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Collective identity is an important component of collective behavior and a 

factor in intractable conflict situations. Social movement research has focused 

attention on the role of collective identity in the formation and maintenance of 

social movement organizations. Less attention has been paid to the relationships 

between collective action and collective identity in conflict situations. Social 
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psychologists have pointed out that the reconstruction of identity is conducted in 

interaction between opposed social actors. However, the study of collective 

behavior has only recently begun to conceptualize such social action as an 

interaction between actors in a multi-organizational field in which collective 

identity is mutually reconstructed. Fortunately, scholars studying the potential 

transformation of conflict have provided analytical tools for classifying the ways 

in which opponents in conflict situations interact with one another, often 

strategically.  

Using qualitative data that include interviews, participant observation, and 

documentary sources, I examine the conflict methods and tactics deployed by 

parties to disputes over parading in two rural Northern Ireland towns. Parades are 

a form of cultural expression through which communities articulate their political 

and religious preferences and beliefs, thus reproducing collective identities. 

Parades, however, have often commemorated contested historical events or have 

promoted political views that are offensive to one community or the other, and 

they have become a central focus of conflict in Northern Ireland since 1995, 

indicative of a shift in conflict methods from violence and coercion toward 

persuasion.  

I contribute to the study of collective action and collective identity by 

demonstrating how collective action events were designed by loyal institutions 

and nationalist and loyalist residents’ committees to discursively disseminate 

persuasive messages and ideas. Even instances in which one opponent avoids 

another can have persuasive characteristics. The deployment of collective action 
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methods were executed in a multi-organizational field that included opponents 

and third parties, and the process involved the mutual reconstruction of collective 

identities as the parties articulated their positions and their perceptions of other 

groups. Parties to the disputes also developed various responses in attempts to 

reconcile their collective actions, their opponents’ collective actions, and their 

sense of collective identity. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

If an uninformed American attended a parade in Northern Ireland, the 

event would probably seem familiar in many ways. Outside of the occasional 

band with kilts, many of the uniforms resemble those of American marching 

bands. Brass instruments are not common, but the march airs of drums and fifes 

would conjure patriotic emotions. Accordion bands and vendors hawking 

souvenirs and food would seem festive. The minor parades in small towns would 

probably seem charming. 

At the same time, however, the observing American would almost 

certainly find surreal the presence of protestors, armored trucks, and police in riot 

gear intermingled with families waving flags and eating ice cream. The observer 

might also miss some of the finer points that make parades more than a festivity 

but a political display. Some features of parades can intimidate or aggravate 

sectors of the local community. These include the route, the length of time the 

parade requires to pass, the number of times the parade passes, the selection and 

volume of the music, the number and kinds of bands, the ferocity or “swagger” 

with which the bass drummer beats the drum, the kind of drum, and the banners 

or flags that are displayed.  

To most Americans, band parades accompany a celebration or a 

commemoration, and the same is true in Ireland. Yet, in Ireland, parades exist 

within a different historical context. The events they commemorate or celebrate 

are often related in some way to the political struggle over British and Irish 
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sovereignty in Ireland. Certainly, one can find politically contentious parades in 

the United States. Ku Klux Klan parades have attracted significant publicity and 

have been prohibited by legal injunction. We are also familiar with protest 

parades, often to government buildings, such as recent demonstrations against 

U.S. military retaliation in the wake of the September 11 attacks on New York, 

Washington, and Pennsylvania. However, unlike parades in Northern Ireland, 

most of these contentious American parades are not band parades; they do not 

proceed through residential neighborhoods, and they are less frequent. Three-

thousand four-hundred and three parades, mostly loyalist,1 took place in Northern 

Ireland in 1999.    

Parades in Northern Ireland present a unique mix of political and religious 

symbolism. Both nationalist and loyalist parades appear similar, and they express 

the cultural and political identity of sections of their respective communities. 

Parades heighten in-group solidarity, and allow groups to ritually confirm sacred 

ideas, values, and identities. In a divided society, they mark territory and people, 

making claims of legitimacy, or even primacy, in towns and neighborhoods. 

Within the past seven years, parades have become a focus of political struggle, a 

proxy arena in which loyalists and nationalists can strategically assert their 

political aspirations. As such, parades also offer themselves as a potential location 

for the working out of coexistence. 

It is in this context that I propose to examine disputes over where and 

when parades should be allowed to occur, one arena in which Northern Ireland’s 

                                                 
1 For a brief explanation of the political terminology used in this project, please see Appendix A. 
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political and cultural divisions vividly emerge from the subtle and routine 

divisions of daily life. Parading constitutes a momentary social space in which 

average citizens participate in a conflict that is otherwise waged by politicians, 

soldiers, police officers, paramilitaries, and political activists. However, the 

construction of sectarianism or prejudice at the community level is no less 

important to the perpetuation of conflict in Northern Ireland than the political 

struggles that are waged at the national level.  

Ethnographic research focusing on parading disputes in two rural towns 

has provided rich data with which to explore the relationships between collective 

identity and collective action. Parades are only one social activity through which 

opposing collective identities are reinforced. However, they offer a discrete 

collection of events through which to examine the strategic decisions parties take 

in designing their collective action, while attempting to maintain a collective 

identity. 

Using parading disputes as empirical cases, I offer a sociological 

contribution to our understanding of the relationship between collective action 

and collective identity in conflict situations. Given the common wisdom that 

many conflicts around the world are intractable because they revolve around 

deeply polarized collective identities, it is important that scholars ask: How do 

strategic collective action decisions made in conflict situations contribute to the 

reconstruction of (sometimes polarized) collective identities? To what extent are 

strategic collective action decisions a product of opponents’ collective identities?  
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Those who study social movements or collective behavior and conflict 

transformation share a common subject: social conflict. Organizations, often 

social movement organizations (SMOs), are often primary actors in conflict 

situations, and research from these fields provides useful tools for understanding 

how collective identity and collective action are interrelated, especially as social 

movement scholars have turned their attention to the construction of meaning, 

including collective identity (Johnston and Klandermans 1995; Kane 1997; 

Sewell 1992; Stryker, Owens, and White 2000). At the same time, scholars 

interested in the transformation of intractable conflict (Deutsch 1973; Kriesberg, 

Northrup, and Thorson 1989) have distinguished between types of conflict actions 

or methods, which leads me to inquire how the kind of collective action groups 

deploy influences  the reconstruction of collective identity. Do different kinds of 

collective action methods influence the reconstruction of collective identity in 

different ways? 

To answer these questions, I look at collective action events using 

participant observation and residents’ narratives in two towns where parading 

disputes have occurred. Their interpretations of the strategic collective action 

decisions made by opposing actors indicate that the actions, while a product of 

groups’ collective identities, do not perfectly reflect those identities. The data 

reveal a tension between the strategic advantage offered by certain kinds of 

collective actions and the fact that the actions say something about who the group 

is. Those who identify with the group attempt to reconcile the actions with a 

positive image of their group. 
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This idea that collective actions project meaning about the group raises 

questions about the nature of collective action. Some social movement scholars 

have focused on the interpretation of collective action as the mechanism for the 

collective construction of meaning (Ellingson 1995; Kane 2000a; Sewell 1996). 

However, is it only the interpretation of collective action, the retrospective 

framing of events, that construct meaning?  The classification of some collective 

action methods as persuasive suggests that the action itself can be choreographed 

to project meaning. Collective action can be discursive. Through it, opponents can 

convey meaning or define the situation. In this project, I demonstrate how 

opponents in parading disputes have designed collective action events to send 

strategic messages to opponents and third parties. This perspective also dovetails 

nicely with the conceptualization of conflict as a relational affair in which 

opponents react and respond to one another and are even dependent on one 

another for the reconstruction of their collective identities. 

Does it matter at whom the action is directed? Would this not influence 

the reconstruction of the group’s identities since identity is formed in social 

interaction with other actors? If so, a study of collective action and collective 

identity should take in a multi-organizational field of actors. Thus, this project 

incorporates data collected from members of local organizations involved in 

parading disputes as well as town residents. 

PARADING DISPUTES 

Parades have not always been as contentious as they are today. Certainly, 

they have served the function of distinguishing one community from another, but 
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Dominic Bryan (2000b) argues that there has been a transformation in parading, 

especially Orange parades, since the partition of Northern Ireland in 1920. As the 

relationship between unionists and the British state has become increasingly 

tenuous, parades have ceased to represent a “respectable” Orangeism that was 

cozy with the state (p. 44). Instead, in many instances, parading has become a 

bolder working class expression of fear and protest, especially in urban areas. 

With the start of the ceasefires in 1995, corresponding electoral gains by Sinn 

Féin, and growing pressure from the state against parading, nationalist activists 

became more confident in protesting parades that pass through their 

neighborhoods (Bryan 2000b:169). Parading ceased to be a Protestant eccentricity 

in the eyes of some nationalists, and subsequent summers brought additional 

protests that sometimes involved violent skirmishes involving opposing residents 

and security forces.  

Parades remain a political ritual that allows nationalists and loyalists to 

express their collective identities, but the contesting of those rituals has injected a 

new immediacy into parading. It has become a “situation.” The loyal institutions 

are no longer simply commemorating a victory over a Catholic army that occurred 

three hundred years ago. Republicans are not only commemorating the Easter 

Rising against British imperialism at the beginning of the twentieth century. They 

are confronting one another directly, on the street, making parading disputes an 

appropriate topic for the study of collective action in conflict situations. 

The use of parading as a public focus for expressing political grievances 

spread from the Ormeau Road area of South Belfast and Drumcree to other towns, 
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including two where I conducted ethnographic research for one year in 1999.2 In 

1996, nationalist and republican activists attempted to block a Royal Black 

Preceptory parade in Loughbregan sparking the formation of a nationalist 

residents’ committee in 1997. Each subsequent parading season has raised the 

question of whether or not the local Orange lodge would be allowed its parades or 

whether the residents’ committee would succeed in stopping them or shaming 

them for refusing to negotiate the right to walk through the town.  

Excerpts from two conversations, one with an Orangeman in Loughbregan 

and one with a long-time republican activist reveal fundamentally divergent 

opinions about the nature and history of parading and about who bears 

responsibility for solving the problem. Sitting in the front room of a modest 

terraced house, Patrick attributed more to parading than the simple act of 

marching:  

The parades have always been a contentious thing, and the majority of 
people that march in the town or play in bands aren’t even from the town, 
you know what I mean? They’re farmers from between here and Killybeg 
and there used to be parades came in. Loughbregan Young Loyalists they 
called themselves, and they were mostly from Glencrist, and again 
Killybeg, and a couple of people that played in them had brothers in jail 
for killing [someone]. … The local band now is sort of quiet, the 
accordion orchestra, but it doesn’t matter. They’re still affiliated to the 
Orange Order, and I draw the conclusion that the Orange Order is not a 
Catholic organization, so why should they be allowed in a Catholic town? 

Patrick associated parading with violence and intimidation and created social 

distance between “the Catholic town” and the local Protestant accordion band by 

                                                 
2 In the discussions that follow, I refer to the two towns, Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, with 
pseudonyms. 
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associating them with “loyalist” outsiders and violence. (This was a technique 

both Protestants and republicans used to portray opponents in a negative light.) 

One month later on a chilly evening, Jim invited me into his small home 

office. As a local Orange leader, he expressed the frustration of many Orangemen 

over the contentious nature of parading: 

Being in the Orange Order thirty years ago was thought of as nothing, you 
know. It was people watching the parades, and people brought you in the 
night before and give you a drink and told you to enjoy your day, you 
know, Catholic people. It’s only in the last four years that the Orange 
Order has come to prominence because of the parading. But, that’s 
because the enemies have shifted it towards the Orange Order, you know, 
to make the strife. I mean, if you want strife, you go to where it hurts the 
people the most, and all these people are very clever. To get the most strife 
out of people, you always hit them, you know: “Let’s have a go at the 
Orange order now. We’ll stop shooting, but we’ll go at the Orange Order 
instead.” 

Jim tried to convey the urgency of the parades dispute in Loughbregan by 

associating nationalist residents with the IRA and portraying them as clever and 

violent “enemies.” From his perspective, the nationalist residents were potentially 

violent propagandists who were, at the least, out to inflict “strife” on Protestants. 

Both Jim and Patrick associated the parading dispute with violence, and they went 

to significant lengths to distinguish their group from their opponents, precisely the 

kind of polarized meaning construction that one expects in an intractable conflict 

situation.  

It is important, however, to note that the Orange lodge and the residents 

were not the only parties to the dispute. In fact, the majority of the town’s 

inhabitants constituted what I refer to as moderate Catholics. These residents did 

not mind the Orange parade, though they did not appreciate the security force 
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presence or the nationalist and republican residents’ protests. Seamus was an 

SDLP politician who met with me in a civic center after one of Loughbregan’s 

Christmas events. He spoke highly of the local accordion band that accompanied 

the Orange lodge during its parades and credited them with having handled 

parading disputes well by cooperating with moderate Catholics and refusing to 

allow brash and often sectarian “kick-the-pope” bands to participate in the 

parades they sponsored. Yet, he criticized fellow Catholics in the residents’ 

organization.  

They’re a very, very good, successful band.  They hold concerts as well as 
marching in parades, and they’ve won a lot of awards.  Most of the people 
who run them, although they’re almost entirely Protestant, are responsible 
citizens. … Now, later on when Drumcree began, there was clearly a 
political move by Sinn Féin to take the, as they called it, the struggle, the 
campaign, to the streets, and you got a number of citizens’ groups around 
Northern Ireland being formed to try to prevent parades.  It was a reaction 
to Drumcree, and there was [a citizens’ group] formed here in this town, 
which attempted to stop parades, including that [accordion] band parade I 
just told you about. They attempted to get that [parade] stopped, and that 
led people later to be very critical of them for trying to do that, and they 
were totally out of order doing it.  But, it was mostly a Sinn Féin-inspired 
move, although the people involved were not all Sinn Féin referrals, 
because I know some of those who were involved at an early stage, and I 
felt that that was a fabricated kind of parade issue.  So, that’s my opinion 
of it …  I would not see parades at present in Loughbregan as being 
particularly contentious. 

Seamus’ comments show that parading disputes were not simple clear-cut 

conflicts between loyalists and republicans. Other residents had a stake in 

parading issues. For Loughbregan’s moderate Catholics, that stake was often the 

economic viability of the town that they feared could be undermined by a 

reputation of contention or violence. Seamus’ view, for example, that parades 
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were not “particularly contentious” was likely motivated out of a desire for 

Loughbregan to overcome its history of division.  

In Loughbregan (and Ballyreagh), parades offered an opportunity to study 

a well-recognized community-level dispute that, while primarily nonviolent, also 

bore the emotions of fear, anger, and frustration that have characterized the ethnic 

polarization of the Troubles.  

DO METHODS MATTER IN IDENTITY CONFLICT? 

Given the history of Ireland and the dilemma of intractable conflicts, the 

comments by Patrick, Jim, and Seamus raise several questions. In an environment 

where parades pit local groups against one another in the presence of others, how 

are parading disputes played out? Which groups are involved? How do the groups 

respond? Then, given the importance of parading to opponents’ collective identity 

(for Jim “where it hurts people the most” and for Patrick “in a Catholic town”), 

would the opponents devise increasingly coercive or threatening responses? 

Would the dispute spiral into violence? What would be the alternatives? 

Depending on the way the dispute was conducted, would the Protestant and 

Catholic communities become increasingly polarized? If not, why not?  

However, before answering these questions, we need to address more 

fundamental issues. How can one best distinguish one type of response from 

another? To what extent are the collective identities of the groups involved even 

likely to play a role in the groups’ responses? How does a group’s collective 

action shape its collective identity? I have found that, while significant work has 

been conducted on the reconstruction of collective identity, it has failed to address 
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whether or not the type of collective action a group employs is influenced by 

collective identity or vise versa, in other words, whether the collective action 

methods groups use matter to the process by which groups maintain a collective 

identity. 

As a sociologist interested in allegedly intractable ethnic conflict and 

social movements, I determined to bring tools from the fields of collective 

behavior and social movements, and conflict transformation to an analysis of the 

relationships between collective identity and collective action. Conflicts such as 

Northern Ireland’s Troubles are considered intractable, in part, because opposing 

parties develop defensive, entrenched and non-negotiable collective identities, 

especially when under threat or coercion. It is important to note the close 

relationship between collective identity formation and collective action. 

Opponents influence one another through the ways in which they behave toward 

one another, engaging in a process of mutual identity reconstruction. Perhaps the 

greatest challenge in moving conflicts from intractability to tractability lies in 

transforming mutually exclusive collective identities such that they facilitate 

coexistence and changes in the way conflict is conducted.  

Using analytical tools developed by scholars of conflict, I offer case 

studies in a sociology of persuasion. I explore multiple lines of research including 

recent developments in the study of social movements that have been enriched by 

theoretical insight from cultural sociology. I argue that, the framing literature and 

the cultural analysis of movements can be enhanced by the use of analytical tools 
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developed from the study of conflict, especially the conflict transformation and 

resolution literatures and nonviolence studies.3  

Though some scholars’ research has encompassed both social movements 

and conflict methodology (Morris 1984; Smithey and Kurtz 1999; Swidler 1986; 

Tilly 1978; Zunes, Kurtz, and Asher 1999) , these disparate fields have seldom 

been brought together, (e.g. Jasper, 1997). However, I argue that the discursive 

nature of persuasive methods can provide a bridge between them. Collective 

action events are part of meaning construction (Gamson 1988) in conflict 

situations, and the means by which conflict is conducted carry implications for 

relationships between organizations such as SMOs and other parties involved in 

conflicts (Jasper, 1997:320).  

Ethnic conflict, like other kinds of conflict, is a relational process in which 

opponents seek to fulfill their group's cultural aspirations while acting and 

reacting to their opponents' actions. Such interaction is discursive, and as I argue, 

collective action methods themselves serve as vehicles of discourse. Actions 

convey meaning in the relational process. Parties to a conflict transmit messages 

through collective action, sometimes by choreographing persuasive methods. In 

short, methods matter.  

                                                 
3 On the framing approach see the classic article by Snow et al. (1986) and further developments 
in the area  (see Benford & Snow, 2000). On the cultural analysis of social movements, see esp. 
Ansell, 1997; Benford & Snow, 2000; Ellingson, 1995; Kane, 2000; Polletta, 1998; Sewell, 1996; 
Steinberg, 1999; Swidler, 1995) The conflict studies on which I rely come in two related streams: 
the conflict transformation and resolution literature (see Coser, 1956; Deutsch & Coleman, 2000; 
Kriesberg, 1998; Lederach, 1997; Weiner, 1998), and the nonviolence perspective from Gandhi 
([1945] 1987) and developed by Gene Sharp and others (Sharp, 1973; Sharp, 1999; Ackerman & 
Kruegler, 1994; Teixera 1999).   
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For example, methods that attempt to persuade an opponent or third 

parties, instead of forcing compliance through threat, physical force, or 

elimination, offer unique tactical advantages, and they place the user group in a 

deeper discursive relationship with other groups. Such methods are designed to 

communicate an argument or send a message, thus potentially influencing parties' 

understandings of each other and the conflict itself. Often, this is accomplished 

through the choreography of public collective action events. Carrying out 

collective action in particular ways can project ideas. Choreography may contain 

many specific choices such as the number of people to involve, whether or not to 

display text and what it should say, the physical movement of people in the space 

where the event occurs, or how to respond to others parties to the dispute. Just as 

a range and sequence of sounds symbolize meaning in speech, the arrangement of 

these components of collective action can also convey meaning. While all 

collective actions convey meaning, some kinds of action are more deliberate. 

Through research into parading disputes, I seek to reveal a dynamic relationship 

between the use of persuasive conflict methods, which have a high symbolic 

content, and the ongoing production of collective identity. 

PARADES AND PERSUASION 

Parading disputes in Northern Ireland provide an illustrative case for the 

study of persuasive methods. In the past decade, a considerable amount of work 

has been done on parading and symbolism in conflict (Bryan 2000a; Bryan 

2000b; Bryan, Fraser, and Dunn 1995; Bryson and McCartney 1994; Buckley and 

Kenny 1995; Edwards 1999; Jarman 1997; Jarman 2000; Jarman and Bryan 1996; 
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Jarman and Bryan 1998; Loftus 1994; Walker 1996; Walker 2001).  I hope to 

bring the same subject into the purview of sociology and the collective behavior 

and social movements field. My analysis of data from field research in two rural 

Northern Ireland towns shows that loyalist and nationalist parties to parading 

disputes have choreographed their actions to redefine the meaning of conflict 

events in their favor by using persuasive methods that attempt to transform 

traditional stereotypes and the conflict itself.   

In each of the towns where I collected data, loyalist and nationalist 

organizations conducted collective action events in ways that expressed their 

grievances to their opponents but also sought to alter their image and the image of 

their opponents to third parties. One of the towns, which I call Loughbregan, is 

primarily Catholic and nationalist with a small minority population of Protestants.  

Ballyreagh, however, has a Protestant majority representing approximately sixty 

percent of the population and a staunchly loyalist reputation. Both towns lie in a 

predominantly nationalist region of Northern Ireland. In everyday life during data 

collection, community relations were fairly innocuous, but for nationalist and 

loyalist activists and Orangemen, parading was a "battleground" in which political 

and cultural conflict in Northern Ireland was expressed at the local level.   

Both nationalists and loyalists in these towns felt besieged, and parading 

served as a lightning rod for their grievances. Thus, parading provides an 

opportunity to study the type of methods that polarized disputants use.  Parades 

are, by their nature, symbolic, but they can be both persuasive and coercive. 

Through props, regalia, and choreography, parades are suited to disseminating 
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public messages about issues like legitimacy, history, and solidarity. Those 

messages might also, however, allude to the use of coercion and even violence, 

such as in the practice of war commemorations or paramilitary color guards.  

Community organizations in this study harnessed persuasive potentials in 

their choreographed actions. In Ballyreagh, loyalists carefully choreographed a 

public conciliatory gesture toward Catholic marching bands that was designed to 

project a message about tolerance to their opponents in the nationalist residents' 

committee and other third parties. Similarly, nationalist residents in Ballyreagh 

instituted crowd control mechanisms in order to portray the security force 

deployed during nationalist parades as oppressive. In the other town, 

Loughbregan, the local Orange lodge's decisions to avoid public confrontations 

with nationalist protestors portrayed the protestors as heavy-handed and 

unreasonable. In each of these situations, the use of nonviolent persuasive 

methods sought to alter public perceptions of parties to the conflict, including 

third parties. 

Qualitative research does not draw its significance or credibility from a 

measure of its generalizability, but certainly there is merit in designing research to 

address issues of general concern, such as social problems. Thus, to whatever 

extent possible, we can choose our case studies such that they offer a window on 

widespread concerns. This is what I have done in choosing to study parading 

disputes in Loughbegan and Ballyreagh. Parading disputes offer one well-known 

point of entry to conflict. A report of survey results titled, “Public Attitudes to 

Parades and Marches in Northern Ireland” that was produced for The Independent 
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Review of Parades and Marches by Research and Evaluation Services (Ward, 

McDade, and Marches 1997) reported in 1997 that a majority of Catholics (52 

percent) and Protestants (73 percent) characterized the issue of parades as quite 

important or very important (p. 1).   

Loughbregan and Ballyreagh situate several social features within some 

local groups that characterize the conflict at large: polarized political and religious 

identities and aspirations, public cultural expression, (sometimes violent) 

collective action, segregation, fear and intimidation, and cross-community 

relations. My interviewees’ contributions also proved to be indicative of attitudes 

and dilemmas across the province. At several points throughout the dissertation, I 

note instances in which currents of opinion that I uncover in Loughbregan and 

Ballyreagh converged with or diverged from public opinion across Northern 

Ireland. I primarily make use of the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey 

(L&T) 1999 and the RES survey report. L&T is a joint effort of Queen’s 

University Belfast and the University of Ulster. The project is a large-scale survey 

conducted annually (1998-2000) with N=2,200 in 1999. The RES survey report 

was published in 1997, and N=1,417. 

Loughbregan’s and Ballyreagh’s parading disputes were not the highest 

profile conflict scenarios in Northern Ireland, but they were not wholly obscure 

either. Both towns had the dubious distinction of having their parading disputes 

classified as contentious by the Parades Commission. They had reputations as I 

will point out, and they attracted media attention. Newspapers, both local and 

national, were an important source of data. While I was conducting research, the 
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BBC filmed a documentary segment on Orangeism that included Ballyreagh. 

Regardless of their public profiles, however, Loughbregan and Ballyreagh’s 

disputes followed the general scenario for parading disputes: a loyalist institution 

parade through a Catholic neighborhood, a nationalist residents’ committee, 

mediation efforts to which nationalists were more open than the loyal institutions, 

Parades Commission determinations, security forces, media coverage, and an 

audience of other residents who were not so closely involved. 

Ultimately, these case studies, together with theoretical insights from 

conflict and social movement studies, will demonstrate the relevance of collective 

action for the reconstruction of collective identity in conflict situations. Of 

particular interest is a process in which social movement actors have used 

nonviolent persuasive tactics to influence others, to leverage support for their 

claims, to bring their image into line with the beliefs and attitudes of opponents 

and third parties, and to alter the discursive field of the conflict. In some cases, 

persuasive methods are adopted on the basis of tactical superiority, but in other 

cases, they are reluctantly embraced as one method among limited choices, 

especially if they do not merge well with the group’s collective identity. Since 

who groups are and what they do are so closely related, changes in collective 

action strategies or identity need reconciliation with one another. Put another way, 

a group’s identity is manifest in its public portrayal, and through the discursive 

choreography of collective action events, opponents in conflict situations 

mutually reconstruct each others’ identities. 
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THE ROUTE 

This dissertation is constructed to introduce the reader to relevant 

literature from multiple disciplines that address collective action and collective 

identity before introducing parading and parading disputes in Loughbregan and 

Ballyreagh. Chapter Two draws on literature from the study of social conflict and 

the study of social movements to bring strategy and tactics into useful 

collaboration with the cultural study of social movements that has focused on 

meaning construction and collective identity within social movements. I also 

argue that in order to fully appreciate the construction of meaning in conflict 

situations, the scope of social movement research should be broadened to include 

the interaction between SMOs and other parties. Chapter Three provides a brief 

history of the Troubles and the evolving methods used in conducting the conflict, 

including symbolically powerful parades and public protest. Chapter Four 

specifies the methodological design by which the data was collected and 

analyzed, and it addresses issues of reflexivity and methodological challenges. 

Chapters Five, Six, and Seven introduce the reader to Loughbregan and 

Ballyreagh with special attention to the history of parading disputes in the towns 

since 1995 and the strategic decisions made by opponents. I also demonstrate the 

way in which collective action in parading disputes may be choreographed to 

transmit messages to opponents and third parties in attempts to advantageously 

redefine the conflict situation. Chapter Eight is dedicated to uncovering the 

tensions that can arise in the strategic decision-making processes between 

collective identities and the tactics groups choose to deploy. Chapter Nine 
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summarizes the findings and offers suggestions for future research. Finally, the 

appendices contain documents and information that are specified in the text of the 

dissertation. Appendix A offers a brief explanation of basic Northern Ireland 

political terminology. Policy appendix B suggests ways in which social 

movement scholars might contribute to the work of better understanding 

intractable conflict and promoting interethnic coexistence. Appendix C displays 

the guide that was developed for use in interviewing.  
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Chapter Two: A Multidisciplinary Approach to Conflict, 
Collective Action, and Collective Identity 

Our understanding of the parading conflicts in Loughbregan and 

Ballyreagh will be heightened by examining the nexus of meaning construction 

and conflict strategies and methods4 while using the field of social movement 

research as an important venue for the endeavor. I present a theoretical model that 

addresses the intersection of collective identity and collective action using a 

variety of analytical tools: social psychology, cultural analysis, conflict 

transformation theory, and social movement theory.  

Sociologists have aspired to understand why people participate in 

collective action or how movement elites mobilize people to participate. The work 

has been prolific and important Unfortunately, it tends to view social movements 

as organizations in isolation rather than as a network of groups within conflict 

situations despite the fact that social movements are, by definition, confederations 

formed to wield social power and engage in conflict. 

I want to join those who have begun to point out the breadth of the field in 

which social movement organizations operate (Jasper 1997; Melucci 1995). Bert 

Klandermans (1992) has been foremost in this endeavor through his work on 

multi-organizational fields:  

…the career of a social movement organization is determined by the 
dynamics of its field.  Such factors as the relationship between an 

                                                 
4 Strategy refers to a broad plan of action in which more specific tactics or methods are employed 
(Sharp 1973: 493). Conflict “methods” refers to a class of actions such as sabotage, boycotts, or 
rallies. “Tactics” refers to the specific actions that are taken such as a sit-down strike, a suicide 
bombing, or a mock funeral.  
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organization and its opponents, the presence of countermovements, the 
formation of coalitions, the movement's relationship with sympathetic and 
opposition political parties, and its relationship with the mass media all 
shape the field of tension in which social movement organizations 
develop, change, and decline.  

As Klandermans (1992:97) also observes, we should emphasize that “movement 

campaigns direct their messages not only to potential supporters but to opponents 

as well.” If we attend to what Steinberg (1999) calls the “dialogic” character of 

movement and countermovement mobilizations, we find parties to conflict 

engaging not only in framing, the strategic internal explanation and justification 

of an SMOs goals and actions, but  in what Robert Benford and Scott Hunt (2001) 

call “counterframing”.  

In short, SMOs operate in relation with the actions and voices of other 

organizations. This principle merges well with the study of conflict, especially 

with regard to strategy, methods, and tactics. To the extent that social movement 

research offers insight into issues of strategy and methods, I will appropriate it in 

addressing collective action in parading disputes. Likewise, how might parties in 

conflicts persuasively frame their goals and solutions to participants, 

sympathizers, and their adversaries?  To this end, I focus on attempts to persuade 

third parties and adversaries and the ways in which collective action events are 

choreographed to redefine the definitions of conflict situations. 

If we begin to see social movements as actors interacting with others in 

fields of contention, we must also talk about strategy, methods and tactics, topics 

that have also been generally overlooked by mainstream social movement 
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scholars.5 This dissertation offers analytical tools and attempts to uncover the 

significance of collective action to standard questions such as identity formation 

while opening new vistas on the relationships between social actors such as social 

movement organizations, and eventually, the trajectory of conflict situations.  I 

will propose that  

1. Social movements organizations are engaged in conflicts that are 

primarily a form of sociation as per Simmel’s (1971 [1908]) 

theoretical work on conflict. Conflicts should be seen as social 

relations in which action and the multiple forms it may take -- its 

"choreography" -- significantly influences the course of conflict.  

2. Collective action is shaped, takes place, and is interpreted within a 

multi-organizational field of actors engaged in discourse. The actors 

attribute meaning to each others’ actions, among themselves and in 

public. Furthermore, the form of collective action events is part of the 

discourse. 

3. The collective actions groups employ in conflict situations reflect and 

reproduce collective identities. However, when methods or tactics are 

innovative or new, they may need to be reconciled with the group’s 

collective identity. 

