 

work, I cannot say, but the reason I declare these aspects of my identity 

is to illustrate an important tension in discursive social psychological 

work, that all of us are at once social beings whose existence and 
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substance in the world is both absolutely interdependent and yet unique, 

and it is this understanding of being and doing in the world which sums 

up my reflexive understanding of my role as researcher and author of the 

current work.               

 

7.6. Conclusion 

 The scholarly literature and discourse have evidenced a historic 

hatred of the sectarianized other and a collective tolerance of racism in 

Northern Ireland. The studies in the current thesis concerned the 

language of strong racist bigotry, news media discourse that was 

condemnatory of racist attacks, and an interview with the First Minister 

evidenced in post-Agreement Northern Ireland where he evaded the 

condemnation of broadcast racist speech by a political supporter. The 

construction of the ethnic or immigrant other in these analyses reflected 

the construction of the collective self (cf. Reicher et al., 2008). 

Ideological concerns and historical tropes relevant to majority in-group 

ethno-national identities dominated the discourse about the ethnicized 

other. The discursive perspective demonstrated that news media 

headlines from elsewhere which implied that divided communities in 

Northern Ireland had now turned on the racialized other were a simplistic 

assumption and not born out in all the analyses of varying texts and 

topics. In addition to a discourse of violent racism, minority ethnic 

identity, concerns and needs were rejected, appropriated or ignored 

depending on the rhetorical purpose of the texts. This focus the defence 

of in-group identity left no positive agenda presented to minorities, 

making a reconciliatory or Contact Hypothesis approach inappropriate. 

The discursive patterning evidenced may have a role in unduly effecting 

the development of multiculturalism and the confrontation of racism in 

Northern Ireland society.   
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The detailed understanding of how in-groups constructed 

themselves in relation to the ethnic other would indicate that Collective 

Action approaches to mobilizing support by the out-groups and their 

allies is necessary in order to petition ethno-national majorities and their 

representatives with an agenda for the full civic participation of ethnic 

minorities, and for an end to racist bigotry and violence. The emotive 

and forceful discourse of Anna Lo, MLA an ethnic minority 

representative, goes some way to demonstrating how this may be 

achieved and highlights barriers and difficulties, given that there is little 

shared history of inter-ethnic solidarity in a place divided along an 

ethno-national cleft. The approach of the current version of a Racial 

Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland constructs the influence of 

sectarian division upon racism as confined to impoverished contexts, 

contrary to the findings of the current thesis which evidenced political 

division along sectarian lines in the discourse of the influential and 

powerful.  Moreover, there is an unwarranted reciprocal emphasis in the 

Strategy upon ‘good relations’ and improvement of relationships 

between all communities, when the analyses of the current thesis clearly 

demonstrate that drastically unequal power relations between majority 

and minority communities are evident across a range of discursive 

contexts.   

 

Further research should therefore focus on how out-groups may 

best mobilize collective action to further the causes of racial equality, the 

development of a multicultural society and the public acknowledgement 

of enriching contributions that ethnic and immigrant communities make 

to society in Northern Ireland. The current research acknowledges the 

difficulties of this endeavour, specifically considering the persistence of 
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ethno-national identity constructions in defining dual and conflicting 

collective identity, the insistence of these majority collectives in 

defending the virtue of in-group identity, and the insistence of displacing 

and relocating blame for racist behaviour, rather than working to 

construct a common and inclusive civic identity for all.  In this way, the 

thesis has made an empirical contribution to the understanding of the 

discursive dynamics of ethnicity in a divided society and has indicated 

which social psychological approaches may be most effective in working 

towards the development an inter-ethnic collective identity, while 

identifying the many difficulties and barriers towards making 

multiculturalism a permanent feature of civic life in Northern Ireland.     
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Appendix A : Geoghegan (2008a). Anti-racism 

murals in west Belfast  

 

Figure 1. Fight Bigotry, Fight Racism mural, Divis Street, west Belfast 

 

 

Figure 2. Declare War on Racism mural, Mount Gilbert School, 

Ballygomartin Road, west Belfast 
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Appendix B: Ferguson (2014). Image from, “I am 

shopping for Peter: protesters use humour to make 

point about Islamaphobia and racism”, Belfast 

Telegraph, 2 June 2014  

 

 

Figure 1. Two women join the I am Shopping for Peter flash 

mob on Royal Avenue Belfast on Saturday, 1 May 2014 
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