                                                 
5 There are exceptions to this claim. Daniel M. Cress and David A. Snow (2000) have included 
tactical variables in their study of movement outcomes, and James M. Jasper’s (1997) book, The 
Art of Moral Protest, incorporates tactical preferences into his discussion of movement culture. 
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I argue that the tension between the strategic benefits of some collective action 

methods and for the reconstruction of collective identity is an arena in which 

social movement and conflict studies overlap and can enrich one another.  

This chapter is divided into four sections, starting with a theoretical view 

of conflict as relational that also draws attention to the methods opponents use in 

relating with one another. Distinguishing between the types of methods and 

tactics deployed by SMOs has not been a priority in the social movement 

literature. However, scholars of conflict transformation provide useful analytical 

tools for distinguishing between conflict methods. Second, I pay special attention 

to the discursive nature of conflict, especially with regard to strategic limited 

avoidance and the choreography of persuasive tactics. Third, I review collective 

identity in the social movement and social identity literatures. Finally, I draw 

together collective identity and collective action in proposing that they exist in 

tension with one another as groups reconcile their identities with strategic 

decisions. In particular, I focus on the use of persuasive tactics.  

CONFLICT IS RELATIONAL AND METHODS MATTER 

The research presented here was designed against an instrumental 

backdrop: a need for the transformation of allegedly intractable conflicts. Two 

central points should be made. First, conflict is not a social aberration that can or 

should be eliminated, although its conduct may be altered. Second, conflict is not 

necessarily polarizing; it does not eliminate potentials for positive relations 

between opponents but, on the contrary, may draw them closer together. 
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In some scholarship, as well as public policy discourse, an underlying 

assumption often prevails in which conflict is resolved once it has been 

eradicated.  An alternative view suggests that conflict is an inevitable and even 

valuable component of social life. The goal then is not to eliminate conflict but to 

understand its various forms (Deutsch 1998). A leading scholar of conflict in 

Northern Ireland, John Darby (1995), points out that, unfortunately, American 

scholars have been especially slow to adopt this more nuanced understanding in 

which the central concern is not the existence of conflict but the way in which it is 

conducted.  I hope to help rectify the situation that provoked Darby's comments. 

Conceptualizing Conflict 

Before proceeding, the reader should understand how I conceptualize 

conflict. Among classical social theorists, conflict has assumed various forms. For 

Marx, conflict was the engine of history, the inevitable dialectical and material 

process by which society evolves and that eventually leads to an egalitarian 

liberation. However useful such analysis can be in identifying important 

economic concerns, it does not account for the perennial importance of ethnic or 

"tribal" loyalties.  

Like Marx, Max Weber (1978) felt that conflict was an inevitable fact of 

human life: "Even the most strictly pacific order can eliminate means of conflict 

and the objects of and impulses to conflict only partially" (p. 39). However, he 

broadened Marx's materialistic and revolutionary conceptualizations and 

introduced subjective and relational dimensions. The relationship ceases when the 

probability of mutually predictable action disappears (p. 27). He also 
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acknowledged that a range of conflict methods exist and that they play a crucial 

role in the direction a conflict takes. "Conflict varies enormously according to the 

means employed, especially whether they are violent or peaceful, and to the 

ruthlessness with which they are used" (p. 42). 

Weber (1978) classifies social relationships primarily on the basis of the 

subjective orientation of one party toward another. Predictable action implies 

relationship, a knowledge of the opponent developed through interaction and 

including a sense of the others’ orientation toward one’s group. Weber's 

incorporation of the subjective and his more nuanced understanding of diversity 

in forms of conflict are helpful to the project at hand since they provide 

theoretical foundations for understanding conflict as a practice that involves 

culture and identity reconstruction. 

One of Weber's German contemporaries, Georg Simmel (1971 [1908]), 

took a similar approach to Weber's. He also felt that conflict was a ubiquitous and 

diverse form of human relations, a "form of sociation" (p. 70). For Simmel, 

conflict is not merely a kind of relationship: it is a component of all relationships. 

However, he went further to argue that conflict serves a function in society: it 

regulates the balance of harmonious (e.g. loyalty, love) and discordant (e.g. hate, 

envy) forces within social relations (p. 70-72). A certain balance of tensions in 

fact constitutes the character of a stable group.  The longevity of social relations is 

based on a “matrix of tensions” (p. 76), a balance of cohesive and repulsive 

forces; opposition between actors can paradoxically serve as a sustaining force: 

Yet while [opposition] has hardly any practical effect, it may yet achieve 
an inner balance (sometimes even on the part of both partners to the 
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relation), may exert a quieting influence, produce a feeling of virtual 
power, and thus save relationships whose continuation often puzzles the 
observer (p. 76).  

Indeed, the social order itself is fashioned out of attractive and repulsive forces. 

As Simmel puts it, “Society, … in order to attain a determinate shape, needs some 

quantitative ratio of harmony and disharmony, of association and competition, of 

favorable and unfavorable tendencies. But these discords are by no means mere 

sociological liabilities or negative instances (Simmel 1971 [1908]:72).” Thus, 

conflict is not a purely negative or destructive practice, but also has positive 

features. From this perspective, the elimination of conflict may be a misplaced 

goal, but the quest to understand various modes and results of conflict remains. 

Simmel expanded Weber's grasp of the diversity of conflict practices by 

arguing in greater detail that various methods have different effects on group 

relations. Violence polarizes groups, but less violent forms of conflict open the 

possibility for the development of solidarity between parties.  According to 

Simmel, “If, however, there is any consideration, any limit to violence, there 

already exists a socializing factor, even though only as the qualification of 

violence” (p. 81). When groups perform conflict without the use of violence or 

other destructive methods or even moderate the use of violence, the conflict has a 

greater potential to establish a balance of cohesive and repulsive forces that may 

integrate the groups, increasing the stability of the community at large. In other 

cases, where relations are based on aversion and avoidance, conflict is more likely 

to eventually degenerate into violence when the occasion arises (Simmel 1955; 

Simmel 1971 (1908)).  
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Simmel, and more recently Lewis Coser's (1956) work, is particularly 

relevant because it suggests that groups can co-exist despite – or sometimes 

because of – conflict between them (Simmel 1971 [1908]:75). They provide an 

important theoretical platform on which conflict is an inevitable and, in certain 

forms, desirable element of social life. Also, the idea that various subforms or 

methods of conflict can alter social relations and aid the creation of a social 

balance between groups supports the growing academic fields of conflict 

transformation and dispute resolution.     

My own conceptualization of conflict, like Weber and Simmel, holds that 

conflict is mutually oriented social action between parties in a relationship. At 

least one party believes their interests and goals to be infringed by another party 

or its goals. (I will deal exclusively with conflict at the group level, rather than the 

individual level.) I also agree with Weber and Simmel that participants in conflict 

maintain their own subjective interpretations of their opponents and the issues in 

dispute. Indeed, opponents often share an "asymmetrical" relationship in which 

they hold divergent accounts of the situation (Weber 1978:27). I intend to expand 

on Weber and Simmel's acknowledgement that conflict encompasses an array of 

social actions that have a significant bearing on the course of relationships 

between parties in conflict.  

I also emphasize the importance of agency. Since people can self-

consciously alter their behavior, they can also alter the methods they use within 

conflict situations. This, combined with the proposition that conflict can reach an 

integrative balance, suggests a capacity for managing conflict. In current conflict 
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research, a distinction is made between "constructive" and "destructive" conflict 

(Deutsch 1998; Kriesberg 1998). Constructive conflict methods lead to 

coexistence and mutually beneficial and acceptable arrangements.  Destructive 

conflict methods lead to the unilateral imposition of terms, oppression, and 

intractability.6 I will refer to the “trajectory” of a conflict as the degree to which a 

conflict relationship moves toward constructive or destructive outcomes. 

How can Simmel’s “matrix of tensions” in Northern Ireland be balanced 

such that nonviolent coexistence is possible? This is not the elimination of 

antagonism or confrontation, but a practice in which divergent political 

aspirations are expressed effectively and nonviolently (rather than repressed) and 

are potentially reconciled. Much effort has been spent trying to adjust the web of 

group affiliations and stabilize conflict in Northern Ireland through community 

relations work aimed at creating cross-cutting solidarities through youth schemes 

and affirmative action employment. International initiatives have sought to 

encourage economic growth in hopes of eliminating disparities between 

Protestants and Catholics while the peace process struggles to find a proper 

balance of civil rights, national aspirations, and conflict methodology. In this 

dissertation, I will focus on the latter issue under the theoretical assumption that 

                                                 
6 Some readers will recognize the difficult problem of assigning constructiveness or 
destructiveness to both methods and outcomes. Are certain methods inherently constructive 
because they are nonviolent, or are they constructive because they lead to constructive outcomes? 
Indeed, a combination of constructive and destructive methods can lead to constructive or 
destructive outcomes. I will not presume to have solved this problem, but I will point out that 
Weber (1978) joins Simmel in identifying the important dichotomy between violence and 
nonviolence, "The conceptual separation of peaceful [from violent] conflict is justified by the 
quality of the means normal to it and the peculiar sociological consequences of its occurrence” (p. 
38)." Notice that he also links means and consequences, suggesting that certain methods provide 
some probability of a corresponding outcome.  
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the way in which conflict is carried out contributes to the trajectory of a conflict 

and the relations of opponents.  

Conflict Inducements: Strategies, Methods and Tactics 

Conflict Transformation.   

The fields of conflict transformation and conflict resolution offer useful 

tools to articulate the means of carrying out conflict (Deutsch and Coleman 2000; 

Kriesberg 1998; Weiner 1998).7 Scholars in this field seek to understand how 

participants in allegedly intractable conflicts can develop mutually acceptable and 

nonviolent outcomes, i.e. the transformation of intractable conflicts into tractable 

ones (Nagle 1989; Simmel 1964; Simmel 1971 (1908); Thorson 1989) 

Given the theoretical assumption that the means of conflict relate with the 

nature of social relations, it becomes important to distinguish between the quality 

and types of conflict methods. Fortunately, scholars of conflict have provided 

tools for the classification of conflict methods. I will primarily use Louis 

Kriesberg's model in which he distinguishes between three types of conflict 

inducements: coercion, persuasion and reward (Kriesberg 1998:112).8 These are 

analytical categories representing empirical tactics or methods used by opponents 

as parts of overall strategies. Figure 2.1 presents a continuum in which strategies 

like nonviolent action can be simultaneously persuasive and coercive.   

                                                 
7 Social psychologists have also made contributions to the study of persuasion and attitude 
change, though I will not address those sources here (see Chaiken, Gruenfeld, & Judd, 2000). 
8 Strategies have often been counterpoised as negative or positive sanctions, and other scholars 
have used similar tripartite models such as Morton Deutsch's (Deutsch 1973) influence, threats 
and promises, William A. Gamson's (Gamson 1968) persuasion, inducements and constraints, 
or Kenneth Boulding's (Boulding 1989) threat, exchange, and love (Kriesberg 1998:119). 
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Figure 2.1: Classification of inducements and strategies.9 

Terrorism clearly constitutes a form of coercion since it perpetrates physical harm 

or the threat of harm on opponents.  Problem solving represents a highly 

intentional process of negotiation, often at high levels.  Shortly, I will introduce 

another dimension to the model by adding avoidance as a conflict strategy.  

Kriesberg (1998b) shares the concerns presented earlier regarding the 

transformation of conflict, and like other scholars, his agenda seeks to determine 

what shape a conflict will take as it emerges, escalates and de-escalates.  What 

causes conflicts to produce harm, domination, and intractability?  What causes 

conflicts to end in mutually acceptable arrangements and coexistence?  He refers 

to the former outcomes as "destructive" and the latter as "constructive."  He 

                                                 
9 Reprinted with permission of the publisher (Kriesberg 1998:112). 
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contends that nonviolent strategies such as persuasion and reward, are more likely 

to produce constructive outcomes while coercion promotes destructive outcomes 

(also see Coy and Woehrle 2000).10 These efforts have been spurred by the global 

proliferation of ethnic conflicts (Weiner 1998), and they seek to understand which 

methods are likely to lead to tractability, why, and under what circumstances. 

Thus, Kriesberg (1998) advocates research into “constructive" as opposed to 

"destructive" conflict. Methods that impose harm on adversaries tend to 

encourage self-perpetuating conflicts, often leading to “intractable” spirals of 

violence. Alternatively, like Georg Simmel, Kriesberg suggests that conflicts may 

be considered constructive when they facilitate future relationships between 

adversaries, i.e. conflicts that Simmel (1955; 1971 (1908)) refers to as 

“integrative.”  

Whether principled or pragmatic, some features of nonviolent strategies 
tend to foster constructively waged rather than destructively waged 
struggles.  Certainly, the adversary tends to be less dehumanized by the 
process; and indeed, nonviolent action often appeals to the empathy and 
reasonableness of the adversary.  It can even garner respect from the 
adversary (Kriesberg 1998:113).   

A move away from violence is a move, however tenuous, toward 

coexistence (Simmel 1971 [1908]).    

Thus, persuasion or "conversion"11 (Sharp 1973:69), potentially paves the 

way for cooperation between opponents (Bond 1992; Gandhi [1945] 1987; 

                                                 
10 Deutsch (1998: 200-201) takes a similar position characterizing strategies with a concern for 
oneself, and not the other, as competitive and destructive while strategies based on a concern for 
oneself and the other are cooperative and constructive. 
11 Persuasion and conversion, especially as conceptualized by Sharp, are related but not exactly 
the same. Persuasion may or may not involve a broader conversion of an opponent; conversion is a 
consequence of persuasion, but also goes beyond it. Sharp (1973) also acknowledges the 
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Northrup 1997; Teixeira 1999).  In the empirical world, of course, conflict styles 

are rarely pure, and persuasive methods can sometimes be used to coerce (e.g., 

when persuasion brings external pressure to bear on an opponent).  Often, 

adversaries use combinations of coercive and nonviolent methods just as some 

nationalist social movements, including those in Ireland, use both violent and 

nonviolent methods (Ackerman and Kruegler 1994; Irvin 1999; Kriesberg 1998; 

Sharp 1973).  

In short, work in the fields of nonviolent action and conflict 

transformation provide us with analytical tools to distinguish variation in the type 

or quality of methods employed by social actors such as SMOs as well as an 

indication that social movement activities may make significant contributions to 

destructive or constructive conflict outcomes. The focus here falls on 

distinguishing between the methods that parties to conflict, such as social 

movement organizations, might employ. The parading conflicts presented in this 

research represent two strategies that can be categorized as persuasion and 

avoidance, though predictably, neither fits the ideal types.   

Limited Strategic Avoidance.  

Some argue that avoidance constitutes a lack of conflict.  Deutsch claims 

avoidance is the product of a situation in which opponents have concern neither 

for themselves or one another.12 Simmel (1955) felt that avoidance is simply a 

                                                                                                                                     
constructive potential of conversion and accommodation to diminish "the likelihood of bitterness, 
hatred and desire for revenge," factors that stand in the way of coexistence (p. 768).  
12 Deutsch (1998:200). presents two motivations in conflict, "concern for self" and "concern for 
other."  The permutations of those motivations create four strategies, and from those four, he 
derives three motivational orientations: cooperative (concern for self and concern for the other), 
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way in which antagonisms become swept under the carpet of the status quo only 

to resurface later with greater intensity.     

  

Strategy
A=Avoidance

A1

A2

Reward

Persuade

Coerce

 

Figure 2.2: Avoidance strategies, methods and tactics. 

However, in the course of conducting this research project, I have found it 

difficult to discard avoidance as a conflict strategy (see Figure 2.2).  In fact, it 

seems to encompass a number of tactical choices that are, in fact, real options for 

participants in conflicts (Black 1990).  I agree with scholars who have warned that 

pure avoidance, practiced to the exclusion of other strategies, could be considered 

merely an absence of conflict.  However, avoidance can become a strategy in 

conflict, not a lack of conflict.  Opponents rarely use only one strategy, and tactics 

                                                                                                                                     
individualistic (concern for self and no concern for the other), competitive (concern for self and 
concern with besting the other).  Deutsch discards avoidance (no concern for other or self). 
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are rarely pure in their effect. As nonviolent action can be simultaneously 

persuasive and coercive, avoidance can be persuasive or a form of reward.13  The 

use of avoidance as a strategy can either limit and control interactions to reduce 

the chance of violence (Darby 1986:169-170), or it can prove strategic precisely 

because it can symbolically challenge stereotypes and opponents or third parties' 

subjective grasp of the conflict scenario.  For example, participants can 

strategically avoid open conflict with a more able and better-equipped opponent 

in order to evoke sympathy from third parties to the conflict, thus gaining some 

support (Smithey and Kurtz 1999).  However, as I will address later, it is 

important that those who employ avoidance as a strategy also need attempt to 

reconcile their own worldviews and identities with the practice of avoidance.   

Toward a Sociology of Nonviolent Persuasion  

Nonviolent methods of persuasion are studied by practitioners and 

analysts of nonviolent direct action (Ackerman and Kruegler 1994; Sharp 1999), 

“People Power,” or to use Gandhi’s term, Satyagraha (Truth force or Soul force). 

At the core of classic nonviolent struggle is an effort to convert rather than to 

destroy one’s adversary (Gandhi [1945] 1987). The objective of purely nonviolent 

methods of persuasion is not to induce an opponent via coercion or threat 

(Schelling 1976)(cf. Darby, 1986) but to change the adversary’s mind. It does not 

attempt to coerce adversaries into doing something against their will.  At the very 

                                                 
13 Goffman (1959) has argued that coercion can be persuasive, often toward a third party 
observing the coercion of another party (p. 241).  Similarly, one might argue that avoidance can be 
coercive if it draws retaliatory action against an opponent by a sympathetic third party.  
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least, it involves the use of nonviolent symbolic tactics to change one’s image in 

order to mitigate violent retaliation (Teixeira 1999).  

Persuasion is a central force in nonviolence because of its potential to 

redefine conflicts and to transform definitions of issues by adversaries and third 

parties. Thus, persuasion, by its nature, deals with meaning construction and 

transformation. Scholars of nonviolent action argue that nonviolent methods often 

prove successful through substantially limiting an opponent's options or 

persuading and converting their collective will.  “Nonviolent struggle employs 

social power to ‘work’ through and affect human minds” (Bond 1992:55). When a 

strategy employing persuasion is successful, the opponent or third party willingly 

embraces the logic underlying the message (Kriesberg 1998:104).  Strategies that 

feature persuasion involve methods and tactics that change perceptions by 

redefining elements such as the issues under dispute and the identities of people 

involved. I conceptualize persuasion as an inducement; like other inducements 

such as reward and coercion, persuasion is a way of wielding power (Kriesberg 

1998).14   

Strategists use methods tailored to convey a specific argument in hopes 

that the opponent will see the rationality of the argument and change their 

attitudes and their actions.  Persuasive tactics can range from public statements to 

banners and signs to public gestures.  Gene Sharp (1973) emphasizes that protest 

and persuasion is primarily communicative, and he has catalogued fifty-four 

                                                 
14 I recognize the Weberian distinction between power and authority. Persuasion and reward 
roughly correspond with what Weber calls authority while coercion may approximate Weber's 
concept of power (Bell 1999; Sharp 1973). When I refer to the use of persuasion, reward or 
coercion, I mean the use of methods that involve their respective power sources. 
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methods for carrying out nonviolent protest and persuasion including "formal 

statements," "communications with a wider audience," "processions," and a 

category called "withdrawal and renunciation" that includes avoidance-like 

methods such as walk-outs, silence and turning one's back (pp. 109-182).   

To persuade opponents, participants in a conflict send messages through 

formal statements or through the careful use of symbols that may be directed at 

opponents or third parties to the conflict.  The goal may be to persuade opponents 

that one's grievances are legitimate or to redefine the parameters of the conflict, 

perhaps by emphasizing common interests and values or by presenting a less 

aggressive stance toward the opponent (Kriesberg 1998:104-105).  In the research 

presented here, for example, parading has been intentionally used to present a new 

tolerant image of the Orange Order.  

Technically, parades themselves are a kind of ritualistic symbolic 

persuasion in which organizations (usually loyal orders) display symbols such as 

colors, uniforms, banners, music, and props to reaffirm to themselves who they 

are and what their relations are with others (Buckley and Kenny 1995).  The 

militaristic trappings of Orange parades with displays of symbols, such as bowler 

hats and the Union Jack, serve as a public reminder of the participants' loyalty to 

the Crown and British sovereignty in Northern Ireland.  References to the victory 

of King William of Orange over King James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 

ensure that, for many nationalists, parades represent British oppression, which 
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they interpret as "triumphalistic" or "coat-trailing exercises."15  In this sense, 

parades might be considered a form of coercion as well as a form of persuasion.  

However, as I will show, parades have also been choreographed to potentially less 

intimidating ends.  I stipulate "potentially less," because tactics are still actions 

that will be interpreted through the lens of opponents' identities.  History and 

personal and group experiences mediate persuasive tactics, and thus symbolic 

gestures may be considered unauthentic or deceptive propaganda (which may or 

may not be the case in actuality).   

Thus, the power of persuasion lies partially in the mutual dependence of 

each side’s identity on the other. One can throw one’s opponent off balance by 

transforming oneself, the identity upon which the opponent’s own identity is 

partially dependent.  Crafting a message that transforms either oneself or the 

description of the situation can compel the opponent to alter their behavior in 

order to maintain the integrity of their own collective identity. For example, 

appropriating an opponent’s rhetoric and ideals may make it more difficult for 

them to criticize one’s actions. They can be placed in a situation in which they 

comply because it resonates with some part of their sense of self.  

In this dissertation, I explore ways in which persuasive methods have been 

used at the local level in Northern Ireland parading disputes. In addition, I 

propose that tactical choices to avoid conflict may actually contain persuasive 

elements. Kriesberg's (1998) constructive conflict model and the conflict 

                                                 
15 One of my respondents explained that "coat-trailing" was a traditional way of picking a fight.  
One drug one’s coat behind as a symbolic invitation which another could accept by stepping on 
the coat. 
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transformation field provide analytical tools for talking about variation in methods 

and have suggested that methods matter to outcomes. Studying persuasive 

methods, in particular, lends itself to understanding the role of meaning 

construction in social movements. Thus, what interests me is a process in which 

collective actors choreograph nonviolent persuasive tactics to influence others, to 

leverage support for their claims, and to alter the discursive field of the conflict. 

Choreographing Collective Action in Multi-Organizational Fields  

Social Movement Theory and Meaning Construction 

The study of strategy, methods, and tactics has generally taken a back seat 

to issues such as the emergence and maintenance of SMOs, but some attention is 

being given to the relationships between collective action methods and their 

outcomes.  That research has tended to focus on disruptive and violent methods 

(Guigni 1998). My work contributes by incorporating nonviolent methods into the 

field of study.   

I see particularly useful connections between the conflict literature I have 

already presented and culturally-oriented social movement work that emphasizes 

meaning construction. Drawing on the work of Goffman (1974), some scholars 

have incorporated cultural issues by describing a process in which movement 

elites work at mobilizing participants by "aligning" the ideology and goals of their 

movement organizations with the worldviews of members and potential recruits 

(see Benford & Snow, 2000; Hunt, Benford, & Snow, 1994; Snow et al., 1986). 

This school has had notable impact on the study of social movements but has 
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focused on the emergence of social movements and preparation for collective 

action; the role of action itself has received less attention. 

Bert Klandermans (1992:81) notes that little attention has been given to 

"the social construction of meaning in action situations." Stephen Ellingson 

(1995) echoes Klandermans, saying that "The relationship between collective 

action events and the success or failure of movement discourses remains 

undertheorized and ungrounded in detailed empirical studies" (p. 104). Benford 

and Snow (2000:627) have also recently called for additional research on the 

dialectical relationship between collective action frames and events. I respond to 

these comments with an analysis of collective action methods used in Northern 

Ireland parading disputes. 

DISCOURSE AND COLLECTIVE ACTION.  

Scholars who have taken the "linguistic turn" in studying collective 

behavior expand the analysis of meaning construction by emphasizing the 

contested nature of meaning (Benford 1993; Ellingson 1995; Gamson 1992a; 

Kane 1997; Polletta 1997; Sewell 1996; Steinberg 1999) through discursive 

analyses of the rhetoric and narrative (Fine 1995; Kane 2000b; Polletta 1998) 

produced in social movement activities and historical events (Berezin 1997). They 

argue that meaning construction is not located solely in the strategic efforts of 

movement elites to manipulate participation; discursive processes are also 

influenced by the interaction or collision of cultural codes and contexts within 

contingent and unpredictable processes of articulation and interpretation (Ansell 

1997; Kane 1997). Importantly, that process includes the nature of events and 



 40

collective action. Events, as Klandermans (1992:85) argues, “can change the 

relative importance of different collective belief systems over time” as “different 

ideological packages” are differentially accepted or rejected (c.f.Gamson and 

Modigliani 1989).  

I agree with Sewell (1996) and Ellingson (1995) that the moment of 

collective action itself is important to the ongoing construction of meaning; 

indeed, actions can become a part of persuasive discourse, conveying messages, 

arguments, frames and ideas.  Ellingson (1995) focuses on a dialectical process of 

meaning construction in which "speakers" (those who shape and articulate an 

SMO’s message) "shuttle between creating diagnoses and solutions to some social 

problem, implementing a solution through collective action, and then 

incorporating the action into their particular discourses …" (p. 135). This 

dialectical process ultimately shapes the course of a conflict.   

In his analysis of conflict between abolitionists, anti-abolitionists and "law 

and order" advocates in antebellum Cincinnati, Ellingson argues that the work of 

framing and counterframing (Benford 1987; Klandermans 1992; Ryan 1991) is 

not only a matter of one opponent’s responding to another's arguments; the 

process is influenced by collective actions (c.f. Gamson 1988).  Ellingson's focus 

on collective action and meaning construction by "speakers" (newspaper editors 

in his case) is helpful, though it is also important to emphasize that the 

interpretation and construction of meaning is not exclusively the purview of 

spokespersons, but also participants and third parties. The significance of 

Ellingson’s study lies in his emphasis on the dynamics of the event itself and how 
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the dialectical relationship between an event and the discourse or framing process 

unfolds, transforming the definition of the situation in the larger community. 

 A similar emphasis can be found in Sewell’s (1996) exploration of the 

taking of the Bastille in Paris in 1789 and its implications for France’s transition 

from a monarchy to a fledgling democracy and the emergence of the modern 

concept of revolution. Sewell notes that historians since Herodotus “have written 

about events” (p. 841) but that theoretical work on events per se has been 

relatively rare among historians, sociologists, and the social sciences generally. 

What I am documenting is a process of cultural transformation of the sort that 

Anne Kane (1997) analyzes. She argues that meaning construction in the Irish 

Land War of 1879-1882 was a matter not of manipulating static symbols, as 

sometimes posited in the framing perspective in social movement theory, but a 

dynamic process located within a culture “constantly transformed through social 

action ‘enabled and constrained’ by social structure.” The key to the process is the 

nature of the structure of culture in which symbols are “metaphorical, ambiguous, 

and polysemous” and subject to individual and collective interpretations of 

experience (p. 271).  

One issue that has not been fully addressed to date is the extent to which 

various kinds of collective action events are more or less suited to the discursive 

work that current social movement theory emphasizes. I propose that analyses of 

"events" and "collective actions" could make more of the type and quality of 

collective action. As Gamson (1992:70) observes, “there is an important and 

complicated relationship between the characteristics of events and the success of 
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certain frames.” I argue that the events I have examined in Northern Ireland were 

themselves part of the discourse in which movement participants employed 

collective action tactics to persuade multiple audiences in a multiple-

organizational field.  

As I will show, collective actors can strategically choreograph events to 

disseminate discursive arguments to multiple parties during a conflict, not just 

before or after an event. This is not to say that retrospective interpretation is not 

important. In fact, collective action events can be choreographed in order to 

strategically set-up the interpretation of events. Movement elites can, for example, 

design and execute a collective action event and then disseminate a corresponding 

crafted message that enhances their movement’s contribution to the conflict 

discourse.  

The ways in which groups choose to conduct their actions will also be 

influenced by political opportunity (Irvin 1999; McAdam 1982) previous 

experience, culture, biography and ongoing discourse (Gamson 1992b; Gamson 

1995; Irvin 1999; Jasper 1997; Lederach 1995).  However, organizations can also 

deploy capabilities, exert some control over the process and thus exhibit agency 

(Gamson 1992a; Giddens 1984; Sewell 1992), or as Jasper (1997:11, 303) 

eloquently puts it, "artful" or "virtuosic" choices.  

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY 

My attention to this point has been focused on collective action. I now turn 

to collective identity and the relations between collective identity and collective 

action. In ethnic conflict situations, the means of conflict are important, but 
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identity conflicts often become classified as intractable because parties to the 

conflict are driven to extremism in defending collective identities. McGarry and 

O’Leary (1995) refer to this as the “autonomy of nationalism and ethnicity” (p. 

152). While I do not believe that collective identities are non-negotiable, they are 

precious to groups, sometimes sacred, and they can fuel destructive conflict. 

Identity has been a central component of conflict in Northern Ireland and has 

gained considerable currency in the social sciences, attracting scholars from 

diverse fields such as social psychology, sociology, and political science (Cerulo 

1997; Stryker, Owens, and White). I note these three fields in particular, because 

they have addressed the intersection of identity and conflict.  

However, I assume a cultural perspective in which social behavior is 

predicated on frameworks of meaning, models of the world that organize behavior 

among those who share the models. Notably, the social scientific study of culture 

has recently been brought to bear on the study of social movements, providing 

important theoretical tools for understanding the basic dynamics of identity 

conflict (Ellingson 1995; Kane 1997; Sewell 1992; Steinberg 1999).  

Each person has a sense of self or, put differently, an identity. That 

identity is constantly formed through a lifetime of social interactions in various 

spheres of life encompassing multiple statuses and roles that can include mother, 

child, teacher, employee, leader, etc. An individual incorporates an array of 

characteristics into a generally consistent, if highly nuanced, sense of self. 

However, I am primarily interested in collective identity, a counterpart of the 

individual self. Collective identity consists of a sense of group solidarity or 
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identification, often referred to as “we-ness,” that resides among people with 

common interests and experience and that may, when intense or under threat, 

drive collective action. Collective identity is an abstraction that incorporates a 

group’s history, mythology, experience, principles and beliefs. It is not monolithic 

for most people, and the connection between collective identity and personal 

identity varies depending on the situational context (Waddell and Cairns 

1986).16,17  

Social Identity Theory 

Social psychologists have made important contributions to our 

understanding of identity formation in conflict situations by asserting that the 

process is a common feature of human social life.  As Ed Cairns (1994), a 

psychologist at the University of Ulster in Northern Ireland has put it, "What I 

                                                 
16 For example, Protestants or Catholics may consider their collective identities highly salient in 
Northern Ireland and less salient while they are abroad on holidays. For example, I was told 
Protestants or Catholics may consider their collective identities highly salient in Northern Ireland 
and less salient while they are abroad on holidays. Data from the Northern Ireland Life and Times 
Survey for 1999 indicates that Protestants reclassify themselves depending on where they are 
traveling. If traveling in Spain, 56 percent of Protestants said they would say they were British. 
That percentage falls to 46 percent if traveling in England. Simultaneously, more Protestants 
identify themselves as from Ulster or Northern Ireland when traveling in England or the Republic 
of Ireland. Trends are similar but less pronounced for Catholics (Queen's University Belfast and 
Ulster 1999). 
17 Bert Klandermans and Marga de Weerd (2000) distinguish between social (personal) identity 
and collective identity by emphasizing the crucial organizational nature of collective identity. 
They argue, “To be sure, individuals may identify with a cause without identifying with groups or 
organizations that work for the cause. But that, in our view, does not constitute collective identity. 
After all, collective identity is defined here as a group characteristic, as beliefs shared by members 
of a group” (p. 75). Ultimately, a hard and fast distinction that hinges on membership in SMOs 
will be of limited use. True, collective identity might be strongest or most salient for those who 
participate in organized behavior. However, to include only activists in a definition of collective 
behavior eliminates from view those who identify and constitute potential activists or persuadable 
third parties, sub groups that might become more active under the right circumstances. In other 
words, it diminishes the nuance of diversity in social movements.  
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hope Social Identity Theory will do is influence people to see the conflict as a 

form of behavior which is determined by essentially normal psychological 

processes, but normal psychological processes which are operating in exceptional 

circumstances" (p. 14). Cognitive psychologists, through social identity theory, 

claim all people have a limited capacity for processing stimuli from the world 

around them.  They simplify the world though social schemata, stereotypes, or 

ideologies, thus meeting a need for ontological coherence (Cairns 1994; Tajfel 

1982). They are also compelled to maintain a positive sense of self-worth, self-

efficacy, and self-authenticity (Gecas 2000; Melucci 1995). Two leading scholars 

of social identity theory, Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner (1986) have derived the 

following theoretical principles: 

 
1. Individuals strive to achieve or to maintain positive social 

identity. 

2. Positive social identity is based to a large extent on 

favorable comparisons that can be made between the in-

group and some relevant out-groups: the in-group must be 

perceived as positively differentiated or distinct from the 

relevant out-groups. 

3. When social identity is unsatisfactory, individuals will 

strive either to leave their existing group and join some 

more positively distinct group and/or to make their existing 

group more positively distinct (p. 16). 
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Social identity theory offers a useful framework for the study of divided societies, 

and indeed, Northern Ireland has proved a valuable testing ground for social 

psychological research into identity reconstruction in a divided society (e.g. 

Cairns and Mercer 1984; Gallagher 1989; Waddell and Cairns 1986). 

The simple act of defining one’s in-group (and therefore out-groups) is 

associated with prejudicial attitudes and discrimination (Dovidio, Gaertner, 

Anastasio, and Sanitioso 1992; Perdue, Dovidio, Gurtman, and Tyler 1990) thus 

attracting the attention of social scientists who want to understand why members 

of groups discriminate against members of out-groups. To the extent that 

opponents in a conflict situation ignore, condone or openly advocate the 

exploitation of one group over another, the groups will heighten the boundaries 

between them by intensifying distinctions between them. Inter-group boundaries 

can become so rigid and others vilified and dehumanized to such an extent that 

group members become more likely to sanction and employ the use of lethal 

force, thus escalating conflicts.  

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY AND COLLECTIVE INTER-ACTION 

Specifying the exact nature of the relationship between identity and 

conflict methodology is difficult.  I cannot make authoritative statements about a 

causal relationship between the two, primarily because one would need 

longitudinal data to track enduring changes in identity.  However, I can identify 

tension between collective identity and changes in collective action methods.  

Collective action must be reconciled with collective identity. Collective actions 

must be seen to express the group’s goals and values. Similarly, the opponent’s 
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actions must be reconciled with the group’s standard view of the opponent.  Some 

strategies, while offering a strategic advantage, may not match well with a 

group’s collective identity. For example, avoiding conflict with an opponent 

might offend a group’s sense of honor.  

The tension arises from the impulse, articulated in social identity theory, 

to maintain a stable and coherent sense of identity within an ongoing process of 

identity formation (Melucci 1995). Identities have an inherent stability and 

cohesion, and like the symbols that represent identities, they are simultaneously 

malleable and sturdy.  They do not simply bend to fit circumstances and will 

resist change.  However, identities are also flexible and can be modified.  

The formation of identity within conflict is contingent on the interaction of 

parties to the conflict. One of the greatest contributions by scholars of social 

interaction has been the argument that identity or sense of self is intimately tied to 

interaction.  Goffman’s (1959; 1963) work is among the most notable. His 

dramaturgical approach proposes that people interact according to shared but 

negotiable scripts. Individuals work to manage the impressions they project to 

their advantage, but there is also a pervasive drive to cooperate in the mutual 

production of social interaction. Parties to social interaction operate from senses 

of self that are multi-faceted but also coherent, and they need each other to 

maintain semi-predictable roles in order that they can reliably respond to one 

another. Ultimately, participants’ social selves, (and collective identities at the 

group level) are developed through the accumulation of experiences within such 



 48

social interactions. In other words, identity is created through interaction as actors 

incorporate experience into identity. 

The application of Goffman’s (1974) work on framing to the social 

movement literature suggests that his approach to interaction also works at the 

collective level (Benford and Snow 2000).  Social movement scholars have 

rightly taken an interpretive approach and applied Goffman’s work on frame 

analysis and the contextualization of interaction, but Goffman’s work on the 

mutual negotiation of roles and identities seems to have been left out. The framing 

literature has tended instead to address the framing efforts of elites within 

(SMOs). However, when the scope of analysis is broadened to incorporate the 

field of opponents in a conflict situation, one finds there is a discursive process at 

work between parties to a conflict. They attempt to make use of each other’s 

frames to strategic advantage. This includes the constant negotiation and re-

negotiation of relationships, and it can take place through public rhetorical 

discourse, the choreography of public collective action, and the somewhat 

unpredictable clash of ideas (Kane 1997).  

A similar approach focuses on the relational nature of conflict where 

action and meaning meet in the interplay of symbols. Collective identity is 

conveyed through symbols that give the identity a tangible quality and around 

which solidarity can develop (Durkheim 1915). Symbols aid in the pursuit of 

group goals through the maintenance of group boundaries, especially when the 

group is under threat (Bryson and McCartney 1994:21).18   

                                                 
18 Ironically, threat is often perceived as greatest when opponents are in many ways like one 
another. The differences between groups that become condensed in symbols stand out more 
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The anthropologist Zdzisław Mach's (1993) work on culture and conflict 

is a useful resource in theorizing collective identity and the symbolic relationships 

between groups in conflict. Mach describes the structure of culture in which 

symbols are the building blocks of group identity.  Through the use of signs and 

symbols, humans are able to communicate, establishing conventional distinctions 

between objects, actions, experiences, and other people.  They are the vehicles of 

human communication, and thus, group relations.  Unlike a sign, which is a 

simple reference to some corresponding action or thought, symbols carry 

ideological and emotional weight.  They are the vehicles of meaning, and in 

relation to one another, constitute virtual models of the world through which 

group members interpret their everyday experiences.  Symbols, often compiled in 

the form of narratives, serve as markers, identifying and reminding group 

members of important (and often sacred) goals, aspirations, needs, principles and 

values (Kane 2000a). The collection of symbols which group members encounter 

in everyday life, and perhaps more importantly within rituals, constitute a system 

from which they derive identity and personality.   

Symbols also impel group members to action.  Because of their ability to 

organize group members within an ideological position or agenda and their ability 

to provoke emotion, symbols impel various forms of group action (Aretxaga 

1997; Kane 2001). Thus, symbols not only communicate information about values 
                                                                                                                                     
vividly, so to speak, against a familiar background. Weber (1978 (1920)) called them 
“conspicuous differences” (p. 390). Freud referred to the “narcissism of minor differences” while 
Simmel (Simmel 1971 [1908]; Simmel 1955) argued, “People who have many common features 
often do one another worse or “wronger” wrong than complete strangers do. Sometimes they do 
this because the large area common to them has become a matter of course, and hence what is 
temporarily different, rather than what is common, determines their mutual position.” (p. 91).  
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and principles, they organize group behavior, including relations with other 

groups.  

Collective Identity and Collective Action Methods 

In the social movement literature, relatively little scholarly attention has 

been paid to the choice of collective action methods and tactics. For political 

opportunity and resource mobilization scholars, tactics have been an 

underspecified function of external factors (Jasper 1997:235). However, there are 

some scholars who have turned to culture within social movement organizations 

for clues about tactical choices. James M. Jasper (1997) addresses “tastes in 

tactics”: “Tactics are rarely, if ever, neutral means about which protestors do not 

care. Tactics represent important routines, emotionally and morally salient in 

these people’s lives” (p. 237). For example, tactics may be intimately tied to value 

systems that dictate what kind of action is considered moral or honorable (Gecas 

2000). 

The collective action a group takes is not initiated from a cultural vacuum. 

Ann Swidler (1986; 1995) has characterized culture as a “toolbox” of resources 

such as experience, lore, and ritual from which social movements develop action 

(1986:284). According to this view, the group’s history and experience contribute 

to the repertoire of tactics upon which it might call. For example, the republican 

hunger strikes were couched in a practice of fasting in Brehon law called destrain 

in which a victim of injustice would fast outside the door of the offender until 

justice was done. Thus, the strikers drew on a component of Irish identity and 

history to inspire contemporary political action (Aretxaga 1997:82). Social 
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movements can easily draw on collective memories that are decades and even 

centuries old (c.f. Smithey and Kurtz 1999). 

However, the relationship between identity and action is not 

unidirectional, but dialectical. Collective action is not limited to a pre-set 

repertoire. Identity is forged in action, or rather in interaction between groups. 

Klandermans (1992) explains: 

On the one hand, the social construction of meaning precedes collective 
action and determines its direction; on the other, collective action in its 
turn determines the process of meaning construction.  This relationship 
suggests that processes of meaning construction take place at three levels: 
(1) the level of public discourse and the formation and transformation of 
collective identities; (2) the level of persuasive communication during 
mobilization campaigns by movement organizations, their opponents, and 
countermovement organizations; and (3) the level of consciousness raising 
during episodes of collective action (p. 81-82). 

In short, interaction between parties in conflict mediates the reconstruction of 

identity. Interpretation, the ongoing process in which people engage their cultural 

models of the world, occurs within the context of social interaction both within 

groups and without.  Through public discourse, often between opponents, 

symbols and their meanings are put into contention with one another.  In some 

cases, but not all, the result is new meaning (Kane 1997; Mach 1993).  Symbols 

that mark identity take on their meaning against the backdrop of a group's 

relations with the “other.”  Those relations modify the cultural models through 

which they interpret one another. According to Laraña et al. (Laraña, Johnston 

and Gusfield 1994),  

[Collective identity] is built through shared definitions of the situation by 
its members, and it is a result of a process of negotiation and ‘laborious 
adjustment’ of different elements relating to the ends and means of 
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collective action and its relations to the environment. By this process of 
interaction, negotiation and conflict over the definition of the situation, 
and the movement’s reference frame, members construct the collective 
‘we’  (p. 15).   

Similarly, Mach states that the character of relations between people influences 

the shape of their cultural models: 

The changes in the balance of power between the groups or in any 
fundamental aspects of these relations such as increased or decreased 
degree of interdependence, changing legal or economic structure, 
influence the character of relations between people and transform their 
symbolic interactions which in turn introduce changes into interpretations 
of symbolic categories and into models of identity.  The dynamic process 
of identification of action and interpretation consists in interdependence 
between the social world and its mental model with its intellectual and 
emotional content.  This process constitutes the essence of the historical 
evolution of relations between various human groups (Mach 1993:44). 

I propose that collective action tactics should be included in Mach’s “fundamental 

aspects of [group] relations.” Groups' models of the world, including stereotypes 

of others, are developed and refined within fluid and dynamic relations with 

others.  Groups' actions, be they economic, political or otherwise, influence their 

views of one another, and thus, their own identities.   

How then might variability in the type of actions influence the 

reconstruction of identity on either side of a conflict? Must a group's cultural 

model of the world adapt in order to accommodate various conflict methodologies 

that the group uses or that are used against the group?  The methodologies groups 

employ while conducting conflict are a remarkable feature in the character of 

their relations and the reconstruction of their interdependent identities.  The ways 

in which groups conduct themselves in conflict situations influence the ways in 

which they perceive each other and themselves.  In particular, the choreography 



 53

of collective action events can constitute discourse between parties to conflict that 

influences the reconstruction of their identities. 

In a society like Northern Ireland, collective identities are central to 

chronic social division, and their opposition can exacerbate political struggle, 

creating intractable conflict. Routine tasks such as purchasing groceries, dropping 

one’s children off at school or enjoying an evening at the pub can contribute to 

the maintenance of group boundaries and identities.  However, the creation of 

identity through collective action is most famously documented in the study of 

collective action via symbolic ritual or moments of public dramatization (Bryson 

and McCartney 1994; Buckley and Kenny 1995; Durkheim 1915; Jarman 1997; 

Loftus 1994). Collective identity guides action, but the process is not 

unidirectional. Action also reproduces collective identity (Bryson and McCartney 

1994).  

Anthony G. Buckley & Mary Catherine Kenney (1995) argue in their 

work on social drama in Northern Ireland that action of most any sort creates a 

moment in which the mental sense of self becomes tangible. “Identity is rooted in 

what people do” (p. 211).19 In explaining the relationship between identity and 

action, Buckley and Kenney apply Goffman’s distinction between real and virtual 

identity. A “real” identity is one a person “really has” as opposed to the virtual 

                                                 
19  Buckley and Kenney maintain that ethnicity is not primarily rooted in highly visible symbolic 
markers such as flags, colors, and dress that signal collective identity, but in the patterns of 
routinized social interaction that constitute social boundaries. From their theoretical vantage point, 
“it is the social division that has created a need for distinctive cultural markers so that people can 
tell which person is on which side.”   Their model is helpful, though insisting dogmatically on 
action or culture as the starting point of identity formation is not helpful since they are in a 
dialectical relationship.  
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identity the person presents to others. Virtual identities obtain reality or 

objectivity when they are mutually accepted in a negotiated relationship between 

participants in an interaction.  

Furthermore, social interaction takes place within frames of meaning that 

contextualize encounters. For Buckley and Kenney, “operational frames” are 

unspoken and guide simple social action allowing people to negotiate common 

encounters such as a motorist slowing to allow a pedestrian to cross the street or a 

customer purchasing a product from a clerk. “Rhetorical frames” can be presented 

to another participant in an interaction “with the aim of changing his [or her] 

definition of a particular piece of reality” (p. 28). Public “dramatizations” ranging 

from a simple greeting to choreographed collective action can present rhetorical 

frames. The identities within the frame are then either accepted or rejected by 

other participants. “When one person presents himself [sic] to another, there are 

strong elements of both experiment and persuasion in the presentation” (Buckley 

and Kenny 1995:30). To the extent that rhetorical frameworks are roundly 

accepted, they become operational, and so it follows that, “when a person acts he 

[sic] also defines himself.” Or rather, he or she defines himself or herself if and 

when the rhetorical frame presented is accepted by others in the sphere of 

interaction. In that event, the virtual identity presented within the frame becomes 

to some (perhaps modest) extent real. Thus, people are co-creators with one 

another in the reconstruction of their identities.  

I join Buckley and Kenney in proposing that this process operates at the 

collective level and that public rituals or dramatizations (such as parades) embody 
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moments in which rhetorical frames are presented and either accepted or rejected 

by participants and bystanders. However, I also want to extend the discussion to 

conflict situations which, in the case of parades, are also public and strategic 

cultural displays. In other words, collective action methods, especially those with 

high symbolic content, present definitions of the conflict situation that reflect and 

recreate collective identity.  

In conflicted relations, the dialectical relationship between identity 

formation and methods becomes especially crucial because identities, and the 

values and principles they encompass, can inspire or limit the range of methods 

that a group deploys. Strategies’ effectiveness will also depend, in part, on their 

suitability for addressing opponents’ and third parties’ collective identities. 

Persuasion and Collective Identity 

The relationship between collective identity and collective action is 

particularly important in the use of methods of persuasion. In contrast with 

avoidance and coercion, persuasion is an attempt to communicate psychologically 

and emotionally powerful arguments to an opponent or third parties and induce 

them to willingly behave in a desired fashion.20  The power of persuasive 

collective action tactics lies in the attempt to represent reality in such a way that 

opponents or third parties accept a new definition of the situation and the 

                                                 
20 Neither pure coercion nor avoidance attempts to utilize the will of the opponent. Rewards 
utilize the will of the opponent, but such methods rely primarily on opponents’ pragmatic 
interests, not their collective identity. Coercion or threat of harm and rewards can be discursive 
like persuasion, but only persuasion is defined by an attempt to reframe the parameters of a 
dispute (including self-image, the issues under contention, etc.) such that the opponent or third 
parties decide to comply because their goals, interests, and values require a new kind of action 
within a new or modified definition of the situation. 
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persuader.  The practice of persuasion is, thus, a form of meaningful interaction 

within a conflict situation, and the question of identity formation is particularly 

appropriate for at least three reasons.  

First, transforming one’s own collective identity, for example, can 

anticipate the attack of the opponent in a jiu-jitsu-like fashion. By rhetorically 

presenting a virtual self, the force of the opponents’ action can be made less 

effective. Persuasion can entail placing the opponent in a potentially awkward 

position of responding to a new definition of the conflict situation that has been 

tailored to favor the user of the persuasive tactic. For example, highlighting one’s 

minority status can steal critiques from opponents that they might otherwise use.  

Second, the appeal can, at least temporarily, force the user into the equally 

awkward position of assuming the new strategic guise. In the process, the group 

recreates their own identity and may incorporate a novel partial identity into their 

generalized collective identity. Emphasizing some part of one’s identity over 

others or restating the identity in new ways creates a tension. The challenge lies in 

maintaining a stable sense of collective identity and yet taking strategic advantage 

of the persuasive methods at the same time.   Third, persuasion requires the user 

to humanize the other to some extent. The opponent must be considered 

persuadable, having rational faculties. It assumes some legitimacy of the other 

and thus a measure of equality is injected into the situation.21  There is, thus, a 

tension between acknowledging the humanity of the other side through discourse 

(especially face-to-face dialogue) and maintaining the definitive distance between 

                                                 
21 These features make persuasion more constructive than coercion. 
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the other and one’s own group. Consequently, some groups will struggle between 

the advantages offered by persuasive methods, the rhetorical frames presented by 

opponents and the maintenance of their own identity. 

In short, there is a considerable amount of cultural work that goes on as all 

parties try to reconcile their collective action methods and their understandings of 

the “other” with their own collective identities. The challenge for research lies in 

the fact that it is difficult to discover the seams between identity and action. 

Without extensive longitudinal data, one is limited methodologically to an 

analysis that captures change in methods more easily than changes in identity. 

Collective action methods are deployed in discrete periods of time while identities 

are developed over lifetimes. Nonetheless, through narrative analysis of 

interviews conducted with participants in parading disputes, I will identify 

evidence of tension and symbiosis between collective identity and collective 

action methods and tactics. 

An exchange between two Northern Ireland politicians on a popular radio 

talk show illustrates the tension between collective identity and persuasion.22 In 

the conversation, David Ervine (a prominent politician representing the 

Progressive Unionist Party which has links to the paramilitary Ulster Volunteer 

Force) expressed his shock at hearing Martin McGuinness (a republican Sinn Féin 

politician, Minister of Education, and former IRA commander) declare at the 

Labour Party conference that the peace process is primarily about the partition of 

Northern Ireland from the Republic of Ireland, thus calling British sovereignty 

                                                 
22 The radio program, called Talkback, was broadcast on October 6, 2000. 
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into question.  Unionists, such as David Ervine, feel they are making exceedingly 

difficult compromises in the interest of preserving the union while many 

Republicans consider the peace process a stepping stone toward a united Ireland. 

McGuinness: Our position is spelt out and our support for the Good Friday 
Agreement does spell out the fact that we are dealing with a status quo, 
but one that we believe that we can change.  And then, we are about the 
business of persuading people about a united Ireland. 

[The moderator, David Dunseith, asks McGuinness if he is as open to 
being persuaded as he is to persuading others which Dunseith cleverly 
calls "parity in the matter of persuasion."] 

McGuinness:  We will present our political preference, and we will listen 
carefully to those who honestly have a different perspective.  But, you 
know, I'm an Irish republican because I am already convinced that that is 
the logical and sensible outcome. … And, I think I can convince others 
who have a different perspective from me about the logic of my position. 

Dunseith:  Fair enough, but then, you would say you are a democrat in 
these matters; you would have to accept the logic of others. 

McGuinness: I would have to take account of the logic of others, and I am 
stating to you, in answer to your question, that I am prepared to listen to 
those arguments.  But, I think I have a very convincing case, and I really 
would welcome the opportunity to discuss my analysis with those of the 
Unionist persuasion.  I do think that the fact that there is such unanimity 
within broad Nationalism tells you that people, even at the instinctive 
level, recognize the, if you like, the flow of history.  And, I believe that 
when you look at the divisions within Unionism that clearly those same 
forces are at work. … but it is my conviction that will eventually result in 
constitutional change which should be by agreement.   

When Martin McGuinness was pushed on the issue of persuasion, he went to 

significant lengths to make it clear to others, and probably to himself, that the use 

of persuasion did not require him to sacrifice his "conviction," the ideology and 

principles of his republicanism.  Dunseith suggested that, logically, his position 

required that he also be open to persuasion, to which McGuinness agreed, but 
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McGuinness also felt bound to declare, "I'm an Irish republican because I am 

already convinced that that is the logical and sensible outcome."  Mr. McGuinness 

appears caught between a strategy that relies on political persuasion, but one 

which brings with it a logic that challenges the sanctity of republican ideology.  

Similarly, Aretxaga (1997) describes the cultural work Bobby Sands 

undertook while he and others refined the prison strikes to strategic advantage 

while also preserving their Irish collective identity:  

Sands was simultaneously reinterpreting while enacting a myth model 
deeply rooted in Irish culture (i.e., redemptive Christian sacrifice) by 
fusing it with mythological images of Gaelic warriors and socialist ideals 
of national liberation. Simultaneously, Sands was fighting with rational 
instrumentality a concrete political battle that influenced, at least 
temporarily, the balance of power between Britain and the republican 
movement in Northern Ireland, a fight that led the latter to a political 
reconfiguration (p. 81). 

These tensions suggests a relationship between strategy and identity that I will 

pursue further through analysis of empirical data on parading disputes collected in 

two rural towns.   

I have attempted to develop a model that incorporates both collective 

action and collective identity. According to this model, collective interaction is 

discursive, and the kinds of collective action strategies that actors develop are 

sometimes a significant feature of the discourse, especially when the methods 

include choreographed persuasion. The discursive nature of collective action is a 

factor in the mutual reproduction of collective identity by opponents in conflict 

situations. However, a tension may also exist between a group’s collective 

identity and its own collective action strategies, depending on how the tactics 

frame the opponent.  
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This model brings together previously disparate fields in a useful way. Its 

major contributions lie in expanding the field in which scholars situate social 

movement analysis, providing tools for discussing collective action strategy, and 

unpacking the relationship between collective action tactics and collective 

identity. In the following chapters, I will present parading disputes in two 

Northern Ireland towns and make use of the model in uncovering tensions 

between opponents’ collective action choices and their collective identities. 
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Chapter Three: The Troubles, Parading, and a New Political 
Dispensation  

In the early years of the Troubles, it appeared that Northern Ireland might 

become the scene of a nonviolent revolution much like the civil rights movement 

in the United States. Tragically, however, the Northern Ireland civil rights 

movement gave way to paramilitary and state violence that eroded into twenty-

five years of protracted and allegedly intractable conflict.  Fortunately, since the 

mid-eighties, a transformation in the methods used by republicans has proliferated 

and been taken up by other parties. Public relations in constitutional politics and 

grassroots activism have increasingly replaced violence, at least for the present. In 

a sense, Northern Ireland has come full circle to the days of the civil rights 

movement, except that both sides are now trying to play the part of the underdog. 

Before presenting the ethnographic data collected in two rural towns in 

Northern Ireland, I should introduce uninitiated readers to conflict in Northern 

Ireland and parading in particular. I will also identify a broad but tangible shift in 

the methods used to conduct conflict over the past thirty years. Interestingly, the 

elaborate practice of parading, by loyalists, nationalists, and republicans has 

become a venue in public space for waging public relations battles. Some would 

argue that parading has intentionally been made a field of contention by 

politically savvy republicans, but there is also evidence that unionists and loyalists 

are joining them. Persuading opponents and third parties is the name of the new 

game, and parades a playing field. 
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A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO CONFLICT IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

Ireland’s history is one of successive invasions. The “infiltration” of Celtic 

culture from as early as 1000 B.C. marked the beginning of a complicated 

multiculturalism that was heightened through invasions. The consecutive 

invasions of Ireland extend well back into the 9th century with Viking raids, and 

in the latter half of the 12th century, Ulster was given its name, Ulaidh, during the 

Norman invasion (Bardon 1992:27). In 1154, Ireland was “given” to King Henry 

II by Pope Adrian IV based on Constantinian precedence that any island belonged 

to the Roman Catholic Church (Bardon 1992:32). Four hundred years later, in 

1541, Henry VIII laid the first English monarchical claim to the whole of Ireland, 

but the Anglo presence was not truly colonial until after Ulster, the most Gaelic 

region in Ireland at the time, had been weakened by Lord Mountjoy’s military 

campaigns in the services of Queen Elizabeth.  

The reign of King James I brought plantation at the beginning of the 17th 

century. The most famous sectarian turn of events began in the middle of the 17th 

century in the midst of settlement with the 1641 massacres of Protestants by local 

Irish to which some hard-line Protestants today still refer.23 Oliver Cromwell 

arrived in August 1649 to brutally put down the Catholic uprising. Catholics were, 

however, given some reprieve under the rule of Charles II, and in 1685, King 

James II, a Catholic, received the throne, but his reign was short. The Dutch 

Protestant King William III (of Orange) seized the throne and later defeated 

James II on Irish soil at the Battle of the Boyne (1690), a victory the Protestant 

                                                 
23 The validity of Protestant claims regarding the massacres has been questioned by historians, 
but the massacres have remained a part of unionist political history in Ireland (Bardon 1992:137). 
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Orange Order celebrates to this day.  Nearly a century later, feuding between the 

Protestant Peep O’ Day Boys and the Catholic Defenders, resulted in the Battle of 

the Diamond and the formation of the Orange Order on September 21, 1795. The 

historical stage was now set for contemporary. 

Meanwhile, the nationalist movement was taking it first revolutionary leap 

forward. Encouraged by the French Revolution and the successes of the American 

colonists, Wolfe Tone, a Dublin lawyer, mobilized the United Irishmen rebellion, 

culminating in the uprising of 1798.  However, the movement failed, and the Act 

of Union of 1800 constitutionally joined Ireland to Britain.  The remainder of the 

century saw various unfruitful attempts at separation from Britain by the Fenian 

Brotherhood, Charles Stewart Parnell, William Ewart Gladstone, and others 

(Hoppen 1989; Kee 1972). The latter part of the century was especially crucial as 

nationalism gained a unified voice during the Land War of 1879 to 1882 (Kane 

2000a), and Brian Walker (1996) argues that the run-up to the 1885-1886 

elections were central to the construction of polarized religio-political ideologies 

that have fuelled modern conflict in Ireland.  

Some date the start of "the Troubles"24 to the Easter Rising of 1916 in 

which British forces put down a republican rebellion and martyred the insurgents. 

By 1920, guerrilla warfare had spread across Ireland, and partition was 

established under the Government of Ireland Act to create a convenient Protestant 

majority in the new Ulster.25 This in turn led to the establishment of the Irish Free 

                                                 
24   Northern Ireland’s political conflict is often generally referred to as “the Troubles.” 
25   “Ulster” is a term often used in reference to the province of Northern Ireland.  Actually, 
partition by the Government of Ireland Act in 1920 excluded three of the nine counties that 
historically comprised Ulster. 
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State in 1921 and the Republic of Ireland in 1937.  Violence erupted sporadically, 

as notably in 1954, up until the civil rights marches of 1968-1969. The Northern 

Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA), consisting of community, labor, and 

political organizations, protested systematic discrimination against Catholics in 

housing and employment. Encouraged by the successes of the Civil Rights 

Movement in the United States, they used nonviolent direct action and brought 

about substantial reforms under the O’Neill government.  However, after some 

reforms had been granted, students involved in the movement under the auspices 

of the People’s Democracy insisted on continued public protest via a march from 

Belfast to Derry.  Unfortunately, Unionists (including off-duty police officers) 

repeatedly attacked the marchers, whom the Royal Ulster Constabulary did little 

to protect; some even assisted the assailants.  Eventually, the movement declined 

into violent riots, the British Army intervened, and the Provisional IRA splintered 

from the Official IRA (Bardon 1992; Rose 1971:88-112).  

The years since the arrival of the British army have been some of Ireland's 

most violent years.  The conflict is called "the Troubles" because the violence is 

not a civil war but instead a smoldering, intractable, often violent, struggle. 

Nationalist grievances over the political status of prisoners, or the interrogation 

privileges afforded security forces under special anti-terrorism legislation, or 

unionist fears of Republican violence multiply, and factions construct their own 

methodologies and systems of logic regarding divisive political issues. 

The “damnable question” over sovereignty lies at the root of conflict in 

Ireland (Dangerfield 1976). However, the conflict has long since become 
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imbedded in psyches and culture. Northern Ireland is fragmented over a range of 

issues, identities, circumstances, and loyalties, and suffers from an acute identity 

crisis that defies political progress. In the words of Richard Rose (1971): 

A resident of Ulster has a wealth of identities to choose from . . . Nearly 
everyone in Northern Ireland has a sense of identity, but there is no 
collective agreement about what the nation is (p. 205). 

Northern Ireland is a "fragment of larger societies" (Rose 1971:74).  The obvious 

split lies between one identity as Irishmen living in a British territory, cut off from 

the free state, and another as British citizens living on the island of Ireland, cut off 

from Britain. However, Tom Wilson (1989) has pointed out in his book, Ulster: 

Conflict and Consent, that in a sense, three minorities are involved (two of them, 

if we exclude Protestants in the Republic for the purposes of this study): 

1. The Protestants are a minority on the island as a whole.  The 
Republic's constitutional claim on Ulster [recently repealed] makes 
uncomfortable unionists and pious Protestants feel as if they are 
precariously perched in one corner of an island full of Catholic 
heretics. 

2. Catholics are a demographic and political minority in Northern 
Ireland and have often been treated unfairly by local Protestant 
governments through gerrymandering, housing, and job 
discrimination, to name a few examples. 

The concept of "double minorities" is common in the literature on Northern 

Ireland (Byrne and Carter 1996; FitzGerald 1988; Whyte 1990). Uninitiated 

readers might find Protestant unionist alienation counter-intuitive, but it plays a 

profound role in perpetuating identity polarization and conflict in the province 

(Dunn and Morgan 1994; Miller 1978). Thus, Garret Fitzgerald, (1988) a former 
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Taoiseach, 26 emphasizes the centrality of identity to the perpetuation of conflict 

in Ireland: 

If real progress is to be made towards resolving what Britain describes as 
the Irish problem -- but which many Irish people feel would much more 
accurately be described as the problem Britain has created in Ireland -- the 
identity of both Irish nationalists and northern unionists, each fractured 
and confused in quite different ways by the events of the past couple of 
decades, must therefore be remodeled on a basis that in each case 
accommodates a hitherto excluded minority (FitzGerald 1988:8-9). 

This sense of mutual exclusion, manifested in and perpetuated by political, civic 

and religious isolation creates the intractability that characterizes the conflict.  

Religion plays an important role in the reconstruction of divided identities 

in Ireland, and perhaps one of the weaknesses of the present project is its lack of 

attention to religion. I use the terms “Protestant” and “Catholic” because they 

accurately represent the broadest divide in Northern Ireland, but my usage is 

primarily secular, it does not exclusively refer to doctrinal differences. Yet, the 

churches play a role in polarizing communities. Sectarianism can reside in 

religious organizations and inject a powerful and emotional dimension to out-

group categorization (Brewer and Higgins 1998; Higgins 2000; Liechty 1993; 

Liechty 2001; Smithey 2000). Religiously segregated schooling and the stigma 

that accompanies cross-marriages reinforce the consistency of religious affiliation 

within political parties, paramilitaries, sectarian orders, and law enforcement.27 
                                                 
26 "Taoiseach" is the official title of the prime minister of the Republic of Ireland. 
27 This was a common assertion I encountered in the field. However, the 1998 Northern Ireland 
Life and Times Survey found that 79 percent and 60 percent of Catholics and Protestants 
respectively “would not mind if one of your close relatives were to marry someone of a different 
religion.” 13 and 20 percent would “mind a little” (Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 1998). 
Yet, when asked if most others in the same situation would mind, respondents reported that 29 
percent and 39 percent of other Catholic and Protestants would “mind a little.” My interviewee’s 
concerns about intermarriage might also reflect this difference between personal attitudes and 
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Churches are “markers of identity” and “carry many of the cultural memories of 

Northern Ireland,” but they are paradoxically also often voices of reconciliation, 

though their role in promoting change has been underdeveloped (Morrow, Birrell, 

Greer, and O'Keeffe 1994:258).  

The realm of politics in Northern Ireland is equally fragmented. The 

political arena includes a diverse collection of politicians, solutions, parties, 

sectarian secret societies, governments, and paramilitaries. The effect is 

compounded when one considers the small population of Northern Ireland 

(1,691,000 in 1999).28  Such political complexity results in a wide-ranging lack of 

consensus that was true at the beginning of the Troubles and remains today: 

Anyone seeking to govern Ulster must accept the limitation that he 
governs without consensus and any majority is problematic.  Great areas 
of choice are open.  The alternative coalitions are numerous, and vast is 
the distance between them (Rose 1971:395).   

It must be said, however, that successful devolution and a new power-sharing 

government have shown that political cooperation is possible. Interestingly, one 

of the primary features separating political camps in Northern Ireland has been the 

types of methods used to pursue political goals.  

                                                                                                                                     
perceived societal attitudes. Interestingly, a majority of Catholics and Protestants in 1999 (72 and 
57 percent respectively) expressed a preference to send their children to a mixed-religion school 
(Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 1999). Nonetheless, as of January 2002, only 4 percent of 
the school population attended integrated schools (McKenna 2002). Despite parents’ expressed 
wishes, education remains highly divided. 
28 See the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency.  
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/keystatistics.html  
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CHOOSE YOUR WEAPON: CONFLICT METHODOLOGY29 

The willingness to use violent methods as opposed to constitutional 

methods has been a defining debate among nationalists and republicans that can 

also be found among unionists, though to a lesser degree, since the police and 

security forces have been, by and large, embraced by unionists. “Physical force 

republicanism” refers to the use of armed force as a means of securing Irish 

independence.  Proponents of the physical force tradition have felt that the only 

acceptable resolution to the Irish situation is the expulsion of the British colonial 

regime and the establishment of a united Irish republic. Violent resistance may be 

employed, or for some must be employed, based on the belief that British regimes 

only respond to violence (White and Fraser 2000).   

“Constitutionalism” refers to the use of parliamentary participation to 

secure Irish autonomy. This approach was first pursued through the Home Rule 

movement of the late nineteenth century. Constitutionalists have felt that an 

acceptable degree of autonomy could be gained via legislative maneuvers. For 

some Home Rulers Ireland would remain linked to the United Kingdom, but 

would have control over its domestic affairs through its own parliament.  For 

others, Home Rule was intended as one step on the road to sovereignty. 

Nationalist politicians in the north today still favor constitutional politics in 

pursuit of equality and a united Ireland. 

Both strategies have been appropriated as necessary at various stages of 

national struggle, and Anne Kane (2000) has shown through analysis of land 

                                                 
29 The historical account presented here was derived from Hennessey (1997), Bew and Gillespie 
(1999), Elliott and Flackes (1999), BBC Northern Ireland 1996. 
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movement narratives that a discursive battle between narratives of (coercive) 

retribution and (persuasive) reconciliation formed Irish nationalism.  Biographical 

deconstructions of Patrick Pearse and Michael Collins by scholars such as Ruth 

Dudley Edwards (1977) and Tim Pat Coogan (1996) also unveil the complexity of 

the political scene at the beginning of the last century and show that 

constitutionalism and physical force strategies were not exclusive of one 

another.30  Republican leaders sometimes found themselves forced into situations 

that required that they adopt measures to which they were not inclined. As they 

struggled to fulfill their political goals, they sometimes became compelled to 

diversify their methods.  For instance, some proponents of physical force 

republicanism, such as Michael Collins, were forced to accept constitutional 

measures in hope that their republican goals could still eventually be achieved.  

Conversely, some abandoned the Home Rule movement and constitutional 

measures when they realized they were unlikely to achieve an acceptable level of 

autonomy.  

These strategies have been the object of much debate and represent the 

crux of the current peace process manifested in the contention over 

decommissioning of paramilitary arms and police reform. Factions on either side 

of the political divide in Northern Ireland have appropriated various methods, and 

switches in methods have created rifts within movements such as the Irish civil 

war (1922-1923), the creation of Provisional Sinn Féin and Provisional IRA in 

                                                 
30 Elsewhere, in an unpublished paper, I have studied the careers of several republican activists 
including Constance Markievicz, James Connolly, Patrick Pearse, Michael Collins, and Arthur 
Griffith and found that they were not inextricably committed to any one strategy. Each, at different 
points in their lives, supported strategies other than physical force republicanism. 
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1970, and Republican Sinn Féin and the Continuity IRA in 1986. Loyalists have 

similarly struggled over the most appropriate methods for defending the union, 

demonstrated by splits such as the closing in 2001 of the Ulster Democratic Party 

(UDP), the political wing of the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) paramilitary 

which has increasingly been involved in violence such as pipe bomb attacks.  

At each of these points, members of social movements have been forced to 

weigh their ideological commitments against strategic imperatives (White and 

Fraser 2000). The 1980s and 1990s brought a shift in methods and the arrival of a 

new political dispensation. Before addressing parades, I will present this shift 

because it helps explain how and why parading has become a central field of 

contention.  

FROM COERCION TO PERSUASION AND THE NEW POLITICAL DISPENSATION 

There has been a general shift in conflict methods in Northern Ireland 

away from coercion (such as military and paramilitary action) and toward 

persuasion and reward (such as institutional political participation and the peace 

process). The civil rights campaigns of the late 1960s employed nonviolent 

methods that were primarily persuasive in nature.  However, in the early 1970s, 

the formation of the Provisional IRA and increasingly severe actions by the 

security forces such as the use of plastic bullets and internment paved the way for 

more than two decades of open violence (Bew and Gillespie 1999; Hennessey 

1997). An attempt to form a power-sharing government in 1973, and efforts by 

the Irish and British governments to seek political solutions in the New Ireland 

Forum of 1983, and the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985 set precedents for the 
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inclusion of most, if not all, stakeholders in the conflict (Byrne 2000). 

Unfortunately, violent attacks involving republican and loyalist paramilitaries and 

British security forces continued.  However, following the hunger strikes, Sinn 

Féin, the political arm of the republican movement, began the process of 

modifying republican strategy from armed struggle to constitutional politics.  

Likewise, loyalist and unionist parties have managed to adjust their political 

stances to the extent that the parties, along with the Irish and British governments 

signed the Belfast Agreement on April 10, 1998.  The agreement was 

resoundingly endorsed in a popular referendum and led to the establishment of the 

Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive. The assembly is, admittedly, an 

unstable, or at least embryonic, set of affairs (Byrne 2001), but it represents a 

"seismic shift" in an allegedly intractable conflict (Byrne and Carter 1996; Dunn 

1995).31 Moves toward de-militarization, inspection of IRA arms, policing 

reforms, and participation in the latest assembly represent a cumulative shift away 

from coercive methods and toward negotiation. 

Civil Rights and Nonviolence 

At the beginning of the Troubles, nonviolent protest and civil 

disobedience were the preferred methods of Catholic activists insisting on civil 

rights and an equality agenda including electoral reforms, equal housing, equal 

employment, and policing and security reforms.  Sit-ins and public protests by the 

                                                 
31 In August 1999, British Prime Minister Tony Blair characterized the IRA's promise to 
decommission its weapons after the establishment of the local executive as a "seismic" shift in 
Northern Ireland politics (BBC 1996). Recent media-sponsored polls leading up to the June 2001 
elections show renewed support for the peace process (Irish Independent: 
http://www.unison.ie/irish_independent/stories.php3?ti=41&ca=9&si=439268&issue_id=4528). 
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Northern Ireland Civil Rights association and the Derry Housing Action 

Committee were intended to draw attention to institutional discrimination by 

unionist-dominated city, council and national governments.  They were also 

meant to provoke the police into publicly demonstrating the oppressive tendencies 

of the unionist government (Bew and Gillespie 1999:2).  The strategy worked on 

October 5, 1968 when images of RUC officers batoning civil rights marchers in 

Derry/Londonderry were broadcast around the world, drawing widespread 

attention to the plight of Catholics and Northern Ireland's skewed political system.   

As the civil rights movement continued its activities, the Northern Ireland 

government and loyalist activists responded violently.  A march from Belfast to 

Derry/Londonderry by one student civil rights group32, People's Democracy, was 

violently attacked by a mob of loyalists at Burntollet Bridge outside of Derry.  

The escalating conflict increasingly descended into riots and running battles 

between Protestants and Catholics in Belfast and Derry/Londonderry. On 

Tuesday, August 12, 1969, clashes between loyalist youths and members and 

supporters of the Apprentice Boys in Derry/Londonderry turned into two days and 

nights of street battles between Catholics and the police force.  The "Battle of the 

Bogside" ended on August 14 when the British Home Secretary, Jim Callaghan, 

deployed the British Army to relieve local police and special police forces.   

Paramilitaries, Security Forces, and Violence 

During the entrenchment of British security forces in 1969, the new 

Provisional IRA was formed to replace the inactive official IRA.  One year later, 
                                                 
32 The march from  Belfast to Derry/Londonderry was intended to provoke loyalists further 
demonstrating  the ascendancy of the Protestant majority (Hennessey 1997). 
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Catholic public opinion turned against the British Army when house searches 

intensified in an attempt to suppress IRA activity.  Direct rule from Westminster 

was established on March 30, 1972, two months after thirteen civil rights 

protestors were shot by British paratroopers in Derry/Londonderry in the 

infamous Blood Sunday incident.  The IRA called a brief two-week cease-fire in 

June, but when secret meetings between the British Secretary of State, William 

Whitelaw, and the Provisional IRA broke down, the IRA's violent campaign 

resumed.  On July 21, 1972, the IRA detonated twenty bombs in Belfast leaving 

eleven people dead in what became known as Bloody Friday.   

The 1973-74 attempt at setting up a power-sharing government, in which 

unionists and nationalists would govern together, survived for five months before 

the Ulster Worker's Council, backed by paramilitary intimidation, brought the 

country to a standstill and signaled the end of power-sharing.  Paramilitary 

violence continued until 1994 when republican and loyalist paramilitaries 

declared cease-fires.33  However, in 1976, republican prisoners re-developed 

persuasion through hunger strikes as an important political strategy that continues 

to evolve.  

Nonviolent Persuasion and Political Negotiations 

Over the past twenty years, one can discern a growing, albeit partial, shift 

in the use of conflict methods in Northern Ireland.  Most parties to the conflict in 

Northern Ireland have taken steps toward replacing violent methods with 

                                                 
33 Paramilitary organizations often still carry out violent intimidation within their own 
communities. 
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persuasive methods in the form of constitutional politics.  This shift can be best 

viewed by following the strategies of republican and unionist / loyalist groups.   

Nationalists and Republicans 

Politically, nationalists are primarily represented by the Social Democratic 

and Labour Party (SDLP) and Sinn Féin.  The SDLP has consistently used 

constitutional methods in pursuing equality in Northern Ireland and, eventually, a 

unified Ireland.  Sinn Féin is the primary political party representing the more 

militant republican movement that has traditionally embraced physical force as an 

acceptable means of achieving a unified and socialist Ireland.  However, Sinn 

Féin has also undergone an important transition in which it has not repudiated 

physical force but has begun to abandon such methods.   

In 1976, republican prisoners in the Maze Prison in Belfast began a 

resounding campaign of persuasion. The withdrawal of special category (political 

prisoner) status was to replace internment in the British government's campaign to 

fight terrorism.  On September 15, IRA prisoners refused to wear prison clothes 

and instead began wearing blankets and later spread their excrement on the walls 

of their cells as part of their protest.  The 1976 campaign failed to overturn the 

criminalization of IRA prisoners, but it eventually led to two hunger strikes in 

1980-81 (O'Malley 1990).  During the second campaign, ten prisoners died from 

starvation.  However, political prisoners were no longer forced to wear prison 

clothes, and Bobby Sands, the leader of the strikes, had been successfully elected 

as a Minister of Parliament despite his imprisonment under the Northern Ireland 

Terrorist Act.   
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Widespread support among the nationalist community for the hunger 

strikes boosted Sinn Féin, which proceeded to set its sights on winning political 

elections. Sinn Féin's energized political approach constituted one half of a 

republican strategy that spokesman Danny Morrison referred to as fighting "with 

an Armalite in one hand and a ballot paper in the other" (Elliott and Flackes 

1999:358, 437).   Since then, Sinn Féin has enhanced its political effectiveness 

through successes in the 1982 Northern Ireland Assembly elections, 1986 Forum 

elections, council elections, Dail34 seats, seats in Parliament at Westminster, and 

their participation in peace talks.   

In 1993, the republican movement took another important turn when John 

Hume of the SDLP and Gerry Adams, President of Sinn Féin, held talks in which 

Sinn Féin called on the British government to use its influence with unionists in 

seeking a consensus over the Northern Ireland problem with the understanding 

that all constituencies on the island would be involved in the process (Hennessey 

1997:285-287).  The British and Irish governments agreed to the same conditions 

in the Downing Street Declaration issued in December 1993.  Within that 

context,. the republican movement was prepared to pursue their campaign 

primarily with constitutional means, and the IRA declared "a complete cessation 

of military operations" on August 31, 1994 that lasted for a year and a half.35  The 

cease-fire temporarily broke down on February 9, 1997 with the bombing of 

                                                 
34 The parliament of the Republic of Ireland is referred to as the Dail. 
35 Ten objectives for the cease-fire, referred to by some as TUAS (tactical use of armed struggle), 
were developed by the republican movement.  They included improving the domestic and 
international image of the republican position, ensuring continued support and stability for Sinn 
Féin and highlighting the inflexibility of unionist politics (Hennessey year:288-289). 
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Canary Wharf Tower in London but was resumed on July 19, 1997.  Sinn Féin's 

President, Gerry Adams, stated in September 1998 that "the violence we have 

seen must be for all of us now a thing of the past, over done with and gone" (Bew 

and Gillespie 1999:375).  Sinn Féin joined all-party talks in September 1997 that 

led to the Good Friday Agreement or Belfast Agreement of April 10, 1998.  The 

agreement was ratified by a popular referendum, north and south, with an 

enormous turnout of eighty-one percent in Northern Ireland.  Seventy-one percent 

voted in favor of the agreement with almost twenty-nine percent voting against it.  

The "yes" proportion in the Republic of Ireland was even greater at ninety-four 

percent.  The new Northern Ireland assembly was established in July 1998 with 

Sinn Féin holding 18 seats.  Republicans consider the cease-fires,36 inspections of 

arms, and the very involvement of Sinn Féin officials in a British government as 

unprecedented concessions. 

Unionists and Loyalists 

Unionist politics37 have long been and remain fractured.  Yet, despite 

ongoing battles within the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP)38 and between pro-

agreement and anti-agreement parties, at the writing of this paper, the Northern 

                                                 
36 Dissident republican paramilitaries, the Real IRA and the Continuity IRA continued their 
campaigns.  After carrying out the most deadly bombing atrocity of the Troubles in Omagh on 
August 15, 1998, the Real IRA declared a cease-fire. 
37 While the constitutional unionist parties, such as the Ulster Unionist Party and Democratic 
Unionist Party (DUP) do not have paramilitary links, they do consider the British security forces 
and the RUC the legitimate enforcers of British law to which they pledge their allegiance. Other 
unionist parties such as the Progressive Unionist Party (PUP) and the recently disbanded Ulster 
Democratic Party (UDP) have maintained links with loyalist paramilitary organizations.   
38 The Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) is the largest unionist party that almost exclusively represents 
Protestants who desire Northern Ireland to remain politically linked to the United Kingdom. 
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Ireland Assembly has not collapsed as a result of unionist withdrawal from the 

process.   

At the start of the Troubles, governance in Northern Ireland was 

dominated by unionist parties, ensuring their ascendancy through unjust voting 

laws and sometimes gerrymandering. As the civil rights movement declined and 

was replaced by the violent campaign of the new Provisional IRA, unionists 

considered nationalist and republican campaigns to overturn the partition of 

Northern Ireland threatening and contradictory to their Pax Romana sense of 

justice based on British law.  Early strains of unionism closely agreed on the 

illegitimacy of republican political aspirations and the legitimacy of Protestant 

British identity.  However, there have been long-standing disagreements about the 

best way to preserve the union, and attempts to establish a workable government 

in Northern Ireland have provoked internal disputes among unionists and 

loyalists.   

The first power-sharing experiment to include constitutional nationalists 

was initiated in 1973 and was seen by some unionists as a sufficiently benign 

change in the status quo, though others were deeply uncomfortable with plans to 

include "an Irish dimension" in the governance of Northern Ireland.  Unionist and 

loyalist groups such as the Reverend Ian Paisley's Democratic Unionist Party, the 

Vanguard Party, and the Orange Order formed the United Ulster Unionist Council 

in protest.  The fledgling power-sharing government was essentially toppled by 

the loyalist Ulster Worker's Council strike of 1974 which was backed by 

intimidation from loyalist paramilitaries, the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) 
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and the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF).  During the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, loyalist 

paramilitaries carried out attacks on republicans, Catholics, prison officers and 

one another with killings in 1993 peaking at forty-eight (Elliott and Flackes 

1999:683).  

Unionists have long harbored fears regarding the state of their union with 

the United Kingdom (Dunn and Morgan 1994; FitzGerald 1988; Hennessey 

1997:292).  First, Protestants constitute a minority population on the island of 

Ireland.  Second, they are unsure and even pessimistic that mainland Britain 

regards Northern Ireland with the same degree of loyalty that unionists reserve for 

Britain.  Their fears were heightened with the signing of the Anglo-Irish 

Agreement on November 15, 1985 by Margaret Thatcher, then the British Prime 

Minister and Garret Fitzgerald, the Irish Taoiseach.  The agreement formally 

acknowledged a role for the republic's government in the affairs of Northern 

Ireland.  Unionists were appalled, fearing the agreement introduced a slippery 

slope leading to a united Ireland.  Massive protests and rioting ensued.  However, 

the agreement had international support and was ratified by The House of 

Commons.   

In 1992, the main unionist parties, the UUP and DUP, were engaging in 

multi-strand exploratory talks, but they were intent on limiting the influence of 

the Irish government on northern affairs.  Unionists were also predictably irritated 

at the 1993 joint statement between John Hume and Gerry Adams, which they 

interpreted as an attempt to forge a "pan-nationalist" front.  The Downing Street 

Declaration issued by the British and Irish governments on December 15, 1993 
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and the subsequent Framework Documents consolidated the principle of island-

wide consent over sovereignty issues that had been championed by Hume and 

Adams.  However, for the time being, Ulster unionists seemed satisfied that the 

British government was at least taking a neutral stance and was not actively 

pursuing a united-Ireland agenda.  The declaration led to the first IRA and loyalist 

paramilitary cease-fires in 1994, and loyalist paramilitaries  also declared cease-

fires in 1994 and 1998 (Elliott and Flackes 1999; Hennessey 1996).  When the 

peace process began in 1995, unionists were still unwilling to negotiate directly 

with Sinn Féin, but by 1997, UUP politicians had begun to meet with Sinn Féin 

politicians. Despite both republican and loyalist political parties’ temporary 

suspension from the process for violating the Mitchell Principles,39 faltering 

negotiations eventually led to the Belfast Agreement and the establishment of 

devolved, if tenuous, government on December 2, 1999.   

Unionism remains deeply split over the state of the union within the 

context of the peace process.  Anti-agreement unionists in the DUP, UUP and 

other smaller parties feel that the IRA has not delivered on the decommissioning 

of weapons despite the British governments release of political prisoners from 

jails, troop reductions and base closures.40  Up to October 2000, two inspections 

of IRA arms caches by independent inspectors was not sufficient to mollify 

                                                 
39 Senator George Mitchell's report delivered on June 24, 1996 set out principles to which 
participants in all-party negotiations should adhere.  They included commitments to democracy, 
nonviolence, and disarmament (Hennessey 1997:297).  
40 Sinn Féin representatives insist current demilitarization by the British government is not 
sufficient, especially in Armagh. 
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unionist concerns over offensive reforms of the police force.41  Thus, from their 

perspective, Sinn Féin should be removed from the assembly.  Pro-agreement 

unionists in the UUP, led by the First Minister of the Northern Ireland Assembly, 

David Trimble, believe that decommissioning of weapons by all paramilitaries 

must occur, but participation in the assembly up to a point is preferable to its 

collapse and a potential return to direct rule from Westminster. (Republicans of 

course, believe that the silence of arms is of primary importance and that, at any 

rate, decommissioning must be a voluntary undertaking.) The destruction of 

undisclosed amounts of IRA arms in October 2001 and April 2002 has 

contributed to the survival of the Northern Ireland Assembly but are considered 

hard-won by pro-agreement unionists and disingenuous and unverified by anti-

agreement unionists. 

Republicans have also promoted dialogue between themselves and 

unionists. Shortly after I arrived in Northern Ireland, I was given the opportunity 

to join an unusual and somewhat surreptitious meeting in West Belfast between 

Sinn Féin and Protestant clergy and lay people.  Sinn Féin had found it difficult to 

engage unionists in political dialogue, but they discovered a population of 

Protestants, often evangelical, who were willing to meet and express the views 

and feelings of the Protestant community. 

Overall, there has been a clear, though incomplete, transformation of 

conflict in Northern Ireland.  There has been a shift from physical force methods 
                                                 
41 The former President of Finland, Martti Ahtisaari, and the former secretary-general of the 
ANC, Cyril Ramaphosa, inspected IRA arms caches in June and October 2000 and again in May 
2001. The IRA began putting arms beyond use in agreement with the Independent International 
Decommissioning Commission in October 2001 and carried out a second voluntary 
decommissioning action in April 2002. 



 81

toward constitutional methods that employ persuasion over coercion.  Statistics on 

the number of politically related deaths in Northern Ireland show that 

approximately half of the deaths between 1969 and 1998 occurred within a period 

from 1971-1976 (Fay, Morrissey, and Smyth 1999:137).  Political deaths 

substantially decreased after the 1994 cease-fires, and prior to that period, death 

rates fluctuated with loyalist paramilitaries surpassing republican paramilitaries 

between 1992 and 1994 (Elliott and Flackes 1999:682-683).  
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Figure 3.1: Frequency of Political deaths in Northern Ireland 1969-1998 (Fay, 
Morrissey and Smyth 1999:137) 

The Troubles in the Communication Age 

Persuasion becomes a more attractive inducement in a world inundated 

with mass media. I found wide agreement among my contacts that whoever wins 
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the public relations war makes the most progress. As one elderly gentleman from 

Loughbregan put it, “The answer’s up there, you know, in the satellite, satellite 

television.” He also informed me that the first rule of propaganda is to get one’s 

opponent using one’s own terminology; then, the battle is half won. People also 

recognized the growing importance of “gaining the moral high ground.”  

The importance of public relations work is one of the most important 

features of the shift in the political environment in Northern Ireland. In the United 

States, we often equate successful politics with an ability to manipulate public 

opinion. However, during the many years in which unionism could rest assured of 

political supremacy, it was not required to develop the skills and organizational 

structure necessary to deploy the kind of nuanced public relations associated with 

modern democratic politics. Indeed, during the period 1988-1994, the voices of 

Sinn Féin and other republican spokespeople were not allowed to be broadcast. 

Actors’ voices were overdubbed instead (Elliott and Flackes 1999:189). 

Additionally, the propaganda that unionists created was not well-suited to external 

audiences in mainland Britain or abroad, but relied on the demonization of 

republican violence and overly-complicated political analysis that could not 

appeal to the average British reader. Consequently, unionist propagandists have 

come to acknowledge that they lost the propaganda war to nationalists and 

republicans (Parkinson 1998).  

Republicans in particular have developed a well-oiled movement and 

political machine that suited the more communal characteristics of the Catholic 

community. The development and use of persuasive tactics, initiated since the 
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blanket and hunger strikes has become a familiar element of nationalist politics. 

Nationalists and Republicans that I interviewed did not explicitly point out such a 

connection, but many others, including moderate Catholics, commented on how 

adept Republicans had become at public relations, “light years ahead.” Michael, 

an Orangeman from the Loughbregan area referred to nationalism as “sexy to the 

media,” and while he expressed pessimism about the ability of unionists and 

loyalists to catch up, he also acknowledged a new mentality, a need to capture 

world opinion:  

We all know Sinn Féin are great propaganda people. Sinn Féin are so 
community orientated and know how to [operate], while the Unionists are 
more independent minded you know, and believe in doing things for 
themselves. I think now they've caught on that the world media are 
important. Before, they sort of just ignored world media, but Sinn Féin  
never did and Nationalism never did. They see the world media. [They] 
show they can get their message very much across. 

One scholar affiliated with the Centre for the Study of Conflict at the University 

of Ulster illustrated the same view when he told me about a conference he had 

attended at the Europa hotel in Belfast a couple of years previous. Gerry Adams 

was slated to deliver an address, and just seconds before he took the podium, a 

messenger handed him a fax.  Adams read it quickly and announced that the 

Prime Minister had just said something important in parliament. None of the 

unionist politicians knew what was going on since they did not have the same 

savvy organization. 

However, there is a new awareness developing among unionists. The 

editorial summary on the back cover of Susan McKay’s (2000) book, Northern 

Protestants: An Unsettled People expresses the dilemma faced by British-Irish 
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Protestants: “Largely regarded by the outside world in a negative light, many 

Protestants in Northern Ireland feel beleaguered, misunderstood, and 

outmaneuvered.” Faced with their own fears that the British government may be 

abandoning them and the domestic and international political successes of Sinn 

Féin, unionists have struggled to adapt. In 1988, the UUP’s Rev. Martin Smyth 

founded the Ulster Unionist Information Institute, and in 1996 the Unionist 

Information Office was established in London in order to disseminate favorable 

information to the British public (Cochrane 1997:372).  

Loyalist parties associated with paramilitaries on cease-fire have been 

leaders in promoting the peace process.42 Unionist politicians have also been 

willing to engage in dialogue and now work as colleagues with nationalists and 

republican politicians in the assembly at Stormont. Even the anti-agreement 

Democratic Unionist Party works alongside Sinn Féin  at council level and has 

taken their seats at Stormont, though they have repeatedly tabled motions for the 

exclusion of Sinn Féin . Other “new unionists” have attempted to redefine 

unionism by diminishing its equation with the union and instead seeking a new 

political arrangement that facilitates both unionist and nationalist identities 

(Cochrane 1997; Porter 1996).  The common feature is a willingness, sometimes 

grudging, among unionists to share political space with nationalists and 

republicans. This constitutes part of the general political shift toward persuasion 

at the political level.  

                                                 
42 The Ulster Defence Association and Loyalist Volunteer Force ceasefire was declared over by 
Secretary of State John Reid in October 2001, and its political arm, the Ulster Democratic Party 
was disbanded shortly afterwards.  
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At the community level, the results are mixed. Despite overwhelming 

support in the Belfast Agreement referendum, recent research by Peter Shirlow 

indicates that sixty-eight percent of 18-25 year-olds in neighborhoods in Belfast 

separated by “peace lines” have never had a meaningful conversation with anyone 

from the other (Protestant / Catholic) community, and advanced releases from the 

2001 census data show that sixty-six percent of the population live in areas that 

are either more than ninety percent Protestant or ninety percent Catholic. (This 

figure was sixty-three percent at the 1991 census) (Brown 2002). Recent highly-

publicized confrontations between Catholic and Protestant residents in North 

Belfast near Holy Cross primary school also signal the depth of community-level 

division in Northern Ireland.  

How do these trends translate into parading? Shifts at the national level in 

Northern Ireland are also discernable at the local level as key actors reassess 

strategies for engagement in parading disputes. When one looks at the Drumcree 

dispute, one sees that parading can easily become a flashpoint for coercion and 

violence. However, as I will argue, there are indications that those in the loyal 

institutions and some loyalist residents’ committees have come to recognize a 

need to more closely manage their collective action with a strategic eye to public 

relations and the media, both domestic and international. As Matthew, an 

Orangeman and activist in Ballyreagh told me, “We’ve been tolerant. That 

doesn’t seem to go across to the States.” Some loyal institutions like the 

Apprentice Boys of Derry who have negotiated parading arrangements with 
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nationalists may also have discovered some of the strategic benefits of persuasion, 

negotiation, and reward. 

PARADING IN NORTHERN IRELAND43 

I first attended a July Twelfth Orange parade in 1992. I had only been in 

Northern Ireland for about seven weeks, but by that point, I had an undergraduate 

major in sociology and could not resist the opportunity to soak up as much as I 

could of local culture. I asked several friends and colleagues at the YMCA where 

I was volunteering if they would go with me to a parade in a nearby town. To my 

naïve surprise, I found no one willing to accompany me, either Protestant or 

Catholic; one fellow was, however, willing to loan me his bike. When I arrived, 

the parade had not begun, so I took the opportunity to walk among the bands as 

they warmed up and prepared for the parade. As the bands began organizing 

themselves for the procession, I biked into the center of the small town and found 

a wall on which I could see over the heads of onlookers. My experience was much 

like the Catholic historian Ruth Dudley Edwards' first Orange parade: 

The following morning Úna and I seated ourselves on the pavement 
opposite Sandy Row -- which I knew by repute as a street down which any 
Catholic went at his peril -- and were soon surrounded by families and 
picnic baskets…It is a testimony to the insane levels of media 
exaggeration and extreme nationalist propaganda that I really thought that 
in the middle of the morning I was running a serious risk in exposing my 
Southern Irish accent in a Sandy Row off-licence, but I did, and only pride 
got me to my feet. The alcohol-buyers were a pretty rough-looking bunch, 

                                                 
43 For more in-depth descriptions of the practice, paraphernalia, and history of parades, see 
(Bryan 2000b; Bryson and McCartney 1994; Edwards 1999; Fraser 2000; Jarman 
1997; Jarman 2000; Jarman and Bryan 1996; Jarman and Bryan 1998; Loftus 
1994) 
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but everyone was perfectly civil. Úna and I had a good time. We sipped 
our beer and listened to the music and marveled at the noise and colour 
and spectacle and tried to understand the banners.  We took pleasure in the 
good time that people all around us were having. I found the whole thing 
absolutely unthreatening except for some fife-and-drum bands composed 
of dangerous-looking young men, several of which, it was explained to me 
afterwards, came from Scotland (p. 4-5). 

Like Ms. Edwards, the unknown provoked a certain wariness, but I was surprised 

to find that the parade and bystanders with their lawn chairs, picnic baskets, and 

souvenir flags evoked a similar feeling to attending rural parades in my native 

Tennessee. The phrase 'carnival atmosphere' is a term often used by Orange 

supporters to describe Orange parades in a positive light, and I must admit it 

applied to this particular experience.  

Loyal Institution Parades 

Loyal institution parades are the most well-known and follow a annual 

cycle that includes, most prominently, the Orange Order’s July Twelfth 

celebrations, the Royal Black Preceptory parades in August, and the August and 

December commemorations of the Siege of Derry by the Apprentice Boys of 

Derry.44 To give the reader a basic idea of how Orange parades are conducted, I 

will describe the July Twelfth celebrations.  

July 12 is an official bank holiday, during which most businesses are 

closed. (Indeed, given the violence of recent years, many businesses force their 

employees to take their allotted holidays over the Twelfth fortnight.) In the weeks 

                                                 
44 Additional events include church parades, arch banner and hall parades, and the Royal Black 
Preceptory’s gathering at Scarva on July 13 and the Orange gathering at Rossnowlagh, Donegal 
(in the Republic) on the Saturday before the Twelfth. For a full accounting of the types and annual 
cycle of parades, see Bryan (2000b:119-123). 
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leading up to the 12th, arches are often erected over main streets in Protestant 

areas to mark out territory and display a range of biblical symbols and others 

holding special meaning in the rites of the Orange lodges.45 Eleventh Night 

bonfires are held across Northern Ireland on the evening before the Twelfth 

holiday. The bonfires are often massive structures that are constructed for weeks 

before the Eleventh Night. In many cases, the Tricolour is burned, and when I 

attended the bonfire in Ballyreagh in 1999, campaign posters of Sinn Féin and 

SDLP politicians were burnt. The bonfire was lit by members of a local band that 

wore traditional costume and played traditional instruments, including a lambeg 

drum. When the flames reached the Tricolour, the crowd cheered before they 

were pressed back by the raging heat.  

On the Twelfth morning, lodges march in “feeder” parades through their 

own towns before boarding buses to attend a much larger district-level parade in 

the town serving as the venue for that year. Towns rotate responsibility for 

hosting the main event, which features a parade of all the district lodges and their 

bands. Loughbregan LOL 321 technically hosts their district parade every five 

years. Their turn comes up again in 2002, but they have decided to pass the duties 

to another town due to the tension over parades in their town. Ballyreagh hosts 

their district every other year. 

The parade is a colorful affair with Orangemen wearing their “Sunday 

best” suits and Orange collarettes (sashes) and often donning bowler hats, white 

                                                 
45  Arches demonstrate the exclusive character of Orange traditions in the way that they mark out 
territory and their origins lie in the Roman practice of erecting arches through which victorious 
armies would return (Loftus 1994:31-32). 
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gloves, and carrying umbrellas. Each lodge is preceded by an elaborate banner 

carried between two staffs. These banners are the pride of lodges and often depict 

King William of Orange, deceased lodge members, popular unionist politicians, 

or Biblical themes (Edwards 1999; Loftus 1994:90-93). Ornately decorated and 

large “lambeg” drums that resemble enormous bass marching drums may also be 

proudly played and displayed, especially in rural areas. Lodges are often 

accompanied by their own affiliated and uniformed pipe, accordion, and fife 

bands playing traditional tunes or hymns. Families and friends line the sides of the 

street to catch a glimpse and a wave from their fathers, brothers, husbands, or 

friends. Vendors hawk food and red, white, and blue Union Jack paraphernalia. 

After all the bands have processed through the town, a rally is usually held 

in a nearby field. Vendors sell food, and a stage is set up from which speeches are 

made, hymns are sung, and an official resolution is read. In 1992, I followed the 

parade to a field just on the northern outskirts of the town where a mobile stage 

had been erected, and people sat in the grass or on blankets. The crowd was led in 

prayers, scripture reading, an address, and the singing of two hymns: “Onward! 

Christian soldiers” and “O God, Our Help in Ages Past.” Three resolutions 

affirmed the Orangemen’s “…devotion and loyalty to the Throne and Person of 

Her Most Gracious Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, Queen of the United Kingdom of 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland and Her other Realms, Defender of the Faith,” 

condemned false “teachers and preachers of a gospel which is not the gospel of 

Jesus Christ, the Church and the Bible,” and criticized the 1985 Anglo-Irish 

Agreement while condemning “the gunmen and their godfathers” and 
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“encouraging” the police and security forces in their work. After the platform 

exercises, the lodges and their bands conduct “return” parades when they arrive 

back in their own towns.  

Loyal institution parades are social events that give local Protestant 

communities an opportunity to come together renew relationships and express 

their culture. Especially in rural areas, most such events are peaceful family 

affairs. In urban areas, such as Belfast, they may take on a more confrontational 

air; the annual field events at Edenderry on the outskirts of Belfast has a 

reputation for drunken revelry. In some places, after the sun goes down, hard-line 

or raucous elements may linger and cause disruptions.  

Band Parades 

Band parades also merit attention. A growing number of loyalist parades 

are competitive events sponsored by bands that may or may not have an affiliation 

with a loyal lodge. A band may invite other bands to parade in their town with 

awards being given and a fee or donation collected in support of the host band.  

These parades generally occur on Friday or Saturday nights, and participating in 

several such competitions over the course of the parading season has become a 

major leisure-time activity for participants. Jarman (2000:169) estimates a band 

member may participate in fifty to sixty parades in a season.  

Nationalist and Republican Parades 

Parades are not limited to the Protestant community; nationalist and 

republican communities also hold parades, and while they are far less frequent, 
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they have grown in number.46 Nationalist organizations, such as the Ancient 

Order of Hibernians (AOH) and the Irish Nationalist Foresters, have represented 

constitutional nationalist political views for most of this century, but they have, in 

recent years, been eclipsed by republican parades commemorating events such as 

Bloody Sunday, the Hunger Strikes, and the 1916 Easter Rising (Jarman and 

Bryan 1996).  

Hibernian parades, unlike loyalist parades, tend to take part on Sundays 

with a mass in the morning, a parade, a comparatively simple rally or address, and 

the majority of the day is spent picnicking and playing sports or socializing in 

pubs (Jarman 1997). Deirdre, who had participated in the local church-sponsored 

band in Ballyreagh, described her memories of the annual August 15 parade as a 

religious holiday which has recently taken on republican tones: 

Deirdre: The Feast of the Assumption.  It’s a Catholic day out (laughter). 
It’s a holy day of obligation where you're obliged as a Catholic to go to 
church. Maybe just because it occurs in summer, its always been a day 
out, and people go after mass. They go out [to Lisnaleigh] … because this 
was where the fun fairs were, and everything was going on, and it’s just a 
big day out.  I never remember anything very political being said either, 
but then in the past maybe ten years, ten to fifteen years noticing people 
spraying themselves with green, white, and orange paint and everything, 
face paint, this sort of thing, which wouldn't have been that way whenever 
I was younger.   

Lee: Because it is technically a religious day? 

                                                 
46 In the period from 1985 to 1994, loyalist parades increased by almost 50% while republican 
parades increased by only 15% (Jarman and Bryan 1996). Dominic Bryan (Bryan 2000b) 
attributes the proliferation of hardline bands to increasing tension between loyalists and the state. 
Previously, Orangeism and its rituals were “respectable” and, as Bryan puts it, had become a state 
ritual. However, with the imposition of Direct Rule and the Anglo-Irish agreement, increasingly 
nervous Protestants expressed their fears through the proliferation of loyalist culture such as 
parades. 
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Deirdre: It’s a religious day. It’s a religious day and there's nothing 
political.  

The distinction between a religious holiday and a nationalist one is probably lost 

on most loyalists in the town who respond negatively to Irish cultural cues such as 

shamrock, green uniforms, green collarettes, and Tricolours.  

Both nationalist and republican parades differ from loyalist ones in that 

they are less segregated by age and gender, scaled-down, more informal, and less 

militaristic (Jarman 1997:142-143). However, the basic practices and styles are 

similar. Both, feature voluntary organizations that wear collarettes and carry flags 

and banners, and both involve almost identical bands (though playing different 

repertoires). It has to be said that nationalist and republican parades do not 

involve “blood and thunder bands,” and many have adopted an American style, 

complete with pom-pom girls that I will describe later. 

Easter parades commemorating the 1916 rising and the deaths of those 

who carried on the republican struggle are conducted in Loughbregan. In 

Ballyreagh, the St. Patrick’s day parade has attracted loyalist protests, and I will 

mention those, but it is the August 15th church parades that have been associated 

with the AOH on which this analysis focuses. 

Parades and Conflict 

Parades are an important feature of loyalist culture in Northern Ireland and 

have become an increasingly important locus of antagonism, especially when 

Protestant organizations, such as the Orange Order and the Royal Black 
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Preceptory, insist on parading in primarily nationalist neighborhoods.47 Since 

1995, residents' committees have been established in some towns to contest the 

"right" of Protestant organizations, especially the Orange Order,48 to walk through 

neighborhoods where residents are primarily Catholic. Some nationalist residents 

find the parades benign, but others consider them annoying or triumphalist and 

offensive.  Ruaraí, a zealous young republican from Ballyreagh expressed the 

frustration some Catholics have felt when confronted with Orange parades: 

They organized that so-called march, I think it was for equal rights for the 
Orangemen at Drumcree.  That particular parade, which Gerard was 
describing, we counted them playing the sash thirteen times, the different 
bands.  And, each time they waited ‘till they were going past the Catholic 
pub before they started playing.  Now, if that wasn’t triumphalism, if that 
wasn’t trying to send a message: This is our town. You stay in your pub; 
you can’t come out of it, and we’re here.  We’re going to march up and 
down this street for as long as we like. 

Under these circumstances, parades can operate as a microcosm of broader 

political struggles representing and reenacting, in a symbolic way, a history of 

division between Protestants and Catholics (Jarman 1997). Yet, only a small 

minority of the total parades annually is considered a threat to civic order by the 

Northern Ireland Parades Commission, which placed restrictions on only 152 

(4.5%) of the 3,403 parades occurring between 1 April 1999 and 31 March 2000 

(Parades Commission for Northern Ireland 2000:10).  

                                                 
47 For an excellent overview of the loyalist and nationalist parading traditions, see chapters six 
and seven in (Jarman 1997). 
48 An all-male Protestant organization dedicated to upholding the Protestant faith and British 
sovereignty in Northern Ireland; the Orange Order claims that it parades to witness to its faith and 
to commemorate historical events such as the Battle of the Somme and the Battle of the Boyne. 
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Despite the small numbers of contested parades, a few loyalist parades 

attract a great deal of attention, are prone to escalation and violence and thus tend 

to define the struggle over parading issues.  These hot spots include the Orange 

Order's annual parades and protest marches in Portadown, the Apprentice Boys' 

"Relief of Derry" parade in Derry/Londonderry and loyalist parades on the 

Ormeau Road in Belfast as well as parades in towns such as Bellaghy, Dunloy, 

Keady, and Pomeroy (Hughes 1998). 

Figure 3.2: Frequency of parades, 1985-1999 49 

                                                 
49  Source: RUC Information Centre. * “Other” parades include youth groups, Royal British 
Legion, trade unions, etc. (Flanagan 1999:32-33). The rise in the frequency of loyalist parades 
corresponds with the widespread view that Protestants express heightened anxiety about the 
political situation through parading. However, the increase may be exaggerated by the way the 
figures have been compiled by the RUC (Bryan 2000b:182).  
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Neil Jarman and Dominic Bryan (1998) argue that loyalist parades have 

predominated for both cultural and political reasons. Functionally, they "perform 

memory" (Jarman, 1997:1), but also under unionist control, loyalists have simply 

been at greater liberty to exercise that function and to restrict nationalist parades. 

Whether it is the historical content of parades in the forms of Protestant 

ascendancy and republican struggle against a colonial oppressor, or the immediate 

contest over the right to parade, parading can become a source of dispute in 

Northern Ireland.  

Parading is a fascinating subject for an analysis of conflict methodology 

because it incorporates a long conflict history and has involved inducements of 

both persuasion and coercion. Like the transition from violent to constitutional 

methods in the sphere of national politics, parading has also demonstrated some 

signs of a shift toward persuasive methods.  While parading is symbolic in nature 

and technically nonviolent, it is also tied to coercion, and the symbols displayed 

in parades often recall coercive events, such as the Battle of the Boyne and 

Bloody Sunday that have been perpetrated by one community over another.  Early 

manifestations of Orange parades in the late 1700s opposed the United Irishmen 

movement while nationalist parades around the turn of the century promoted 

Home Rule, the devolution of power from Britain. Parades are thus symbolic 

statements about the very issues that have motivated violence in Ireland. They are 

symbolically violent and represent a power struggle between partisans (Byrne 

1995; Jarman and Bryan 1998). The participation of allegedly violent characters 

with parading can also cast a shadow of coercion across parading. Take for 
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instance the leadership of republican ex-prisoners in nationalist residents’ groups, 

the presence of loyalists paramilitary leaders like Johnny Adair at parading 

events, and small arms salutes by balaclava-clad paramilitary color guards.  

Against the backdrop of the Troubles, parades have nevertheless provided 

a less violent battlefield than acts of overt violence. Jarman and Bryan (1996) 

contend that,  

In the past, parades have often served as a surrogate for low level warfare, 
and with the arrival of the cease-fires in 1994, the issue of parades became 
a prominent and highly visible means of displaying and mobilising behind 
traditional political demands in an alternative site of conflict (p. 41).   

While highly charged, parades are nevertheless symbolic rather than overtly 

violent. Like the transition from violent to constitutional methods in the sphere of 

national politics, parading has, on occasion, taken a more persuasive tone or has 

provided a public event in which protestors could deploy persuasive methods.  

As a symbolic ritual, parades convey meaning; the elaborate use of 

specific symbols function to evoke emotion and guide action.50  As Zdzisław 

Mach (1993) notes, "Whatever other function sign and symbol may fulfill, it is 

clear that they make it possible for human individuals to send and receive 

messages, and therefore to establish relations between people…" (p. 23). 

Ritualistic collective action may heighten in-group solidarity, but it also facilitates 

a form of communication with opponents and third parties. 

Symbolic action is an important component of struggle that not only 

evokes traditional images and feelings about the way the world is, but can also 

                                                 
50 Symbols play a particularly notorious role in Northern Ireland (Bryson and McCartney 
1994). For a broader discussion of ritual and conflict see Benford and Kurtz (1987). 
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present a "model for" ways the world can be (Geertz 1973). Mach (1993) argues 

that  

A group interested in changing the symbolic model of the world held by 
other participants of a social system uses symbolic forms to create a reality 
consistent with the desired state of affairs.  Symbols present new ideas and 
values and combine them within new contexts, fill them with emotions 
and produce the symbolic reality, their interpretation of the world which, 
when accepted, becomes part of the world and thus the basis of perception 
and action (Berger and Luckmann 1967).  In such a way symbols become 
active factors in social change (p. 51).  

Collective action such as parading, that strategically harnesses the power of 

symbols, may thus contribute to social change through the communication of new 

ideas and models for new social arrangements. I consider this persuasion, though 

the potential of parades in Northern Ireland to intimidate and polarize also cannot 

be underestimated. 

Two fairly recent developments demonstrate the appropriation of parading 

as a venue for symbolic struggles.  First, nationalist residents' committees have 

formed in some towns for the purpose of contesting loyalist parades through their 

neighborhoods.  The committees insist on negotiations with the Protestant 

organizations that organize the parades, but loyalists feel that the residents' 

committees are fronts for the republican movement and are thus uncomfortable 

negotiating with them. In fact, majorities of both Protestants (84 percent) and 

Catholics (52 percent) in the RES report stated they “thought that residents’ 

groups were being manipulated for political purposes.” It must also be said, 

however, that almost identical majorities agreed that “Loyal Orders were being 

used for political purposes” (Ward, McDade, and Marches 1997:29).  
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One of my contacts in Loughbregan, a local Orange leader, expressed his 

view that parading had been made contentious by republicans and explained his 

reticence at negotiating with people of violence.  

[Parades] are definitely contentious now, and the reason they are 
contentious now is that a certain number of people have brought them to 
the fore to make them contentious, you know. But, up till the last few 
years, they weren't contentious. We marched through Loughbregan even 
though it was a Catholic town. All them Protestants walked through it with 
their collarettes on, and people waved at you and said good day to you. So, 
it's only in the past three years because the Sinn Féin/IRA have decided 
that the Orange Order have to be, how can I explain it? It's a different way 
of looking at politics, upping the ante if you like. If it's not the Orange 
order tomorrow, it'll be something else. The only thing they're not doing at 
the moment is shooting people, and that goes for our side as well. I'm not 
saying it's one sided, because I've no time like for the butchers on our side 
as well, like. 

Protestants associated with loyal institutions feel that parades have been made 

contentious by the republican movement and its representatives with whom, on 

principle, they cannot compromise. Ruth Dudley Edwards (1999) argues that this 

dilemma was precisely the genius of the residents’ committee approach and part 

of the broader shift in strategy by the Republican movement.  

By 1995, the year of Drumcree One, republican strategists had succeeded 
politically beyond all but their wildest dreams. A few years earlier they 
had been international pariahs, banned since 1972 from the airwaves of the 
Republic of Ireland (in Britain, absurdly, they could appear, but their 
words had to be spoken by an actor), performing badly in elections and 
short of money to fund their politics – let alone their army. Now, after the 
ceasefire of 31 August, there was in place a pan-nationalist alliance 
consisting of John Hume’s Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), 
the constitutional nationalist party in Northern Ireland, the government of 
the Republic of Ireland and Irish America; the republican leadership was 
all over the British and Irish media, making mincemeat of interviewers; 
Sinn Féin  was riding high in the polls; and there was the prospect of 
lucrative fund-raising in America … The decision was taken to step up 
normal levels of opposition to parades by the loyal institutions and make 
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them the focus for republican discontent, which, with careful management 
and clever propaganda, could be made to spread to the wider nationalist 
community. The strategy was that this in turn would lead to the loyal 
institutions coming into conflict with the state and thus lead to 
destabilization. Unionists would destroy themselves (p. 283).   

Edwards goes on to explain how protesting loyalist parades was designed to rally 

nationalists while pushing loyalists into confrontation with the state and its 

security forces. “Unionists would destroy themselves” (p. 284). She also 

documents Gerry Adams’ statement at a 1997 Sinn Féin  conference in which he 

attributed the work of the residents’ committees to republican activists and said, 

“They are the type of scene changes that we have to focus on and develop and 

exploit” (p. 287). Though Adams’ statements have been disputed by some 

activists, the idea of community level agitation fits neatly into the multi-faceted 

nature of the republican movement. In a September 15, 1999 televised interview 

on a BBC  political talk show called Straight Up, Adams said that 

“Republicanism is not a monolith,” and one of Bobby Sands’ most famous quotes 

is, “Everyone, Republican or otherwise, has their own particular role to play” 

(Sands 1984).  

Second, an Independent Commission on Parades, established by the 

British government in March 1997, was authorized to review the parading 

situation and to ban, allow, and mediate parades. It is disdained by many loyalists, 

who consider it an illegitimate body that violates their democratic right to parade, 

and by some nationalists, who claim it is a biased instrument of the British 

government, though nationalists have been more open to working with the 

commission than loyalists. 
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Garvaghy Road / Drumcree 

One parading situation more than any other has come to represent 

conflicts over parades in Northern Ireland.  Members of the District Orange 

Lodge in Portadown were prevented from carrying out their annual Twelfth 

parade down the primarily nationalist Garvaghy Road in 1995.  Nationalist 

boycotts of loyalist businesses and clashes with the RUC ensued, but in the end, 

the Orangemen were allowed to proceed down the stretch of road under the 

condition that they parade silently with banners furled. The now famous image of 

ranking unionist politicians David Trimble and Ian Paisley raising their hands 

together in victory raised the profile of the event to a critical level. The following 

year, 1996, the parade was banned again provoking more violent clashes between 

security forces and loyalists who barricaded roads across the province. Again, the 

Orangemen were allowed down the road, this time provoking clashes with 

nationalist residents. When the order was allowed to parade again during the 

following summer, 1997, clashes between the RUC and nationalists ensued again 

(Hughes 1998).  In 1998, the parade was re-routed by the Parades Commission 

resulting in the worst set of violent confrontations to date.  Also that year, a petrol 

bomb attack on a home in the town of Ballymena resulted in the death of three 

Catholic children.  The deaths of the Quinn children were widely attributed to the 

disruptions at Drumcree, and the Orange Order suffered from a withering public 

image. An officer in the Royal Ulster Constabulary was also killed in September 

of 1998.   
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Over the course of the dispute, it became common for a large group of 

Orangemen to march to the security barricade that blocks their path in a show of 

force, and Orange leaders handed over a letter of protest to an RUC officer at the 

barricade.  As the Orangemen and loyalists lingered, and as the sun went down, 

violence often erupted between the loyalist crowd and the security forces.  

However, when the Orange Order was banned again during the summer of 1999, 

the Orange leadership adopted an unexpected strategy.  Instead of marching the 

mass of Orangemen down to the barricade as usual, they marched a small 

contingent of leaders to the barricade, offered a letter of protest, and returned 

behind the Drumcree Church of Ireland to hold a rally at which Harold Gracey, a 

prominent Orange leader who has maintained a vigil on Drumcree hill, announced 

that he would end his protest if the situation turned violent.  As a result of this 

tactic, the situation was defused, and to everyone's surprise, the violent clashes of 

previous years were not repeated.  Elliott and Flackes (1999) report,  

The middle months of 1999 will be known in NI’s [sic] political history as 
the summer of surprises. On the turbulent loyalist marching scene, the 
feared civil war outcome surrounding Drumcree Five in Portadown did not 
materialise as on 4 July the Orange Order calmly walked away from the 
massive security barricades that blocked their route on to the nationalist 
Garvaghy Road.  For once, the Orange Order appeared to be thinking and 
acting with its head, not its feet (p. 514).   

Many Orangemen feel the choice was made on the basis of promises by Tony 

Blair that the order would be allowed their parade at a later date in return for good 

behavior.  Others feel that the move was necessary to counteract a negative image 

that the order had gained over previous years of protest.  An Orangeman in 

Ballyreagh explained:   
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We have to show to the rest of the world our tolerance, we had to paint a 
good picture this time 'cause the first two Drumcree's, yes, they did get 
walking the Garvaghy Road, but there's no doubt it came out to the rest of 
the world in a very bad light, because the way we got down the road was 
being blocked and bringing the country to a standstill.  Now, this year it 
was different.  The whole media, there was media there, and they were all 
[surprised]. They didn't know what was happening when the parade came 
down and all the crowd moved back.  And it did work, from a PR point of 
view it did work very well. 

Whatever the motivation, the entire province breathed a sigh of relief, and parades 

across Northern Ireland proceeded without the tension and violence of previous 

years.  More importantly, the tactic was received by many as an indication of an 

unprecedented awareness of public relations on the part of the Orange Order.  In 

this instance, the Orange leadership traded a coercive element of their protest, 

massive crowds and skirmishes, for surprisingly more persuasive methods aimed 

at altering the public's perception of them.51 

A great deal could be said about conflict at Drumcree, and other scholars 

have focused on it (Bryan 2000a; Bryan, Fraser and Dunn 1995; Edwards 1999; 

Ryder and Kearney 2001). For my purposes, Orange decisions at Drumcree in 

1999 indicate a shift in strategic thinking that was not lost on people I interviewed 

in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh. Patrick, a republican activist from Loughbregan 

also recognized a new emphasis on public relations work: 

You look at the Orange Order’s press and the previous four years: they 
were appalling! I mean, they used to assault journalists constantly. 
Cameramen were chased; ordinary journalists were beaten and were afraid 

                                                 
51 During the July 12 parading season in 2000, Northern Ireland experienced some of the worst 
disruptions by loyalists since the Ulster Worker's Strike of 1974.  Streets were blockaded in 
protest and solidarity with the Orangemen at Drumcree. The Orange leadership did not discourage 
the protests; either they felt that the tactics of the previous summer were ineffective or more likely 
they felt that mixed methods would be more effective. 
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to go within a mile of the parade, and yet this year they were welcoming 
them in.52 They were handing out press releases before any event. They 
really played it this year, and somebody's obviously, somebody there's 
taken control of it and is doing a good job. 

Tom, one of my Catholic contacts in Ballyreagh, made a similar comment, 

suggesting that the Orange Order now finds it necessary to resort to persuasive 

methods: 

The Orange Order’s trying a new tack.  The Orange Order always had this 
[approach to the] media, ‘We do this because we, well basically, regarding 
Ulster, it’s our country.  We can do what we want.’ . . . And, now I think 
they are thinking more, well, the government and the police aren’t ours 
any more.  We have to compromise and talk to these people . . . They’re 
all seeing . . . that Northern Ireland isn’t just on its own any more.  It’s 
part of a bigger picture. 

These comments suggest that loyalists have discovered or have felt compelled to 

develop and use persuasive methods.  

Part of the new Orange campaign of persuasion entails portraying the 

order as victims who are nonetheless tolerant of others. A visit to the Portadown 

District Orange Lodge No. 1 Civil Rights Website (see 

http://www.orangenet.org/civilrights/content.htm) offers a fascinating look at this 

new frame. The site includes links to information about the Orange Order, updates 

on parades, press releases, an opportunity to sign a “Covenant for Human Rights,” 

and a quote from Martin Luther King, Jr. stating, “One has not only a legal but a 

moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility 

to disobey unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that ‘an unjust law is no 

                                                 
52 During one of my visits to a rally at Drumcree church, I witnessed a foreign journalist being 
brusquely interrogated by loyalists who were gathering across the field from British security 
forces. 



 104

law at all.’” That quote is cleverly followed by a derivative of Martin Luther’s 

statement at the Diet of Worms, “Here we stand – We can do no other.” The 

website has clearly been designed to disseminate persuasive messages to a wide 

public and present a tolerant Orange Order that has offered compromises with no 

reciprocation from “fascist” residents’ committees.  

While parades have a long history in Irish culture, both loyalist and 

nationalist, they have become a central feature of contemporary conflict. They 

have similar style and function in that they provide a time and place for 

socializing and express culture and collective identity while making political 

statements about the constitutional status of Northern Ireland. Parades allow 

communities to stake out territories, and as I have argued in the previous chapter, 

they are one of the tools of discourse in conflict between loyalists and nationalists 

and republicans. The status of parades in Northern Ireland’s Troubles has been 

raised since the ceasefires were put in place. They are thus part of the overall shift 

from coercion to persuasion in conflict that I have identified. However, at another 

level, parades have also become a means by which loyalists have explored new 

persuasive strategies and methods, such as the decision at Drumcree to avoid 

violent confrontation with the security forces while honing public relations skills.   

Overall, there has been a clear, albeit incomplete, transformation of 

conflict in Northern Ireland, a shift from the use of physical force toward 

constitutional methods that are far more persuasive than coercive (Fitzduff 1996; 

Irvin 1999; Kennedy-Pipe 2000). Approximately half of the politically related 

deaths between 1969 and 1998 occurred between 1971 and 1976, and 



 105

substantially decreased after the 1994 cease-fires (Elliott and Flackes 1999; Fay, 

Morrissey and Smyth 1999). Having demonstrated the transformation of conflict 

in Northern Ireland, I turn to a community-level analysis of conflict over parading 

disputes, a local battleground for the expression of province-wide grievances and 

the persuasive manipulation of public opinion.  
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Chapter Four: Data and Methods 

Somewhere between the psychological approaches of social identity 

theory and macro-level analyses of institutional politics, there is a level of 

analysis at the community level where social exclusion is replicated and 

reinforced on a daily basis. People in Northern Ireland maintain semi-divided 

routines. They often work together, yet they shop in different stores, attend 

different churches, play different sports, and celebrate different holidays with 

different rituals. These activities represent a level of social life at which cultural 

transformation of conflict must occur if intractable conflicts are to become 

tractable and coexistence made possible. This is not to say that daily life in most 

areas of Northern Ireland is filled with violence and terror. Indeed, one of the 

great paradoxes of conflict in Northern Ireland (and many intractable conflicts) is 

the level of civility and routine that has existed alongside atrocities. Political 

strategists call it “acceptable levels of violence,” and it contributes to the cyclical 

perpetuation of long-term conflicts. Thus, social scientists must become 

intimately acquainted with community-level processes whereby regular citizens 

create polarized identities. 

TWO RURAL TOWNS 

The original proposal for my dissertation called for research into a town 

that was classified as highly integrated between the Protestant and Catholic 

communities. I intended to examine the ways in which disputes between the 

communities was handled such that integration remained possible. However, once 
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in the field, it became clear that there were few disputes that were contentious 

enough to ensure quality data. The original town might have lent itself well to a 

study of widespread avoidance, but I turned instead to two nearby towns, 

Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, where parading disputes had been classified as 

contentious by the Parades Commission and where I could more easily focus my 

efforts.  

Rural towns were selected for the research in part because they often 

receive less attention than the conflict-torn urban ghettos of Belfast.. Yet, the 

long-term transformation of conflict will have to take place in both settings, and  

rural areas still provide opportunities to study a microcosm of the wider conflict. 

Sometimes, one of the challenges lies in studying more subdued forms of conflict 

that are not as “sexy” as paramilitary violence and street riots, though these also 

occur in rural areas. Logistical constraints also guided my choice of sites for the 

research.   

That I collected data in two towns does not mean that the project was 

designed implicitly as a comparative analysis. However, as we will see later, the 

different histories and demographic features of Ballyreagh and Loughbregan have 

had significant effects on the conduct of parading disputes. More importantly, 

however, studying parading disputes in two towns allowed me to analyze and 

present a wider range of conflict events and methods. 

DATA COLLECTION 

Regardless of the urban or rural setting, one must understand the history of 

the area under study, which, in most cases, has probably not been well-
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documented, a point emphasized by Dr. Mervyn Love in one of my consultations 

with scholars. The situation is further complicated when participants in conflicts 

offer various perspectives of the same events. In many cases, interviewees had 

difficulty remembering precisely when particular events had occurred. Thus, a 

considerable amount of time was spent triangulating accounts and documents to 

distill an accurate story of local events (Feagin, Orum, and Sjoberg 1991:19). 

I employed participant observation and two sets of interviews conducted 

over the course of one year in 1999. The interviews involved forty-eight adults 

who lived in one of two rural towns, participated in parades, protested parades, or 

were directly involved with monitoring parades.53 Documents were collected from 

a variety of sources to supplement, triangulate and confirm the data collected via 

the interviews and observation. 

Interviews 

After I arrived in Northern Ireland on January 25, 1999, the first two and a 

half months were spent establishing residence, settling into my duties at the 

YMCA, gathering contact names, and reorienting myself to the local scene 

through conversations, newspapers,54 and library trips. Interviews with residents 

were conducted that employed both structured and unstructured elements. 

(Holstein 1995; Merton, Lowenthal, and Kendall 1990). The first set of interviews 

was exploratory in nature involving thirteen people who had knowledge of the 

towns’ histories and dynamics or were connected to the parading disputes. These 

                                                 
53 None of the research was designed to be covert. Authorization under the human subjects 
review process at the University of Texas was obtained before I entered the field.  
54 Local newspapers are not cited as part of measures to protect the identity of respondents. 
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included five people working on parading issues for the Parades Commission, a 

teacher, a historian, three community relations workers, a secretary, and a 

museum employee. The interviews focused on the history and makeup of each 

interviewee’s town, significant conflict issues and events, the use of various 

dispute methods, and an assessment of community relations. I also asked for 

advice on how I should approach others in future interviews. 

Findings from the interviews administered to the first purposeful sample 

(Maxwell 1996) instructed the design of the second interview guide that was used 

in interviewing a separate sample of thirty that was determined by quota and 

snowball sampling.  The overall content of the second semi-structured interview 

was similar to the first, but was oriented toward the respondent’s history and 

activity, knowledge of local conflict events, and attitudes regarding community 

relations.  

Overall, thirty-two adult men and sixteen adult women were interviewed 

during forty-two interview events (See Table 4.1).55 Ages ranged from twenty-six 

to seventy.  The majority of interviews (29) were conducted in a town that I call 

Loughbregan. Though the town's population was predominantly Catholic, I 

oversampled Protestants to help ensure an accurate picture of parading disputes.  

Most of the subjects were Protestant (13) and Catholic (16) residents; interviews 

were also conducted with three representatives of the Orange Order and two 

representatives from the residents' committee.  Eight additional interviews were 

conducted in a nearby town that I call Ballyreagh, which is approximately sixty 

                                                 
55 When snowball sampling produced few female interviewees, female referrals were specifically 
requested to bring female representation up to the level of fifty percent of male representations. 
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percent Protestant and forty percent Catholic. Two Orangemen and three 

members of the local nationalist residents' committee were interviewed along with 

three Catholic residents.  Unfortunately, despite the fascinating parading dispute 

in Ballyreagh, the greater distance to the town made it more difficult to establish 

contacts and conduct interviews. 

 
Town Orange / 

Loyalists 
Protestant 

Inhabitants 
Catholic 

Inhabitants 
Residents 
Group /  

Republicans 

Other Male Female Total 

Loughbregan 3 10 12 4 ** -- 19 10 29 
Ballyreagh 2 -- 3 3 -- 6 2 8 

Others*     11 7 4 10 
Total 5 10 15 7 11 32 16 48*** 

 Protestants = 15 Catholics = 22     

Table 4.1: Individuals Interviewed  

* “Others” refers to people who did not live or work in or nearby either of the two 
towns but still had relevant knowledge or expertise.  
** Two of the interviewees in Loughbregan and one of the interviewees in 
Ballyreagh were not formally involved with the residents’ committees, but were 
self-identified republicans and expressed clear support for the work of the 
residents’ groups. 
*** There were forty-one interview events since five interviews involved more 
than one person. 

Interviews were usually conducted in homes, though a few were 

conducted in offices and places of business. One-third of the interviews were 

conducted after working hours, and the remaining ones were conducted during the 

day. Almost all of the conversations were recorded, with the exception of one 

instance in which the interviewees requested that the tape recorder not be used 

while we discussed parading issues. The median and mean duration of the visits 

with interviewees fell between ninety-four and ninety-five minutes. I was often 
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invited to stay for tea or coffee and further conversation after the “official” 

interview had ended.   

Most contacts began with a phone call in which I identified myself and our 

mutual acquaintance and explained that I was studying parading disputes. I 

requested the individuals’ participation, and we arranged a time and place for the 

interview. When I arrived for the interview, I explained again that I was 

conducting dissertation research into parades, and each interviewee read and 

signed a consent form (See Appendix C).  

The interview guide was not a survey instrument. It contained more 

questions than could be covered in any one interview, but it helped move the 

conversation through several topics. During the course of an interview, some 

questions became redundant when they probed for information that had already 

been covered in the conversation. I also stopped using some of the questions as I 

increasingly focused on the conduct of parading disputes and less on community 

relations at large.  

Due to the sensitive nature of community relations, I paid a great deal of 

attention to the atmosphere of the interview and the nonverbal and verbal 

feedback I received. Though I asked some specific questions, I aimed to create a 

conversational environment. In instances where the interviewee had little 

knowledge about an event or showed signs of discomfort, I judged when to move 

on to another subject in order not to jeopardize the interview. Allowing 

respondents leeway to pursue some of their own lines of thought not only 
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revealed new information for my investigation; it raised their confidence and our 

mutual level of trust.  

Documents 

Local and national newspapers (Belfast Telegraph, Irish News, and The 

Newsletter) were read daily over the course of data collection and clippings taken 

for future reference. Some papers are known to have political preferences, and I 

was careful to switch between papers and often read several at a time to get a 

diverse view of the local and national news. 

A public library provided access to archived copies of one local paper on 

microfiche, and pre- and post-1999 issues of national news (Belfast Telegraph, 

Irish News, and BBC Northern Ireland) sources were collected from their Internet 

archives. Annual reports and determinations from the Parades Commission and 

annual reports from the Royal Ulster Constabulary were collected. Miscellaneous 

documents, such as maps and reports produced by local research groups, were 

also gathered.  Reports on survey analysis carried out for the Independent Review 

of Parades and Marches were obtained from the Linenhall and Central libraries in 

Belfast.  

Participant Observation 

Participant observation helped me develop skills of observation, identify 

important players on the local scene, and become familiar with the geography. 

Most importantly, participant observation developed an invaluable “background” 

that facilitated my conversations with contacts. Observation involved attending 

parades, protests, or public events such as political meetings, Eleventh Night 
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bonfires, civic events, commemorations and playing in music sessions at local 

pubs. I lived in a town near Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, but proximity to 

Loughbregan allowed a wider range of participant observation, such as daily 

errands and cultural events including Gaelic football matches, a ceili (traditional 

Irish folk dancing), Protestant and Catholic church services, and local fairs. 

Living in the area and volunteer work also provided useful contacts and 

opportunities for conversation and referral. 

Academic Sponsorship 

I enjoyed three sources of scholarly input while I was in the field. Before 

arriving in Northern Ireland, I had contacted and arranged a research affiliation 

with the Center for the Study of Conflict at the University of Ulster. The distance 

to Coleraine made travel difficult, but my conversations on two occasions with 

eminent scholars such as Dr. Seamus Dunn, Dr. Mervyn Love, and Dr. Ed Cairns 

were immensely helpful. I was also provided access to the university’s library. I 

met with Dr. Joe Liechty and Dr. Cecelia Clegg of the Irish School for Ecumenics 

in their Belfast offices near Queen’s University. Both of these scholars are well-

known for their scholarship on sectarianism and conflict resolution, and I 

appreciated their frank and constructive criticism and their encouragement early 

in the project. At Queen’s University in Belfast, I met with Professor John 

Brewer, the head of the Sociology and Public Policy department. Dr. Brewer 

offered useful methodological input on my interview guide, and has continued to 

be supportive of my work (Brewer 2000).  
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Finally, I owe a debt to Dr. Gareth Higgins in the Department of 

Sociology and Public Policy at Queen’s University, who was conducting his own 

doctoral research into the myth of the anti-christ in Protestant sectarianism 

(Higgins 2000)(see also Brewer and Higgins 1998). Over the course of the year, 

Dr. Higgins served as a useful sounding board and critic as well as offering 

friendship and support as well. 

Organizing the Data 

Tape-recorded interviews were transcribed by two volunteer research 

assistants after the fieldwork was completed. Over the course of my time in 

Northern Ireland, I wrote approximately two hundred fieldnote entries that served 

to focus my thoughts, record data, and document my own personal experiences. A 

template that I developed help structure my fieldnotes and ensured that I was less 

likely to omit important information.56 

The transcribed interviews and fieldnotes were entered into a hyper-link 

software package called Storyspace that allowed the categorization of data by pre-

conceived and emerging themes. I developed themes based on ideas and 

expectations presented in my dissertation proposal but continued to add and refine 

them throughout the collection, analysis, and write-up phases. The software 

extends the common note card method by allowing one to assign a piece of data 

to multiple themes and to prioritize or embed themes inside one another. While 

                                                 
56 The fieldnotes template included these categories: date, location, conversations, interviews, 
news, theoretical issues, methodological issues, email messages, personal thoughts, personal 
issues, upcoming events, participant observations, things that need to be done, literature, contacts, 
academic research 
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writing the analytical chapters of the dissertation, I was able to quickly refer to 

selections of data from multiple interviewees, though I also often referred to the 

hard copy transcripts to confirm the context in which interviewees’ statements 

were made.  

Abbreviated data from all sources were entered into a timeline using Lotus 

Organizer, which helped in the reconstruction of the local history of parading 

disputes. A database was created using Microsoft Access to organize information 

such as contact information, basic demographics, and pseudonyms.  

DESIGN AND ANALYSIS 

Since one of the primary goals of the research has been to study collective 

action and collective identity, it makes sense that I have developed two units of 

analysis: groups or parties to disputes and collective action events in the form of 

parades. My interviews involved individuals; focus groups were not conducted.57  

However, I have analytically grouped the interviews into groups since camps or 

factions emerged as I gathered information about the history, demographics, and 

ideological groupings in the towns. Thus, I talk about Protestants, nationalist 

residents, and moderate Catholics in Loughbregan. In Ballyreagh, I address 

loyalist residents and nationalist or republican residents. Developing accurate 

names for each of these groups has proved difficult, and the ones I have chosen 

are not always the best-suited for each context. For example, residents’ 

committees often involved both SDLP-voting nationalists and republicans, though 

such committees’ activism was often primarily associated with republicanism.  

                                                 
57 On five occasions, more than one person was interviewed at the same time. 
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Parades: Studying Ritual 

Parading disputes provided a particularly useful analytical point of entry 

into community-level conflict. As Dominic Bryan (2000) writes in his analysis of 

Orange parades, “Rituals are good to study. It is no accident that they played such 

a prominent part in Durkheim’s sociology, since they seem to exist beyond the 

individual and to represent the group (Durkheim 1915). Researcher, spectator and 

participant alike seem to be aware that they are involved in something, which is 

different from everyday action” (p. 17). Parades carry a sense of the sacred that 

focuses attention on them, and they are widely-recognized as an important factor 

in community relations. As I have already argued, parades act as a microcosm of 

ethnic conflict in Northern Ireland. They allow everyday citizens to participate in 

a historical narrative, express contemporary grievances, and develop collective 

identity. 

Focusing on parades also commended itself as a methodological tool since 

the parades themselves occupied discrete times and places, and the growing 

concern over parades meant that they were likely to receive coverage in 

newspapers and other media sources. The founding of the Parades Commission 

ensured additional documentation on parades would be available, and gave me the 

opportunity to interview the commission’s researchers who were also studying 

local parades.  

Case Studies & Narrative Analysis 

I chose an ethnographic case study approach since it is best suited to 

accessing community history and the web of relations in which community-level 



 117

conflict occurs. In studying collective action events, it was also important that I 

understand how the events transpired, or rather how people understood them to 

have transpired. This required that interviewees have the opportunity to express 

their perceptions fully. Unlike survey instruments that strip the standard 

conventions of speech that allow for successful communication (Mishler 1986), 

the semi-focused interviews I conducted in Northern Ireland between March and 

December 1999 allowed respondents to collaborate with me to an extent in 

cleaning up misunderstandings and clarifying theirs and others’ stories (Kirk and 

Miller 1986; Suchman and Jordan 1990). Also, the relationship between collective 

identity and collective action, to this point, has not been fully explored, making 

the case study approach an appropriate tool given its utility for exploring new 

theoretical avenues (Feagin, Orum and Sjoberg 1991). 

The narrative analysis I have conducted is not so tightly focused that it 

subjects the data to a scrutiny of semantics, but it accesses the stories that people 

in the towns have developed about their communities and about parading disputes 

as a social problem. It allows me to amalgamate my contacts’ perception of their 

community into profiles of collective identity while they talk about local parading 

issues. The result is rich data that reveals tensions between the production of 

collective action and collective identity.  

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

I agree with Harry F. Wolcott’s (1995) assessment that reliability is not 

attainable but only approachable in fieldwork.  Fieldwork cannot be replicated 

like laboratory research, but one can still make statements about reliability and the 
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use of qualitative methods.  Without the replication of a study or its extension 

over a substantial period of time, its reliability rests on the extent to which 

multiple observations confirm one another. Jerome Kirk and Marc L. Miller 

(1986) call this “synchronic reliability,” and it is derived from the cohesion of the 

analytical story that is supported by the data. The use of multiple data sources 

(interviews, documents, and participant observation) increases the reliability of 

the findings to the extent that they cohere. I hope that my presentation of the data 

conveys that while there are almost certainly loose ends, on the whole, I was able 

to capture a reasonably reliable account of the circumstances surrounding 

parading disputes in Ballyreagh and Loughbregan. 

In quantitative research, validity is established through the use of 

recognized statistical practices and standards. While qualitative research, 

especially in a sensitive conflict situation, cannot as easily produce the 

standardized data necessary for statistical manipulation, it nonetheless can make 

validity claims. During the collection of data, the field researcher engages in an 

ongoing process of checking the validity of his or her findings. Kirk and Miller 

(1986) explain: 

The fieldworker, on the other hand, is continuously engaged in something 
very like hypothesis testing, but that effectively checks perception and 
understanding against the whole range of possible sources of error. He or 
she draws tentative conclusions from his or her current understanding of 
the situation as a whole, and acts upon them. Where, for unanticipated 
reasons, this understanding is invalid, the qualitative researcher will 
sooner or later (often to the researcher’s intense dismay) find out about it 
(p. 25). 

The field researcher enters the field with a theoretical agenda and then 

incrementally, but almost seamlessly, aligns the theory, methods, and data. 
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Adjustments are made to the theoretical model while the researcher also develops 

an increasingly refined sense of what is relevant in the data and what is not. The 

methods, such as interviewing style, are also adjusted to better elicit data that 

addresses the theoretical questions. 

When I submitted the proposal for this dissertation, I intended to study the 

use of persuasion and reward as methods deployed in community-level disputes in 

an integrated (Protestant and Catholic) town. However, after conversations with 

scholars in Northern Ireland as well as people on the ground in several towns in 

the vicinity, it became increasingly clear that I should focus on a particular 

contentious issue. Studying constructive dispute methods (any or all of them) in 

an integrated town would be a task with too many distractions. I also encountered 

an issue that Professor Christopher Ellison had warned me about: the possibility 

that I might not find obviously constructive methods in an integrated town. In 

fact, I came under the impression that conflict avoidance might have been 

widespread enough in the town I originally proposed to study that I might not get 

sufficient opportunity to study disputes.  

Thus, I adjusted the research design in such a way that I could continue to 

study collective action methods used in community-level disputes. I chose to 

study two nearby towns where I could focus on parading issues that are widely-

recognized as contentious. I also adjusted my theoretical approach by 

significantly playing down the contribution of dispute methods to constructive or 

destructive outcomes. Such outcomes could not be assessed by twelve months of 

fieldwork. Instead, I used analytical tools from the same literature on constructive 
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conflict to distinguish between the tactics used by participants in parading 

disputes (coercion, avoidance, persuasion and reward). I also incorporated cultural 

approaches to social movement research that uncover the discursive processes and 

the reconstruction of identity that occur within social movement organizations and 

between opponents in a field of conflict.  

By continually adjusting the theory, methods, and the data (research site), 

I have been able to enhance the validity of my findings. The extent to which I 

have been able to bring the data to bear fruitfully with previous literature and my 

own theoretical model also testifies to the validity of the project (Kirk and Miller 

1986:22-23). Of course, both validity and reliability can be compromised by 

unethical research practice such as the creation of fraudulent data or simply 

laziness on the part of the researcher. While fulfilling the ethical imperative to 

protect my contacts, I have tried to allay concerns about fraud through a careful 

explanation of my methods and the rich and elaborate presentation of my 

findings.  

CHALLENGES 

Any research project contains its own unique set of challenges which 

should be acknowledged to provide insight into the findings and conclusions of 

the research if not for pedagogical reasons. Thus, I will share several useful 

lessons and skills I learned over the course of my fieldwork and address three 

challenges that emerged over the course of the fieldwork during 1999: balancing 

volunteer work with research, collecting data in a conflict situation, and ensuring 

the representation of women in the data.  
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The Research Experience 

Dissertation research is a long-term project that usually extends into one’s 

professional years, but as a part of graduate education, it is a learning experience. 

Upon reflection and revisiting my fieldnotes, I can identify several lessons and 

skills that every fieldresearcher must develop.  

I had to cultivate the discipline of taking fieldnotes. Basic skills included 

setting up interviews, gaining the confidence to pursue contacts and referrals and 

follow up on potential leads. I came to appreciate an inevitable nervousness and 

heightened awareness that accompanies interviewing. I was fascinated by the 

richness, diversity, and intricacies of the people, their opinions, and the local 

scene, as well as the excitement of discovery when various sources of information 

coalesced into a reliable understanding of the local scene and parading disputes. 

It is difficult to quantify the contribution of the background information 

one picks up by simply inhabiting the field in daily activities such as visiting 

friends, shopping, reading newspapers, and traveling. However, some observation 

practices are more overt than others, and one only develops the crucial skill of 

focused participant observation through experience, especially in a conflict 

situation. Each situation has its own set of rules and contingencies that must be 

perceived and negotiated. How close can one get to an event? Does one stay 

behind police lines (as some journalists and parades professionals encouraged me 

to do)? How does one become inconspicuous? When, where, and of what can one 

take pictures? What kind of social distance does one develop through membership 

in local activities and organizations? (I developed no formal memberships in 
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Loughbregan or Ballyreagh but remained “peripheral” (Adler and Adler 1987:36), 

conducting interviews and visiting the towns for cultural events such as church 

services, fairs, parades, sporting events, and simply observing daily life through 

shopping in the town, for example.) The new fieldresearcher cautiously 

accumulates these skills, and my confidence grew as the project proceeded. In 

fact, I came to observe my own behavior for cues about social relations, such as 

when I would habitually fold over the title of the Newsletter (a unionist-leaning 

newspaper) or the Irish News (a nationalist-leaning newspaper) when I bought 

and carried them in public.  

Finally, one has to adapt to the psychology of inhabiting the field where 

personal, research, and work worlds are separate yet overlap, and there are 

cultural hurdles to overcome. Even in a Western setting such as Ireland, I, as an 

American, struggled with cultural and personal differences. The quick wit of the 

Irish is a genuine cultural fact that put me on the receiving end of many friendly 

jokes. Remembering that affection is expressed through jest was a relentless yet 

affirming project. 

Throughout, the fieldresearcher juggles the logistics of data collection, 

distills and explores themes, and weighs and chooses new directions for the 

research that permanently define the project. Time management is an imperative. 

The pressures are formidable, and they can both oppress and exhilarate. In the 

final analysis, however, the opportunity to conduct research is a privilege, and one 

always hopes that the product makes a contribution that promotes justice and 

improves quality of life. 
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Resources: Funding Research through Volunteer Work 

The availability of resources is one factor that determines the scope of any 

research project. In my case, I was able to fund the project through a combination 

of academic funding and volunteer work. I was fortunate to receive funds from 

the Dean’s Office, the International Office and the Department of Sociology at the 

University of Texas. Room and board and a weekly stipend were provided by 

Cairndale58 YMCA in return for my work as an on-site manager. The project 

would not have been possible without the support of the YMCA. In fact, if the 

room and board were assigned a dollar value, it would make up the majority of 

the cost of the research. 

My arrangement with Cairndale YMCA presented advantages and 

disadvantages. My residence at Cairndale meant that my research was restricted to 

the region around the town in which the YMCA was located, yet it also meant that 

I was not living in Ballyreagh or Loughbregan where I would have enjoyed more 

exposure to daily life in those towns. Had it been feasible, I would have lived 

directly in Loughbregan. On the other hand, my residence at Cairndale provided 

an opportunity to expand my grip on the vernacular and watch interactions 

between Protestants and Catholics co-workers, including how they talked and 

joked about the conflict in good humor and when they offended. My fellow 

employees also put me in touch with interviewees in Loughbregan and 

Ballyreagh, and in two cases, they served as interviewees themselves.  

                                                 
58 Cairndale is a pseudonym. 
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Transportation also created challenges. In order to maintain a flexible 

schedule for interviews and participant observation, I required my own vehicle, 

but I could not afford a car, and the distances to the research sites precluded a 

bicycle. The bus system was reliable but did not offer much flexibility, especially 

in the evenings. Fortunately, a friend offered a 1976 Honda 90 motorcycle in 

disrepair that my friends referred to as “the hairdryer” because of its small engine. 

The repairs took weeks and delayed the interviewing process, but I managed to 

make it run (most of the time).  

My affiliation with the YMCA produced some frustrations due to the fact 

that, while not full-time, my duties sometimes coincided with events I would have 

otherwise attended, especially on weekends when the center was very active and 

other managers were away. A level of companionship that developed among the 

staff was welcome, however. Living at the YMCA helped avoid the isolation and 

loneliness about which I have heard other fieldworkers complain. Yet, my 

research agenda was my own, and the fact that I could not share it fully with other 

staff members created some feelings of alienation.  

There was also some concern that the YMCA’s history and reputation as a 

Protestant organization would be associated with my work. The YMCA is in fact 

an ecumenical organization that employees both Catholics and Protestants. (Self-

avowed republicans have served on the staff.) However, it retains a Protestant 

image. I have no way of determining the extent to which my residence at the 

YMCA influenced my data collection, but I have found it difficult to identify any 

direct repercussions. 
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My volunteer work at the YMCA gave me a tangible opportunity to give 

something back to the region in which I lived and worked and from which I took 

valuable data. (Indeed, groups came to the center from all over the province.) As 

researchers, we may hope that our research contributes to social change such that 

the quality of life for our contacts improves. Some researchers directly 

compensate their interviewees for their participation. In some cases, participation 

in the research is its own reward for interviewees who benefit from the 

opportunity to consider and articulate their thoughts and feelings to a sympathetic 

ear. Some people may walk away empowered in new ways (Agronick and Helson 

1996). I did not directly compensate my contacts, and while I hope that my 

interviewees benefited from our interactions, I cannot be sure. However, I hope I 

was able to make a small contribution through my volunteer work.  

I also participated as a kind of volunteer consultant to a political action 

group in Belfast called the zero28 Project. The group, founded by several twenty-

something Protestants, including Dr. Gareth Higgins, sought to promote political 

participation and cross-community dialogue among people in their twenties and 

thirties in the hope that the momentum toward political persuasion and civic 

participation could be capitalized at the grassroots and expanded, preventing a 

slide back into violence. I considered both of these activities an important part of 

my learning process but also part of efforts to transform Northern Ireland. 

Collecting Data in Sensitive Conflict Situations: Trust and Anonymity 

If one were to tell a stranger that he or she was conducting research on 

social scientific research on parades, the stranger would probably make a mental 
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comment to herself about the time and money wasted on higher education in the 

U.S. However, it is the political context in which parading occurs that has made 

parades in Northern Ireland a worthy topic for investigation. However, it is also 

the political context that raises important ethical and methodological issues for 

anyone who undertakes research into parades in Northern Ireland, since parades 

are part of the conflict.   

My greatest fear while in the field was losing access to contacts and 

interviewees. Were I to get on the wrong footing with any of my contacts, my 

credibility could be damaged within at least one part of the community, skewing 

my results or even prematurely ending the research. Consequently, I was very 

careful about image management (Sluka 1990), my interviewing design, and 

measures to ensure anonymity. I was aware that news travels quickly in small 

towns, and I maintained a policy of transparency from the beginning of the 

research. I was open about who I was, why I was there, and the subject of my 

research (cf. Sluka 1989). The collection of data often felt like walking a thin line 

between the success and failure of the project. I might have probed more deeply 

and been more aggressive on some occasions, but I felt some caution was 

warranted. 

Ethnographic research is invaluable in researching sensitive topics 

(Brewer 1993). Survey research would almost certainly have proved less practical 

in a conflict situation where  trust building is important. The strict recording of 

responses can take on an impersonal rigor that conjures an image of a permanent 

file being created that could fall into the wrong hands. (In fact, during 1999, 
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dossiers played a significant role in news stories about collusion between security 

forces, the Orange Order and loyalist paramilitaries.) 

A more informal conversational interview allowed me to present an 

affable ear and built trust with my contacts. I was always forthcoming about my 

affiliation with the University of Texas, but I perceived that specifying my status 

as a student helped lessen any sense of intimidation that my contacts might have 

experienced. Sharing a few points of my personal history, such as explaining that 

I had lived in Northern Ireland previously, seemed to break the ice and put 

interviewees at ease. Notetaking proved difficult while I tried to appear as 

attentive and sympathetic as possible to my interviewee in order to promote trust. 

Overall, I found interviewees willing to speak with me. Their levels of comfort 

varied from a willingness to waive anonymity to those who requested that our 

conversation not be recorded. A comment by one of my contacts indicates that, 

despite the hospitality and candor of most people, there was good reason for me to 

be sensitive about security issues: “I have long since adopted the slogan of the 

[concentration] camps, you know, he who gets noticed gets shot, and I shouldn’t 

really be saying too much in case your security is not as good as you think, you 

know. Because there’s no doubt about it, the people who get noticed get hurt…” 

I employed several standard practices to ensure the anonymity of my 

contacts. In the field, the use of a snowball sample presumably allayed some fears 

and suspicion since each interviewee knew at least one of my previous 

interviewees who could share their experience. Real names and places that could 

be associated with either of my research sites have been replaced with 
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pseudonyms. I have also avoided citing any newspapers or documents where the 

citation would give away identifying information. Interview tapes and 

transcriptions were not labeled by name but were given a numbered code that was 

only connected with the names in a database that I held separately.  

Still, a few of my interviewees were cautious, and I encountered some 

challenges interviewing nationalist and republican activists. It is unclear whether 

my difficulty in arranging interviews with Loughbregan’s republicans was due to 

a fear that valuable information might fall into the wrong hands or simply a 

coincidence of poor communication. My interviews with Áine and Patrick went 

very well once they were arranged. However, one Sinn Féin activist I interviewed 

seemed dismissive, and one of the leaders of the residents’ committee that I 

interviewed insisted on bringing another gentleman with him. When we met in a 

local pub for the interview, it seemed that the second gentleman was there to vet 

me. They requested that part of the conversation not be taped, and it was only 

well into our conversation that I seemed to gain their trust. There were also 

attempts by some, including the former gentlemen to downplay ethnic divisions 

and the town’s sometimes violent history and reputation, for fear that it could 

adversely affect the town’s regeneration program and economic prospects. 

Overall, most of my contacts were very cooperative, and most of those who were 

reticent were eventually put at ease. 

Fortunately, my role as an outsider proved effective. Like Simmel’s 

“stranger” (Simmel 1971 [1908]) or Park’s “marginal man” (Park 1961), I was 

able to gain confidence and can apply a more or less detached eye to parading 
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disputes (Merton 1972).59 In my interview with an evangelical Catholic named 

Damien, he plainly articulated the advantage of being an outsider: “People accept 

you.  Put it another way, very simply, if you were sitting there as a Protestant or a 

Catholic in Northern Ireland, even we wouldn't be prepared to be so open, because 

we don’t know, where [you’ve] come from.” Scholars at Queen’s University and 

the University of Ulster also predicted that my status as a visiting American 

would enhance my ability to glean useful information. I had no personal stake in 

the local conflict, and people could not easily assign me to one side or the other. 

Dr. John Brewer predicted that I would be welcomed more readily into Catholic 

areas because of strong traditional Catholic Irish-American ties. In addition, 

active U.S. involvement in the peace process under President Clinton’s 

administration was considered meddling by many loyalists. Nonetheless, I only 

encountered difficulty gaining access to nationalist and republican activists. 

Protestants and moderate Catholics were quicker to cooperate. 

Collecting data in conflict situations can place researchers in dangerous 

situations (Brewer 1993; Sluka 1990). The research conducted for this project 

required little exposure to dangerous environments. I was advised in one of my 

meetings with parades authorities to always have escape plans and to continually 

reassess them during any contentious event. I did attend parades with substantial 

security presences and potentially antagonistic crowds, and I did find myself in 

situations where it seemed prudent to remain as inconspicuous as possible. 

                                                 
59 The dynamics of the “stranger” and the “marginal man” are somewhat related to Patricia Hill 
Collins’ “outsider within.”  However, Collins’ “outsider within” is far more integrated into the 
scene than the “stranger” or the “marginal man.” 
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However, the parading season during 1999 was unusually calm, and the ceasefires 

have made an enormous difference in the atmosphere since my year of residence 

in 1992-1993.  

During a return trip in the summer of 2000, my wife and I did have our 

escape cut off in a town where barricades were set up while loyalists occupied 

Ballyreagh in protest at the Parades Commission’s decision to prohibit the Orange 

LOL No. 1 from walking down the Garvaghy Road.  We hid temporarily in an 

abandoned churchyard while yelling youths ran past to setup barriers at the end of 

town where we had entered. Fortunately, back on the street, I ran into one of my 

contacts who actually invited us through the barricades and up to a rally in the 

center of the town. I also had the opportunity to walk around Drumcree hill in 

July 2000 shortly before a rally was held, and I observed a German journalist 

being harassed, making it clear to me that outsiders might not be welcome. 

During one of my visits to Drumcree hill during June 1999, I also felt 

conspicuous, though I did not encounter any intimidation. 

Outside of these few instances, I rarely felt uncomfortable, though one is 

constantly aware of unspoken norms that distinguish between Protestants and 

Catholic spheres, and people monitor who enters their territory. For example, I 

had the opportunity to attend a somewhat surreptitious meeting sponsored by Sinn 

Féin on the Falls Road between progressive Protestants and party activists. It was 

made clear to me that some of the Protestants attending risked disapproval in their 

own communities and that all attendees should be discrete in talking about the 

meeting.  



 131

Gender Issues: Balancing Patriarchy   

I would also like to address gender issues I encountered in the course of 

conducting the research. Irish society maintains a patriarchal tradition. As I noted 

in the methodology chapter, I had to make a special effort in Loughbregan to seek 

out female interviewees. Referrals in my snowball sample were often men, 

probably because politics and parading are seen as a male domain, despite the fact 

that women have played important roles in Irish politics. The republican 

movement has often featured women such as Constance Markiewicz, Bernadette 

Devlin, and currently Bairbre de Brún, Northern Ireland Minister of Health, but 

even in the republican movement, women’s contribution as a whole has been 

overlooked or marginalized (Aretxaga 1997). Women have also been frontrunners 

in grassroots peace efforts (Hunt and Posa 2001; Shannon 1989). Betty Williams 

and Mairead Corrigan were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1976 for their work 

with the Peace People movement (McKeown 1984). More recently, the Women’s 

Coalition party has played a significant role in the peace process.   

In the sphere of daily life across Northern Ireland, women tend to inhabit 

traditional roles. These roles have sometimes empowered women in activism 

(Aretxaga 1997), but I also found that they seemed, in some instances, to preclude 

political talk, which was considered a male domain. In those situations where a 

man and woman were present during the interview, women often took a backseat 

to men in the conversation, and I had to make special effort to draw them into the 

interview. In households where I had arranged an interview with a woman, men 

often joined the interview uninvited. However, women rarely inserted themselves 
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in interviews arranged with men. In nearly all cases, they took the responsibility 

of providing refreshments or stoking the fire. This is not to say that I did not have 

valuable conversations with women. On the contrary, female interviewees were 

knowledgeable and cooperative. 

My status as a male almost certainly influenced the research process. Men 

may have been hesitant to refer me to women not only because of the traditional 

exclusion of women from politics, but perhaps out of a compulsion to protect 

women from a one-on-one interview situation with an unknown man. This may 

have also contributed to men’s attendance at interviews that were setup with 

women; they may have in fact been invited by women who were not comfortable 

meeting with a man alone.  

As a man, I was also most likely afforded a greater level of access to men 

than a female researcher would have gained. Men probably found speaking to 

another man about political issues far more natural than with a woman. A man 

alone attending a political event such as a parade or party meeting would seem 

much less conspicuous. As an example, I attended a political meeting of young 

unionists in a town near Loughbregan and no women were present. 

REFLEXIVITY 

Just as researchers bring social characteristics such as their gender into the 

field, they also bring their own socialization and values into their work. Our 

backgrounds influence every stage of the research process from the 

conceptualization of a project through data collection, analysis, and writing up. I 

address reflexivity with the belief that this best practice enhances the credibility 
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and validity of the research. By reflexivity, I mean an intentional and rigorous 

reflection and criticism of the research process but also reflection on a 

researcher’s own social and psychological constitution. Awareness of one’s 

personal and professional background and attitudes is one of the first steps in 

managing the research and analysis, and I have considered these issues throughout 

the research process. Throughout the dissertation, including in this chapter, I have 

tried to make my data and methods transparent, and I will discuss here my own 

background and suggest ways in which my particular social lenses have 

potentially influenced the research. 

Personal Background 

I can offer any number of labels in a futile attempt to capture myself for 

the reader: white, educated, male, Christian, graduate student, Southerner (U.S.), 

Eagle Scout, thirty-one years old, son, older brother, husband, American, 

consumer, citizen, activist, teacher, and amateur musician. The mind and 

emotions that have planned, executed, filtered, and interpreted the research 

process to produce the data and final product will inevitably overwhelm the paper 

and pen. Indeed, my presentation of myself is most likely a victim of its own 

idiosyncrasies, and the reader will of course impose his or her own interpretation 

on my presentation of myself. As my colleague Dr. Gareth Higgins (2000) stated 

in his dissertation, “Claims for total objectivity in social research can no longer be 

taken seriously, or even aimed for, and so naming the factors that may bear 

influence on a researcher’s autobiographical frame of reference should be, at a 

bare minimum, helpful in locating the validity and significance of the research.” 
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Thus, I will try to uncover several features of my own biography that, in my 

estimation, bear directly on the project at hand. 

Conducting research in any divided society produces methodological 

challenges as social currents threaten to draw the researcher into sympathy with 

one side or the other, or produce the illusion in the field that the researcher 

harbors preferences. (Some ethnographers such as Jeffrey A. Sluka (1989) have 

avoided this dilemma by studying only one community or the other.)  Yet, we 

ethnographers can never attain a perfect objectivity, nor would we want to. As 

Sluka explains, “Ideally, the anthropologist develops an intentional schizophrenia 

between being an objective scientific observer and a subjective humanistic 

participant” (p. 9). Much of the creative tension and insight obtained through 

ethnography is generated in the dialectic between objectivity and the close 

proximity we develop to our subjects. However, when studying conflict, it is often 

advantageous to balance our sympathies in pursuit of as complete a picture as 

possible of the situation under study. 

As I have already noted, an outsider’s role can aid a foreign researcher 

such as myself. Yet, the distance provided by American citizenship has its 

limitations. Strong connections between Ireland and America’s Irish immigrant 

population are well-known, especially sympathies with Irish nationalism. The 

following exchange with one of Loughbregan’s Orangemen illustrates the way in 

which my American background may have led some respondents to presumptions 

about my political sympathies. In this excerpt, we were talking about the activities 

of Loughbregan’s nationalist residents’ committee. 
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Jim: In 1996, I think it was, [republicans] stopped. They had a cease fire. 
Well, all the Protestants had a ceasefire too, and the paramilitaries, but 
when they had their ceasefire, they decided to go another angle then 
because, you believe me, their struggle is not over with removing the 
British out of Ireland, like. That’s what it boils down to, like. Now, you 
might have your own views on that. That’s up to yourself whether you 
think the British have a right to be here or not. 

Lee: I’m just learning 

Jim: Well, everybody has a view on that. Even Americans have a very 
strong view on it, as you know, because something like forty-two million 
Irish Americans, and most of them, now not all of them, but quite a 
percentage of that forty-two million support the British out of Ireland, you 
know.  

 

In this instance, I attempted to “cultivate” my outsider status, as Joe Liechty, an 

accomplished American researcher and scholar living in Ireland encouraged me to 

do. By claiming that I was “just learning,” I attempted to assure the interviewee of 

my neutrality. However, the tactic was not entirely effective. Jim stopped short of 

assuming that I maintained nationalist sympathies, but he indicated he thought it 

was a possibility given his knowledge of American political culture. 

This discussion also raises questions over whether I, as a reflexive 

researcher, recognize any of my own potential personal biases.  In one sense, I am 

fortunate in having had relatively little exposure to Ireland throughout most of my 

life. Family and friends in Tennessee, where I lived until I was eighteen, had no 

direct Irish connections of which I was aware, and I have no memories of political 

discussions about Ireland. The same was true of my undergraduate career in 

Atlanta at Emory University. By the time I finished my B.A. degree and decided 

to visit Northern Ireland for one year, with funding from Emory University’s Jack 
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Boozer Internship in Social and Religious Ethics, I was aware of conflict in 

Northern Ireland but only understood the broad outlines of the situation. 

There are, however, features of my background that I can identify as 

potentially influencing my research. As late as my years as an undergraduate 

student, I recall understanding republicans were resisting British colonial rule and 

military intervention in Northern Ireland, but I also remember characterizations of 

the IRA as a terrorist organization, with implications of illegitimacy and brutality.  

As a practicing Christian with a background in the Protestant tradition, I 

am more familiar with Protestant theology and worship, but I have also been 

involved with ecumenical organizations, and I do not intentionally nurture any 

prejudices against Catholicism. Instead, I have an ongoing interest in Catholic 

social teaching, and I will be joining the faculty at an American Catholic 

university in 2002. Nonetheless, my lack of familiarity when attending mass 

during the course of my fieldwork was a useful reminder of my own social 

background. 

While I entered the field having close friends, both Protestant and 

Catholic, from my year of volunteer work in Northern Ireland in 1992-1993, I left 

the field with a very close relationship. Shortly after arriving in Northern Ireland 

in January, I was introduced by a mutual friend to the woman who became my 

wife in August 2000, after returning to the U.S. Judith had worked intermittently 

as a volunteer at the Cairndale YMCA since 1995 and was currently serving on 

the center’s management committee.  
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Judith comes from a Protestant background. However, it must be said that 

she and her family have cultivated an international experience. Judith was born in 

Paraguay, spent part of her adolescence in Switzerland, and for several years until 

she moved to the United States, was involved in an ecumenical community in 

Belfast. Each member of her family has been directly involved in community 

relations work, professionally or on a volunteer basis, often in some of the most 

tense areas of Belfast.  

My relationship with Judith has aligned me with the Protestant community 

in Northern Ireland in a more tangible way than before, though her background is 

unusual and enhanced the diversity of the research rather than hindered it. Her 

access to people in the community relations field and both Protestant and Catholic 

communities did more to diversify the work I conducted than to pigeon-hole it. 

Overall, I am satisfied with the balance I have been able achieve, though 

maintaining and honing that balance will require perpetual effort. I have 

developed close relations with many Protestants, but I have also been able to do 

much the same with many Catholics. Numerically, I may have been exposed to 

more Protestants than Catholics, but the diversity of contacts including republican 

activists, unionist and nationalist politicians, community relations workers, 

Catholic and Protestant clergy, police officers, and Catholic and Protestant 

scholars, to name a few, illustrates the extent to which I have been able to pursue 

and maintain a balanced approach to the work.  

Several features of the design of the analysis have helped to 

counterbalance my more extensive experiences with the Protestant community. 
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Loughbregan’s Catholic and nationalist makeup ensured that I would be exposed 

to Catholic culture and attitudes, and in fact, I interviewed fifty percent more 

Catholics than Protestants in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh. I also enjoyed the 

advantage of having entered Northern Ireland with little political baggage and 

having worked closely with both Protestants and Catholics during my first year. I 

addressed the implications of my volunteer work with the YMCA above, but 

otherwise, few instances presented themselves in which I was compelled to 

identify my religious background.  

Intellectual Agenda 

Scholars also bring theoretical orientations and intellectual agendas to the 

research process. Throughout my graduate studies, I have pursued a humanistic 

interest in peace and conflict studies and the transformation of conflict from 

violence to nonviolence. Ireland has been my area of focus, and my master’s 

thesis addressed the use of principled nonviolent strategies by the Peace People 

movement. 

The conception of my dissertation project was naturally influenced by 

these intellectual interests. By conducting community-level research and 

emphasizing grassroots disputes rather than institutional politics, I have sought to 

uncover potentials among residents of Northern Ireland for the transformation of 

conflict.  Instead of assuming a critical post-colonial stance, that would tend to 

defend the nationalist cause or a conservative approach that assumes the 

legitimacy of the British state, I have instead emphasized the importance of 

democracy, nonviolence, and mutual coexistence, regardless of the particular state 
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that governs the region. Thus, if I were a citizen on the island, I could be 

considered pro-Agreement. 

Some readers will have noticed that I use the terminology of “Northern 

Ireland” as opposed to the “North of Ireland.” I do not consider the use of “the 

North of Ireland” inappropriate; it expresses a legitimate political aspiration. It is 

merely that the terminology “Northern Ireland” could be considered to 

acknowledge the principle of consent that has been endorsed by the people of 

Ireland, north and south, in the Belfast Agreement. Thus, my appreciation for 

democratic participation is reflected in my terminology and the way I approach 

the subject matter of Northern Ireland. In the final analysis, a nomenclature 

simply does not exist that will satisfy all parties. 

Neither I nor any other scholar can ignore the power relations and 

historical dimensions of conflict in Northern Ireland. I have accordingly tried to 

offer a useful historical background chapter and have presented political 

grievances in detail. Again, my interest in peace and conflict studies requires that 

minority rights and grievances be addressed. Had I conducted the research twenty 

to thirty years earlier, I would have been compelled to take an approach more 

critical of the power relations. Fortunately, significant, though incomplete, 

progress has been made in redressing political and economic inequalities, and 

ultimately coexistence and a lasting political solution in Northern Ireland will 

require wide democratic participation and protection of minority rights. 
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Under-researched Issues 

In the interest of transparency and completeness, I would like to point out 

three areas that were under-researched over the course of my project. In Chapter 

Three, I briefly addressed the importance of religious segregation and 

sectarianism in perpetuating communal divisions, and I have tried to convey the 

importance of religion, such as covenantal theological issues for Orangemen and 

the importance of the Catholic Church in community organizing. I did not delve 

more deeply into these issues because I felt it could prove a distraction from the 

political issues that are at the forefront of parading disputes. 

Second, the police and military security forces do not figure prominently 

in the data. Officers do not usually live in the town where they work, and my 

primary aim was to uncover the local scene and community relations. The police 

were certainly present and involved in parading disputes, but they maintained a 

distance from community life. Outside of the Superintendent (who was 

transferred shortly after I arrived), the residents I interviewed did not identify 

individual officers. Alex, one of the Protestant clergymen, claimed that many felt 

the police maintained a cautious distance from the community.  

A lot of feeling about the police recently is that they have been making 
fairly big efforts to be impartial along with a fairly widespread feeling that 
they really could have ventured out of their barracks rather more and been 
seen. A Roman Catholic woman of our acquaintance rang them up and 
said, “We’re having (some sort of trouble), and would you do something 
about it, please?” and they never budged.  These were not the sort of 
Roman Catholics who would have been setting them up. We’ve had 
various troubles here from time to time, non-sectarian community trouble.  
Drunks.  And you ring [the police] up, and a lot of people feel that, in that 
situation, they take quite excessive care of themselves, and that they could 
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do something or send for a mobile or something like that. I feel that they 
haven’t been their own best advocates at times. 

Police isolation is an issue in and of itself that reflects tension in the town or at 

least a level of threat that the police perceive. Gaining access and building trust 

among officers requires a substantial investment of time and resources, as Brewer 

(1993) found in his research among police officers in Northern Ireland. With 

limited resources, I chose instead to focus my energies on residents in 

Loughbregan and Ballyreagh  

Second, I feared that too much contact with police and security forces, 

especially in public, could compromise my access to some residents, especially 

among those, such as republicans, who distrusted the police. Consequently, I 

conducted only one interview with three police officers who had jurisdiction in 

Loughbregan, and we arranged to meet in a nearby town over lunch. I found the 

officers friendly and cooperative, and our conversation provided another angle for 

triangulating the data as a whole. 

I assume the local authorities were aware of my presence in the area from 

the time I arrived since I entered the country on a research visa issued by the 

British government. However, I guessed that minimizing my contact with the 

police could potentially lower my profile and might diminish the chances that the 

security forces would ask for access to my data. This was a central concern of 

Jeffrey A. Sluka during his research in the Divis Flats ghetto in Belfast in 1981 

(1989:21-22). It was a concern that one of my republican interviewees confirmed 

when he explained that, a few years earlier, the police would likely have stopped 

and searched me as I was leaving his home. However, he also said that police 
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surveillance had diminished, and as far as I know, the police did not investigate 

me or my research. 

Third, I had little access to the internal meetings of the Orange Order, 

nationalist residents committees, and meetings between Parades Commission 

representatives and local parties to the disputes. Direct exposure to the decision-

making processes around parading disputes would illuminate issues such as 

motive and levels of intentionality that underlie strategies. It would also sharpen, 

by contrast, the retrospective interpretation of collective action events against the 

original development of methods and tactics. However, since I was not living in 

Loughbregan or Ballyreagh, it was difficult to develop the level of trust and 

familiarity that would have allowed that kind of access.  Even so, it would likely 

have proved impossible to attend private Orange lodge meetings, though it might 

have become easier to gather information about the meetings after the fact.  

In detailing, as fully as possible, the way in which the research was 

conducted and the data analyzed, I hope to have revealed factors that challenged 

and might weaken the research while also improving the work’s contribution to 

the study of conflict. I have also attempted to anticipate and disclose my own 

background and agendas so that the reader can assess for him or herself their 

influence on the work.  
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Chapter Five: Loughbregan 

Loughbregan is a small rural town of approximately two thousand five 

hundred people that lies within a thirty-mile radius of Belfast, the capitol city of 

Northern Ireland.  On first look, an outsider might describe it as a "sleepy town."  

One resident who moved to Loughbregan from Belfast said that her family in the 

city would characterize it as "a nice wee country village where they talk funny." If 

one drove in from the south in 1999, one would find that the town had a unique 

structure with two main squares instead of one.  The first square lay at a small 

roundabout near the parochial primary school and high schools and next to the 

large stone Catholic chapel, a bank, wine store, and hotel.  Turning right at the 

roundabout, one would pass a small petrol station, the local Presbyterian church 

and the Royal Ulster Constabulary police station.   

Police stations in Northern Ireland bear noting.  Loughbregan's "barracks," 

as it was called by some of the locals, was not nearly as imposing as some of the 

large fortresses one finds in Belfast and Londonderry/Derry.  Nonetheless, it had 

similar features including the large metal swinging gates through which vehicles 

could pass, barbed wire fences, an observation tower with surveillance equipment 

attached, and the signature concrete bunker with slits of one-way bullet-proof 

glass, located just at the gate.  Past the station lay a new health clinic and 

residential housing estates on both the left and right.  The housing on the left was 

new and distinguished itself from the older standardized detached and semi-

detached houses across the street.  
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However, if one went back to the roundabout, and proceeded through it up 

the hill via the main street, one would notice freshly painted store-fronts, 

including a video rental store, newsmakers (a newspaper corner store), a grill and 

restaurant, video arcade, a locally-owned grocery store, a new and trendy coffee 

shop matched further up the street by a new and trendy crafts store that faced the 

second square. The other square featured a historic building, which has become 

the local library.  A hotel under renovation and facing the library was girded with 

scaffolding and plastic sheeting flapped in the breeze.  Another small but 

corporately owned grocery store faced the hotel and was located just in front of a 

renovated hostel and the entrance to the town's main attraction: a castle, 

conference center and forest park.  Across  the other side of the square one could 

follow a small road past the Gaelic Athletic Association club and playing fields 

situated across the street from the abandoned (state-run) high school and the civic 

hall.  

Loughbregan was a primarily Catholic town, though it has not always 

been so.  The traces of Ireland's system of landlords and plantations were still 

readily discernible in Loughbregan since the town boasted a castle and gardens 

that were opened to the public in the late 1960s. In fact, many of the economic 

hopes of the town rested on the development of the forest park as a resource for 

the generation of tourism revenue since the decline of the linen industry in the 

area.  

By 1999, Loughbregan had long been a market town; it hosted a weekly 

market and then two large ones each year, all of which drew the rural community 
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into the town for shopping.  The town also had connections with urban areas since 

it lay within commuting distance from Belfast.  Middle-class and working-class 

Catholics moved from the city to Loughbregan where they found affordable 

housing and a pleasant, relatively safe rural environment in which to raise 

families.  

This is not to say that Loughbregan has not experienced its share of the 

Troubles.  During the height of the conflict, Loughbregan had a particularly bad 

reputation.  The town did not experience nearly the level of violence that could be 

found in Belfast, for example, but there was still a sufficient level that nearly all 

of my interviewees commented on it.  One local Catholic pub owner reflected 

back on the stigma that was attached to living in Loughbregan, especially where 

the security forces were concerned.   

Loughbregan has got a terrible reputation, terrible. It's not so bad now. 
Because of the cease-fires and because the troubles are more or less 
winding down. It's not just too bad now, but you know years ago, you talk 
about ‘82, ‘83 during those years and up to ‘92, ‘93 like during those years 
when I was younger and driving about whatever, if you were stopped at a 
checkpoint and the officer said, "How are you doing sir, where are you 
from?", "I'm from Loughbregan." Automatically, it's "Get out of the 
vehicle and open the bonnet, open the boot." You're going to get searched. 
It was just a bad area to come from…But, I think it's settling down a lot 
more now. I think the scars are starting to heal a bit round Loughbregan. I 
hope they are, you know. It's hard to know, like. 

Those wounds appeared in many of my interviews.  One of my contact's father 

had been killed.  Another family's shop had been bombed. One man had been shot 

by the IRA and still suffers from related complications.  An Orangeman had his 

business and home bombed one day after Drumcree 1997, and there were many 

other stories of bombings, shootings, and acts of intimidation on all sides.   While 
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I was conducting the research presented here, an elderly man was injured in a 

bomb blast claimed by the Orange Volunteers, a loyalist paramilitary.  Only two 

years before I arrived, a local Catholic boy was brutally murdered. Consequently, 

Loughbregan has struggled to shed its reputation as a Republican stronghold and a 

potentially dangerous place.  

NATIONALISTS AND REPUBLICANS 

Politically, most of Loughbregan's Catholics were moderate nationalists 

who voted for the SDLP. (Voting in Loughbregan was estimated at sixty percent 

for the SDLP and twenty to thirty-five percent for Sinn Féin.) By moderate, I 

mean they were only marginally inclined to political issues, or they were not 

radicalized.  Those that were politically inclined did not support an armed 

campaign for Irish unification.  They preferred a united Ireland and would support 

constitutional attempts in pursuit of unification, but they were at least if not more 

concerned about social issues such as the delivery of public services and 

economic development. Perhaps more importantly, moderate nationalists were 

concerned about preserving and pursuing their own Irish culture and maintaining 

their town economically.  They appreciated Loughbregan’s resources that allowed 

it to serve as an economic and cultural hub for the surrounding smaller towns.   

Gaelic sports held a central place in the town's life, and while I was there, 

the county's team won a major championship.  Flags displaying the team's colors 

decorated the main street toward the end of the season, and the win provoked a 

loud celebration in the middle of the town one night while I was conducting an 

interview with a local Orange leader who pointed out the connections between 
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Gaelic sports and nationalism and republicanism.  In 1998, an Irish language 

school was established, and an annual festival was held in the town that often 

involves Gaelic sports, Irish dancing, and other expressions of Irish culture.   

With regard to local community relations, most moderate Catholic 

residents were sensitive to the plight of local Protestants and expressed an open 

attitude toward the expression of Orange culture. Mark, a local educator, 

commented, "The vast majority of people are tolerant, decent, middle-of-the-road, 

tax-paying, law-abiding citizens.  It doesn't mean they love the Orange Order. It 

doesn't mean they want to stand in the streets and throw stones at them." Some of 

these residents distinguished themselves from the more radical Republican 

element in the town and expressed their regret over the lack of diversity in the 

town.   

Moderate Catholics that I interviewed were often progressive in their 

political opinions but also ambiguous about positive local community relations on 

one side and the fundamentally divided nature of Northern Ireland society and 

their town on the other. There was general consensus that Loughbregan had 

suffered a significant deal of violence during the height of the Troubles but had 

escaped the intense struggles found in urban areas. They agreed that community 

relations in Loughbregan were “good” or “not a problem” and yet also 

acknowledged “mental divisions,” “underlying tension,” and “hidden thoughts.” 

Some told me they had never had a significant conversation with a Protestant until 

they were adults. Like most people I interviewed, these moderate Catholics drew 

a distinction between uneventful day to day relations in the town and instances of 
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vandalism, paramilitary violence, security presence, parading disputes, and a 

pervasive cultural divide between Protestants and Catholics. They also agreed that 

parading was the central contentious issue and that trouble was partially a 

function of the broader parading dispute. 

There was also a discernible outward-looking perspective in which 

moderate Catholics viewed travel, the world economy, and ecumenism as much-

needed antidotes to parochialism and bigoted worldviews that could fuel 

destructive conflict. On several occasions, Catholics, who were not members of 

the nationalist residents’ committee, commented on the way in which Protestants 

and Catholics “get on just fine” when they are traveling abroad. They decried 

“tunnel vision” and acknowledged a tendency for people in Northern Ireland to 

become too caught up in the local situation. Ian, a solicitor in Loughbregan 

expressed the problem:  

We are not the center of the universe, and the world isn’t sitting on the 
edge of their seat wanting to see whether we can sort this thing out or 
whether we can’t sort it out.  And, my own impression in relation to the 
present settlement negotiations is that if we don’t grasp this opportunity, 
the world has passed us by, and we may never have the focus that we have 
on our problems now and the goodwill and the assistance from 
everywhere to help us sort it out.  

A smaller but vocal number of republicans in the town have given it a 

reputation as a republican stronghold.  One articulate republican activist I 

interviewed, Áine, claimed that the town has always had a strong republican 

constituency, while other Catholics and Protestants I interviewed suggested that 

an influx of politicized republicans from Belfast over the past ten years came into 

conflict with Protestants in the town.  One Protestant clergyman explained: 
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[One particular priest] re-settled a lot of people from west Belfast.  They 
had been burned out and that sort of thing, and they altered the traditional 
balance of opinion quite a lot.  They had no memories of working together 
with Protestants, if you see what I mean.  And to this day, you will find 
the local Loughbregan people, whose roots are here, will take one attitude: 
You were always here along with us, and it's your town as well as ours; 
The others who are from other places, where they maybe did have a very 
thin time, and who say, "Well, the only good Protestant is a dead 
Protestant, but we're not on for murder. But, the sooner you lot move out, 
the happier it would be for everyone.”  

When Maeve, a Catholic civil servant, found herself expressing frustration at the 

local parading situation, she would refer to it as "the Belfast coming out." 

Exposure to discrimination and violence in Belfast probably has found its way to 

Loughbregan.  

Yet, others became politicized despite their rural origins.  Áine, the 

republican activist, also explained that many republicans of her age in the area 

became radicalized during the hunger strikes of the early 1980s and over the 

policy of internment.  Some of Loughbregan's residents had already been active in 

the civil rights movement, and as I was told, "You always had an active Sinn Féin 

organisation as well as a military organisation.  We always had an active political 

organisation." More recently, in 1998, Sinn Féin established a very small 

constituency office in what used to be a telephone exchange.60  Because of IRA 

operations, the town was classified as a "no go area" for off-duty RUC officers 

and soldiers.  So, republicans in Loughbregan were familiar with struggle, and 

they identified with it.  Áine's husband, Patrick, also described how his 

experiences as a child had a significant effect on his activism in adulthood. 

                                                 
60 Ironically, the IRA bombed the telephone exchange in 1972 to cut off communication between 
the local RUC barracks and the nearest army base. 
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The older members of my family, they were all tear gassed over in the 
town itself by British soldiers. Even as a child, I thought: these people 
were coming from the country, spoke different to us, they would carry 
guns and all the rest, and people belonging to the town weren't allowed to 
express an opinion without it being put down, and I used to hate it.  I kept 
a scrapbook as a child, cuttings of everything that was going on, … I 
always supported the military struggle, and I always thought it was 
justified, and I really thought it was the only way there was going to be 
any change. I'd say I still do, but I think, definitely, the republican 
movement is right to strive for peace, because I think too many people 
have suffered. When people talk about suffering here, they talk about the 
suffering that the republicans have inflicted, but republicans over the years 
have suffered equally if, at times, not more than the security forces.  

An engraved mirror on Patrick’s living room wall also signaled his allegiance to 

the republican cause and his appreciation for republicans’ sacrifices. Titled 

“Loughbregan Roll of Honor,” the mirror bore the names of republican activists 

and IRA volunteers from the town and the surrounding area that have been killed. 

Besides shootings, republican activists endured heavy surveillance and 

sometimes intimidation by the security forces.  They would often be stopped in 

their cars by security forces on patrol, their houses were searched, they were strip-

searched, and as Patrick explained, one could be detained for interrogation and 

intimidation.   

When they arrested me one time for shooting a policeman in [a nearby 
town], I was actually stopped the night that this policeman was shot in 
Loughbregan. They knew that there was no way that I could have, but I 
was arrested about a week later, and they were sitting questioning me, and 
I was just sitting there listening to them, and he says "Now son, we know 
you didn't do this, but the UDR already know that you got arrested for 
this, and then the loyalists will know, and then some day you'll just get 
shot, and that'll be the end of our problem. They took me in there purely to 
set me up, then nothing ever came of it.  
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Once, Patrick was arrested for not providing a middle name to an officer at a 

roadblock, despite the fact that he does not have a middle name. Patrick estimated 

that he had been arrested fourteen times and claimed that, on another occasion, 

the RUC handcuffed him in front of his children as a psychological attack; his 

daughter became hysterical. There were also difficulties with employment 

because of employers’ fears over hiring republicans.  

It was a lifestyle with many sacrifices: “As I say, [my wife] and I were 

practically the only republican activists for ten miles outside of the town, and you 

did live with an awful lot of pressure of assassination,” especially in an 

environment of collusion between loyalist paramilitaries and security forces. 

However, he maintained in the interview that, despite the harassment and even 

paramilitary attacks on their house, he was not driven away from his activism or 

forced into a sectarian worldview. Republicans' experiences, such as Patrick's, 

played an integral part in their identity, and their everyday life reflected the depth 

of their commitments.  At the top of the steps in their home, one had to pass 

through an iron gate that was "leftover from the Troubles," and probably once 

used to deter loyalist or security force intruders.  

The decorations on the wall of Patrick and Áine's home included a framed 

speech by the Irish revolutionary, Patrick Pearse. As I left, I was loaned a copy of 

Bobby Sands' (1984) prison memoirs, One Day in My Life. All of these trappings 

indicated that they felt caught up in the British occupation of Northern Ireland, 

and they were part of a larger campaign to resist British policy and culture.  Such 
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activism accounted for Loughbregan's republicanism, but its presence was a 

contested issue. 

Protestants felt intimidated by the activist republican element and held a 

dim view of them.  The wife of an injured former RUC officer shared her aversion 

in an interview:  

 See, a lot of the people in Loughbregan I would say are all working class 
people, they just want to get up in the morning and go to their work and do 
whatever it is that they do, open their shop, or whatever it is, and at 
nighttime come home from work, close their shop, and maybe they want 
to go out and enjoy themselves or whatever. Then, you have this other 
group [of republicans] who don't work and probably lie in bed half the 
day, three quarters of the day. Then they get up, they go out at night time, 
and they terrorize everybody. But, I would say maybe this happens 
probably all over, not just Loughbregan. 

However, a similar distaste is also shared by Catholics in the town, such as one 

self-employed mother of four who had lived in the town most of her life but who 

also suggested that there had been a decline in intimidation by republicans.   

Most people have got fed up with it. I really think that we just got cheesed 
off. There's nothing else to do, … maybe because they've haunted the 
Protestants out, and the hardliners maybe aren't so hard anymore or ... I 
really don't know what it is, but there used to be quite a lot of graffiti 
about, and a lot of the Knock Road residents being hassled, and that has 
died out a bit. Now, if you were still speaking to the right ones, the 
attitude's still there with some of them … Loughbregan got a name for a 
town of being really republican, and I would say the real republicans you 
could count on two hands, out of the whole town, and the rest are just 
getting on with their lives. 

Another Catholic nationalist, a local secretary, described the way in which 

republicans polarized community relations through their involvement with the 

new Irish school in Loughbregan.   
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Kathy: Now, one thing which has happened in Loughbregan quite recently 
is the setting up of the Irish school.  It's a good idea, and anyone who is in 
love with the language, certainly it would have been a smashing thing, but 
the one thing about it which saddened me a little bit is that a lot of the 
republican-minded people went into the Irish school and virtually took it 
over.  With the result that, perhaps, it lost a lot of its credibility, not only 
among Protestants, but also among quite a few of the Catholic community 
here, who then saw it just as a republican school. And again, you could 
nearly name whose kids are going to go there, which is a shame really. … 
A lot of the ones who'd be involved in it would be ones who'd be standing 
on the streets protesting against the Orange marches.  So, it became a 
focus of division rather than a focus of integrating the two communities … 
But, the unfortunate thing about that particular school was that, during the 
European elections, Sinn Féin came to Loughbregan.  Where does Sinn 
Féin go to?  

Lee: Their school?  

Kathy: Yes, and it just automatically puts the Irish school into a particular 
category.  It's a shame, because I'm sure there are lots of families who 
would say, “Oh, I wouldn't mind having my child go to that school,” but 
may well be put off by that idea.  … And as I said, the ones involved in 
the school would be people who were on the protest on the picket line, 
whenever the Orangemen would march in Loughbregan.  So, it just, it 
became a little bit divisive.  It certainly didn't help relations.   

Like most any situation in Northern Ireland, the parties involved cannot be 

classified as simply Protestant or Catholic.  The Catholic community in 

Loughbregan is clearly divided over the state of community relations in the town, 

and the Orange lodge was able, to a limited extent, to take advantage of the 

schism.  

PROTESTANTS 

No one seemed sure of the time at which Loughbregan ceased to be a 

primarily Protestant town. Since the beginning of the Troubles thirty years ago, 

the local Protestant population has declined.  Most of the people I interviewed 



 154

acknowledged that many Protestants left the town under intimidation of boycotts, 

vandalism, property damage, arson, and even bombing.  They may not have been 

threatened directly or told to move on, but war-weariness eventually set in.  

Attacks on Protestants included vandalism and arson at the public primary school, 

shops burnt out, broken windows, attacks on the local Orange hall,61 and most 

recently, the burning of the Presbyterian church hall in 1995.  The cumulative 

result was a slow attrition of the Protestant population that began up to fifty years 

earlier when ownership of businesses was evenly split between Protestants and 

Catholics. However, in 1999, Protestants made up only one to five percent of the 

town's population, leaving only two or three Protestant-owned businesses on the 

main street.   

In terms of Catholic/Protestant relations, the most notable characteristic of 

Loughbregan's Protestants was their perceived marginalization.  Their 

diminishing numbers, combined with cultural differences, made them feel as if 

they were not wholly welcome in the town.  Sporadic incidents of vandalism also 

created a sense of being "under siege," as it was often described. 

Brenda, a local Protestant woman in her fifties had lived in Loughbregan 

for thirty-three years.  She described how many Protestants could not tolerate the 

bomb scares of the late seventies either psychologically or economically. 

Brenda: It was nearly every Tuesday night, it was for a time. When I got 
married and came to Loughbregan, there would have been more Protestant 
shops even than Catholic shops, and every time a shop would have been 
bombed and a family would have to move on, nobody else was prepared to 
take it on. And now, we have just two or three and this was over thirty 

                                                 
61 While I was conducting the research, another Orange hall approximately three miles from 
Loughbregan was burnt. 
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years ago. So, now even though things have improved, I don't think it will 
ever go back the way it was. 

Lee: Was it a gradual change or were there a couple of years when you felt 
like it suddenly changed? 

Brenda: It was, it was a gradual change, . . . and then the Troubles came 
in, and we lost quite a few families apparently, and then we did shrink, 
and we carried on anyhow.  We were quite small, and now we've started to 
grow again because a lot of the young people in the church, like my son, 
they've married and settled here, and my boys have married and are going 
to try to remain, if they can.  Sometimes it's not possible, but that has 
helped the growth, and now their children are coming to the local school.  
So, we've been lucky.  You know, other places would probably have been 
wiped out. 

Brenda's ardent responses throughout our conversation suggested that some of 

Loughbregan's Protestants saw themselves as a kind of remnant who remained 

through force of will and against odds.  Her optimism about a return of 

Protestants was not shared by most of the people I interviewed, though some 

could imagine it if a sustainable peace in Northern Ireland and new economic 

opportunities for Protestants were to materialize in Loughbregan.   

The town contained three Protestant churches.  The two main Protestant 

churches were the Presbyterian and Church of Ireland congregations, though the 

latter suffered from an aging congregation and declining numbers despite the use 

of an impressive granite church building built in the mid 19th century.  The 

Presbyterian Church, though also small, thrived in relative terms, partially 

because of the enclave-mentality of many of the towns' residents.  While 

Protestants may not have felt particularly welcome in the town itself or in 

community activities, the Presbyterian church provided for the social needs of 

many of the local Protestants.  Not surprisingly then, the burning of the church 
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hall and the closing of the local public high school were particularly distressing to 

Protestants.  These institutions were the two main focal points for Loughbregan's 

Protestants.   

The crises began when authorities determined that it was unsafe for the 

children of military personnel to be bussed to Loughbregan from a nearby army 

base.  Without those students, the school was not considered viable and was 

closed.  Consequently, one of the only features that attracted Protestants to 

Loughbregan was gone, the Protestant population continued to fall, and is 

considered unlikely to rebound. Protestants readily pointed out that many in the 

town, including SDLP politicians, fought unsuccessfully to save the school from 

closing.  Nonetheless, the loss contributed to Protestants’ alienation.   

Brian was a Protestant social worker who was raised in Loughbregan, and 

I found him particularly interesting because he had been trained in community 

relations work, was articulate about his Protestant identity, and was passionate 

about what he saw as the exclusion of his community in Loughbregan. He could 

not help comparing the demise of the Protestant school with the new Catholic 

school that was being completed when we had our interview.   

We felt that very hard, being a small community and this [school] was the 
thing that brought a lot of Protestants to the area.  They closed it.  Now, 
you see the big school being built is the Catholic school.  It's a big new 
school. A huge big school.  That's not an issue, it being built, but it's 
maybe an issue that ours is closed, and massive money is being put into 
this state of the art school.   

It does not help that while the primary school has struggled to remain, it has 

suffered repeated arson attacks and vandalism only a quarter mile away from the 

Catholic primary and high schools.     
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Similarly, the Presbyterian church hall was burned in 1995, putting 

another dent in Protestants' sense of security.  No one was charged with the 

incident, and it was never claimed by any paramilitary organization.  The 

Protestants that I interviewed did not feel that the attack was directed at them 

from any particular part of the Loughbregan community, and in fact, many in the 

Catholic community supported fund-raising efforts to rebuild the hall.  Some felt 

it was probably a form of vandalism by youth, perhaps from outside of the town.  

Nonetheless, the burning of the church hall was classified among the hardships 

suffered by the town's Protestants. One life-long resident, a youth worker and 

Presbyterian in his late thirties, described the church hall as an oasis for 

Protestants. 

The church hall, too, apart from the primary school, is the only focal point 
for Protestants now in Loughbregan.  It's the only meeting place of any 
sort.  So, that was a pretty big body blow when that was burned.  People 
felt bad, and the community is still recovering from that in the sense that it 
really affected our community, and it's affected our youth club; it's been a 
struggle to get going. 

The subtle sectarian undertones of the incident were reflected by the same youth 

worker when he told me that the church was concerned about potential future 

attacks associated with requests by the Orange lodge and the Royal Black 

Preceptory to use the hall for some of their events.  The same fear was echoed by 

a local cross-community youth worker who has only been able to reach local 

Catholic youth. She acknowledged that the burning of the hall made her job more 

difficult, played on Protestant fears, and has been detrimental to community 

relations. 
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There's a Presbyterian church just down that road on the left hand side, but 
they had their hall burned, which is just not good for community relations 
to begin with . . . It happened before I arrived, I think.  From what I hear, 
it was just their church hall where after-church activities would take place 
and all that sort of thing.  But that didn't help community relations, and 
rightfully so, they're still kind of wary of the community.  Which is a fair 
enough thing.  They've just built a new hall, and they're trying to re-
establish their own youth clubs and things within that hall.  But, I think it 
would be very ironic of us to approach them for use of their hall.   

Most Catholics recognized the precarious position of Loughbregan's Protestants, 

and they acknowledged that it would be difficult to attract Protestants back into 

the town. 

Loughbregan's Protestants who decided to stay in the town moved to one 

small isolated small street.  This enclave provided a measure of security for its 

residents, but it did not protect them from episodes of vandalism.  It also served to 

isolate them from the rest of the community.  June, a Catholic hairdresser who 

had lived in the town for twenty-three years was concerned about the segregation 

of the town's Protestants. 

By the time I had come to live in Loughbregan, there was . .  there used to 
be Protestant families over the Belfast Road, and slowly but surely they 
were pressurised into moving out. The only ones who would have 
survived would have been ones who kept their noses clean, kept their 
heads down, that wouldn't have gone to the Twelfth [parade] or anything, 
that really didn't push their Protestant identity at all, but they were only 
maybe two families . . . [Down in the Knock Road] they're sitting there so 
exposed, and boys go down out of the town and break their windows. I 
swear to God, the people in Knock Road are so quiet.  Really and truly, 
they are quiet. There's never any [trouble]. Well, I suppose they can't 
afford to. They wouldn't get as far anyway. No, they are exposed, 
definitely are very exposed. No, I wouldn't say, even the Protestant 
businesses in the town. Every Eleventh night they're getting their windows 
broken. The ordinary [townspeople] will support them, but there's an 
element that don't want them in the town. 



 159

June's comments illustrated well the way in which Loughbregan's Protestants, like 

Brenda and Brian, were a marginalized minority.  Two of the town's Protestants, 

men in their twenties, used the term "ethnic cleansing" during our conversations.  

While this term suggests an intentionality that is probably exaggerated, it does 

demonstrate the fact that local Protestants felt that they were victims of 

discrimination. (In all likelihood, only a small minority of the town’s population 

or even outsiders intentionally intimidated Protestants.)  One of Brenda's sons 

who lives near Loughbregan expressed his reluctance about moving back to 

Loughbregan and the way in which the decline of the Protestant population was 

gradual and subtle, but real. 

I'd say the seventies were fairly rough, and I'd say that did take it's toll. A 
lot of people moved out. Now, I'd have to be honest and say that very few 
people were forced from their homes. At the time of the hunger strikes in 
1981, there was a few Prod families actually forced out you know. 
[Someone] painted on the wall, "Get or Die," that sort of thing, and they 
did go to [a nearby town]. Everything else sort of happened more 
gradually, you know. You just sort of got a feeling of unease. Like when I 
lived in Loughbregan, there was twenty-three [Protestants], but when I got 
married, then there was just no way I could buy a house there, like. My 
brother still lives there. He lives in our original house, but to move into a 
new estate or some of the existing estates, it's just, you know, you'd be 
worried you'd be the only Protestant maybe living in it, you know? It'd be 
a bit intimidating. 

Feeling intimidated or generally unwelcome in the town kept Protestants from 

moving back into the town, and those who lived in Loughbregan were compelled 

to "keep a low profile." 

The disappearance of Protestant small businesses paralleled the housing 

situation.  Bombing, boycotting, and vandalism of Protestant businesses in the 

town, combined with retirements and personal decisions to move, contributed to 
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the declining Protestant population in the town. As the business people moved 

out, there were no Protestants willing to take their places.  

Despite the incidents of intimidation, many of Loughbregan's Catholic 

residents were disappointed to see Protestants leave.  One of my contacts, Amy, 

was a mother of two.  She grew up in Loughbregan where her parents ran a local 

small business, and she felt a great deal of support from most of the townspeople, 

both Protestant and Catholic.  However, one year, their store was bombed when 

an incendiary device was thrown through the front door of the shop.  Incidents of 

vandalism perpetrated against their store became especially bad during the 

summer marching season since Drumcree became a national issue, and Amy says 

it hastened her parents’ retirement.  Their minister confirmed this in an interview:  

There would have been a certain amount of boycotting on both sides, not 
that there are many shops for Catholics to boycott, but it did certainly 
create...I mean, in my time it drove out, one shop had to close.  They were 
just attacked by vandals using the [political] situation.  I think Amy’s 
parents just had lost their heart.  I mean, it was maybe the third or fourth 
time that their shop’d been wrecked, broke the windows and destroyed. …  
I think they just hadn't the heart.  They were probably going to retire and 
start again, but it left a horrible taste. 

Some Catholic residents disputed the claim that Protestants were intimidated out 

of the town.  One Catholic gentleman who was active in local civic life insisted 

that Protestant businesses were simply bought by Catholics when their Protestant 

owners decided to pursue other careers, or their children chose not to carry on the 

family business (thumping his fist on the table for emphasis where we sat in a 

local pub.)62   

                                                 
62 The other gentleman in the interview, once the tape recorder had been turned off, agreed that 
some Protestants left Loughbregan because they felt "it wasn't safe." 
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CIVIC LIFE  

Finally, Protestants felt left out of community life in Loughbregan. 

Closure in social relations is often a product of overt discrimination, but it is also 

a product of subtle or “aversive” discrimination (Dovidio, Gaertner, Anastasio 

and Sanitioso 1992). A combination of disconnected networks, favoritism, and 

reluctance on the part of the excluded group can perpetuate divisions, even when 

formal rules have been established to increase equality and interaction. This can 

be illustrated by looking at initiatives over the previous five years to redevelop the 

town's business sector and main street in an attempt to attract new industry and 

consumers. While Protestants, as a community, were not overtly excluded from 

participation in the revitalization project, their involvement was limited. 

During 1992 and 1993, I became familiar with Loughbregan, since I 

traveled through the town several times a week if not daily while I was doing 

volunteer work in the area.  Returning in 1999, I immediately noticed renovation 

work.  As I conducted the research, I learned about schemes to improve the 

town’s businesses and infrastructure, but I also learned of varying opinions about 

the distribution of resources. 

A great deal of money was available from external sources that address the 

Troubles through investment into development projects.  After the Anglo-Irish 

Agreement of 1985, the International Fund for Ireland (IFI) was established by 

the United Kingdom and supported by the United States, Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand, and Australia.  The IFI has distributed funds to disadvantaged local 

communities in Northern Ireland, especially border towns, with the hope that the 
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regeneration of business infrastructure would energize local economies and 

diminish poverty. In the 1990s, Loughbregan received one million pounds in 

conjunction with the IFI and the Department of Environment that were directed 

through a committee of local businesspeople in the town.  Half of the funds went 

into the creation of a local hostel and conference center in 1995. The rest of the 

money was put toward environmental projects such as the restoration of footpaths 

and the renovation of derelict business in the main street.  Another related 

program produced approximately one million more pounds for housing 

development.  Additional funds came from the European Union (EU) peace and 

reconciliation program to retain a youth worker and for the major renovation of a 

building next to the Catholic chapel that now serves as a community center with 

computer labs, offices, and meeting spaces.  

When I returned in 1999, the newly painted storefronts and landscaping 

gave the town a noticeable facelift, but the improvements were also a source of 

frustration for Loughbregan's Protestants. Two Catholic men on the 

improvements committee adamantly insisted that the town's improvement scheme 

was well-integrated and that the project provided opportunities for Protestants and 

Catholics to work together. The improvements committee included two or three 

Protestants, but they were seen by Protestants as token representatives that 

provided the committee an appearance of integration while "decisions are made 

elsewhere" as one Protestant clergyman claimed. The minister also admitted that 

the representation of Protestants on the committee probably reflected the size of 

their population, an obstacle that could frustrate those Catholics who desired an 
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integrated committee. Nonetheless, Protestants were "suspicious" and felt that 

they had been left out and not given access to funds. The local Church of Ireland 

was turned down for a grant while Catholic businesspeople and the Catholic 

parish benefited. Brian, a Protestant social worker, expressed this bitterness in 

comparing the creation of the community hall with the rebuilding of the 

Presbyterian church hall that burnt down in 1995.     

The Catholic church has a hall which was absolutely falling down.  It 
hadn't been used for a long long time, and the improvement committee 
have hired this hall off them for twenty-five years or something.  They're 
spending European money on it.  I think it's three hundred thousand 
pounds … And I suppose, looking on, we see that as just simply a way of 
doing up their hall, the Catholics doing up their hall.  We built a hall. We 
feel we built it ourselves, and we done a lot. We had to cough up very hard 
as a small community to build this hall, and we see the European 
Government coming in and just building the hall for the Catholics.   

Brian's comments indicated a feeling of mistreatment while also revealing a pride 

in the independence and capabilities of Loughbregan's Presbyterians to deal with 

the burning of their church hall on their own.  

However, rumors also circulated that one Protestant business received 

funds in return for hiring more Catholic employees. Another clergyman expressed 

disbelief that the funds used on local improvements were seemingly withheld 

from the Knock Road where Protestants live in the town.63 

I always remember when the Fund for Ireland came in, I went to see a map 
with one of the Protestant shopkeepers.  He was a member of my church, 
and we went into the library at the time, and they had this [map that] 

                                                 
63 The houses in the Knock Road were very old having been built around 1712 to accommodate 
workers during the expansion of the linen industry. The road did not qualify for public amenities 
such as road paving because it was classified as private land. This arrangement probably 
contributed to the inhabitants’ sense of alienation. However, it must be said that those living in the 
Knock Road were able to secure outside funding in order to pave the road. 
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showed you [how the money would be] spent, and it stopped just before 
the Presbyterian manse and started again after the Knock Road.  It was 
unbelievable.  We couldn't believe it. … Not that [Protestants were] 
rushing to have the money as such, but it just seemed so petty almost.  It's 
just perceived to be that we do not exist. Now, I don't think we help 
ourselves, because we don't want to get involved, and we're suspicious of 
everything.  I think the improvements committee are genuinely trying to 
set up things to bring the people together.  I think there just is, you have no 
say because you are so few. Your voice is so small. 

According to this clergyman, the process was a cycle in which Protestants' sense 

of exclusion kept them from getting involved, ensuring further feelings of 

isolation.  I should highlight that it was a "sense" of exclusion which was 

probably based in fact on some occasions, but not in others.  The Knock Road 

residents did in fact get European funding to tarmac their road.  The Protestant 

residents formed a committee, and Catholics in the town helped the committee in 

obtaining the funding.  

Most likely, Protestants' lack of involvement in Loughbregan's 

improvement schemes can be explained by multiple factors.  First, there were so 

few Protestants that they were overlooked, and even when they were involved, 

they did not have the numbers and representatives to make their opinions heard.  

Protestants also tended to avoid participation in the civic life of Loughbregan.  

Partly, they feared drawing attention that might provoke some form of retaliation 

against themselves or other Protestants, but they also valued their independence 

and self-sufficiency.  A local Protestant working class Orangeman explained: 

I have to be honest and say: Look, Protestants, they're not really, apart 
from their own sort of tradition, they're not really people for getting 
involved.  They haven't the same community basis as Roman Catholics. 
Roman Catholics have a great community spirit. Protestants are more sort 
of independent, individual, you know, with their families and things. The 
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Orange Order sort of unites Protestants, bringing them together, and the 
whole parading thing or your church bring you together, but they don't just 
have the same community spirit, and I think that's a pity.  But, it's just the 
way they are.  You know? 

Catholics communities have developed a stronger grassroots infrastructure than 

Protestants who tend to emphasize the importance of immediate family and 

individuals.  Consequently, Catholics have become more adept at community 

organizing, including the development of skills that allow them to take advantage 

of the many international funding schemes that have become available.  To 

Protestants, participation in such schemes is akin to begging or suggests laziness.  

(Some also had political qualms with the IFI in particular because of its 

association with the Anglo-Irish agreement and saw it as a bribe to pacify unionist 

protests to the Agreement, "blood money" as one man described it.)  This 

Protestant work ethic should not be particularly surprising.  The Protestant 

ascendancy in Northern Ireland meant that historically Protestants had little or no 

need to organize collectively.  

COMMUNITY RELATIONS 

There was a consensus in Loughbregan that community relations could 

use improvement, though most felt that they were likely to stay the same. Overall, 

the people I interviewed believed that community relations between Protestants 

and Catholics in Loughbregan were not atrocious, certainly when compared with 

areas like Belfast and Armagh. Yet, Loughbregan had a reputation as a 

contentious area and a republican stronghold, a town that has been fought over. 

During the period surrounding the development of the Anglo-Irish agreement, it 

was a test case town for Orangemen who wanted to make the point that they could 
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march anywhere in Northern Ireland, even through a nationalist town. During the 

height of the Troubles, it was considered a no-go area for British security forces 

because of threats from the IRA.   

However, Noel, a Catholic community organizer in his thirties described 

improvements over the past fifteen years approximately.  According to Noel, in 

the mid- to late 1980s, many young republicans from the area were inactive or on 

the run, and their absence lessened tension.   

The level of conflict and tension in Loughbregan certainly died away.  
People got, I suppose, sick of the atrocities, and there was no financial 
gain in any of it.  … When you looked at the outside world and saw what 
was happening elsewhere…  So, for all sorts of reasons, things have 
changed, and people are now more thoughtful about their future.  And you 
know yourself, there's political thinking that has happened. It's come as a 
result of people's mindset of weariness of the conflict.  So, that's probably 
it from a Catholic perspective in this area, or a nationalist perspective in 
this area.   

Since the cease-fires, violence has declined, though not disappeared.  While I was 

living near Loughbregan, an elderly gentleman was nearly harmed by an anti-

personnel booby trap. In 2000, a man suffered leg injuries when a car bomb 

exploded as he started his automobile.  Most recently, in November 2000, an 

RUC officer was seriously injured when he detonated a booby trap outside the 

police station in Loughbregan.   

Still, overall, there was a sense that community relations in the town had 

improved or were not particularly problematic, though some admitted that this 

may have been a function of the scarcity of Protestants.  Several of the moderate 

Catholics I interviewed expressed their desire for greater diversity in the town, 

though they were not optimistic about it happening.  Catholics were more likely to 



 167

present a positive view of community relations, suggesting that contact between 

the Protestant and Catholic communities was becoming more common, or at least 

that there was a growing openness to cooperation.  Musical events and fundraisers 

for the Protestant churches or the primary school were cited.  Often, comments 

about positive community relations accompanied comments on the regeneration 

of the town, as if one depended on the other.  However, Beth, a community 

worker who was trying to set up an integrated youth program attributed the 

openness of Catholics to their sense of security.  "They don't feel threatened at all, 

so they will participate in cross-community activity and not feel as though it's an 

issue because they feel secure within themselves." 

Protestants were more wary. During the majority of the year, Protestants 

used the local businesses in the town, at least during day-time business hours, and 

day-to-day life was considered fairly normal. Also, like other rural areas across 

Northern Ireland, the local farmers cooperated with one another (Harris 1972).  

However, as Kathy illustrated in her comments, the quality of community 

relations is not constant.  The fluctuations of the broader political scene had a 

significant impact on Loughbregan: "I think it's pretty much the same really as it 

always has been.  When there are times of tension such as Drumcree, everyone 

seems to retreat into their own camp but when that tension is defused and 

normality comes back again, you find that everyone starts to come back out and 

just each accept other really."   

Catholic respondents made similar comments in which they interpreted 

community relations in Loughbregan in terms of the broader conflict in Northern 
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Ireland. They felt that the broader political scene did have an effect. When asked 

about the current or future state of community relations in Loughbregan, they 

often referred to the state of the peace process or the latest news from Drumcree, 

as illustrated by this comment from Declan:  

Because we're such a small province, it ripples down.  Drumcree ripples.  I 
think people are aware that what happens there is going to affect here.  It’s 
going to affect the whole province.  So yes, I think they are watching 
what's going on, some with suspicion and some with fear and some with 
hope.  Probably most with a mixture of all three to be honest.   

This view was common for both Protestants and Catholics, and the state of the 

peace process and the protests at Drumcree were, by far, the issues most often 

cited.   

The impact of the Drumcree situation was perhaps of most interest to 

Loughbregan's Protestants for whom parading became problematic after the 

ceasefires and with the start of the dispute at Drumcree.  Brenda identified the 

way in which the ceasefires meant a decline in violence, but it brought parading 

into contention in Loughbregan.  "I think the violence has stopped, but it's opened 

up lots of bother. Things that were hidden, which were always there but were 

hidden because the violence took centre stage."  Jim concurred, and his comments 

illustrate the impact that parading as a national issue had on the Protestant 

community in Loughbregan.   

Since Drumcree One and the marching season, yes, [community relations] 
have deteriorated even worse I think.  I don't go up to [a particular pub] 
for a social drink now, because I feel almost it's a bit enemy territory now. 
That's terrible to say that about your own town, but we do feel that it's 
enemy territory now unfortunately. We don't do much in the town... So 
yes, I would say that it has deteriorated slightly more, not to the extent that 
we get petrol-bombed every night, but to the extent that we know that we 
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are a very small minority, and we sort of behave as a small minority, you 
know. We know what we can do, our limits. I mean there's two thousand 
people against our sixty I think it is, or sixty families or something like 
that.  

Parading is a contentious issue across Northern Ireland, and as one of the 

few public venues for collective interaction between Protestant and Catholic 

groups in Loughbregan, parading has a significant impact on community 

relations. It is this public interaction, the deployment of collective action tactics, 

that primarily interests me. As I will show, demographics, national history, and 

local history play an important role in forming the collective action tactics used 

by opponents in parading disputes. For nationalist and republican activists, 

Loughbregan’s loyal institution parades represented a history of inequality and a 

struggle over high-profile parades in Belfast, Portadown, and Derry. Protesting 

against local parades was an opportunity to express their own grievances and 

participate in the wider struggle.  

Loyal institution parades performed a similar function for Protestants. 

They “performed memory” (Jarman, 1997:1) and expressed collective identity, 

and the Orange Order was one of the few institutions in Loughbregan around 

which the small Protestant population could socialize. Thus, a significant part of 

the minority population in Loughbregan, the Orangemen’s actions were not 

entirely distinguishable from the population, and this influenced their choice of 

collective action tactics.  
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Chapter Six: Parading in Loughbregan and Persuasive Avoidance 

Parading in Loughbregan has not always been the focus of contention that 

it was in 1999.  People repeatedly told me about the way in which Orange parades 

have traditionally been events attended by all sides of the community.  Stories 

about Catholic neighbors helping with farm chores so that Protestant farmers 

could walk are common narratives (Harris 1972).  June, the hairdresser, told me 

that they have always watched the parades on television, and still do, though now 

it is somewhat taboo. 

Will there ever be a day when we can all go out and see it? I mean, as 
Catholic children, every Twelfth, we sat glued to the television watching 
the band parades, because obviously it was all happening in other areas ... 
We still watch it. I mean, the Twelfth of July this year, my son had an 
operation, and we were watching when the nurse came in to dress his 
wound, and I thought afterwards, “Did she think I was a real hard-line 
protestant or a very soft Catholic?” (laughs) Anyway, if it was on, we still 
would watch it. 

Kathy, the secretary, expressed a similar viewpoint describing her experiences 

attending parades: "I mean, everyone loves a band, regardless as to where it's 

coming from." Most nationalists, and even many republicans, would agree that 

there is a place for Orange parades, but that its legitimacy must rest to some 

degree on the consent of the nationalist community. According to the Northern 

Ireland Life and Times Survey in 1999, 89 percent of Catholics agreed that “no 

marches should be allowed through areas that are predominantly those of the 

other tradition unless the residents approve.” Only 39 percent of Protestants 

agreed or strongly agreed (Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 1999). Thus, like 
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in many other towns, nationalist and republican residents in Loughbregan 

organized to consult with Orangemen over whether or not their parades would be 

allowed and under what conditions.   

The demand for negotiation and consent had come to the forefront over 

the previous three years, but the issue presented itself as early as 1985 in 

Loughbregan when a unionist councilor arranged for controversial "kick-the-

pope" bands from outside the town to parade in defiance of the recently signed 

Anglo-Irish agreement.  Nationalist leaders campaigned successfully to have the 

bands barred, but loyalists, determined to parade through the town, tried to 

circumvent police by entering through surrounding fields. Despite her earlier 

comment about the universal appeal of bands, Kathy described the way in which 

the 1985 situation set the stage for subsequent parading disputes: 

I remember living in Oak Park, and there were Orangemen virtually all 
around Loughbregan.  We were surrounded, and they were going to come 
in whether or not, and the police were trying to stop them.  I remember 
them coming across the fields.  You always had that feeling that we’re sort 
of being invaded from outsiders here, and what are the police doing?  Are 
they sincerely going to stop them coming in, or are they just going to turn 
a blind eye and let it go on ahead?  Luckily enough, it didn’t result in any 
big trouble, but it’s always sort of been kept on simmer. 

During that same year, Dr. Ian Paisley, a firebrand Free Presbyterian moderator 

and anti-agreement unionist politician, came to the town insisting that he could 

rightfully walk anywhere in Northern Ireland.  In the end, the police succeeded in 

stopping the parades from proceeding.  In later years, outside bands made 

impromptu attempts to join Loughbregan's lodge in their traditional Twelfth 

parade, but nationalist politicians persuaded the RUC to monitor and stop the 

practice.   
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By themselves, the local accordion band and Orange lodge did not present 

a threat to Loughbregan's Catholic residents, and Amy contrasted the local 

accordion band with contentious "blood and thunder" bands. 

I mean the band only ever played hymns.  They don't play any contentious 
tunes or anything like that. There was another band started up in the town, 
and they did play all sorts of contentious tunes. They were one of the, as 
they called them, kick-the-Pope bands, which isn't very nice terminology, 
but that's what they're known as. They would have done things like stop 
outside [a restaurant owned by republicans] and play rather loudly and 
play party tunes and things like that.  

The band is actually considered one of the town's assets because of its award-

winning reputation and its occasional participation in civic events in the town. 

The general level of support for Loughbregan’s accordion band may have been 

unique to the town. The RES report (Ward, McDade and Marches 1997) states 

that, across Northern Ireland, 51 percent of Catholic respondents felt that only 

local bands should be allowed, but 39 percent preferred no bands at all (p. 21).  

The involvement of radical outsiders intimidated both communities in 

Loughbregan, an observation that matches the findings of the RES report that 84 

percent of Protestants and 82 percent of Catholics “said unruly hangers on had 

contributed a lot to public disorder.” Only 20 percent of Protestants and 7 percent 

of Catholics supported allowing “hangers-on” (as opposed to “behaved 

supporters”) to follow parades through areas comprising a majority of a “different 

tradition” (Ward, McDade and Marches 1997:11, 24). Residents were more likely 

to resist band parades that invited potentially contentious and aggressive bands 

from other areas, as opposed to purely traditional marches by local bands and 

lodges.   
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The Loughbregan Orange Order organized an annual band parade 

involving between five and twelve bands (some from outside Loughbregan) each 

summer up until approximately 1996.  Since then, the local Orange lodge and the 

Royal Black Preceptory have attempted to hold only their own traditional parades 

in July and August each year featuring the local accordion band. However, some 

nationalist residents have insisted that parades must be negotiated and have their 

approval to proceed.  

Traditionally, Orange parades in the town proceeded from the local (and 

rather dilapidated) Orange hall at one end of the town, up the main street, through 

one roundabout at the Catholic church and on to a second roundabout where the 

marchers reversed course and returned.  The proximity of the parade to the 

Catholic church was a common complaint among nationalists, especially if the 

event took place during Mass and if aggressive bands took the opportunity to "put 

the foot in" by playing loud or sectarian tunes.   

SUMMERS OF CONTENTION 

1996   

During a second summer of turmoil at Drumcree, parading in 

Loughbregan became especially contentious. Loughbregan's Twelfth parade 

passed peacefully, but the town and its surrounding area experienced the fallout 

from Drumcree, including attacks on the local police, riots, and vandalism to 

Protestant homes, businesses, vehicles, and the primary school. The town’s own 

parading dispute became contentious in August when seven men stood across the 

main street to block a Royal Black Preceptory parade. A debate between the 



 174

Royal Black, the local RUC superintendent, and the "magnificent seven" (as some 

Protestants dubbed the protestors) ensued. The situation was resolved on the spot 

that year when a senior police officer negotiated with the protestors a situation in 

which the Orangemen said that they would not pass the Catholic chapel.  

Majorities of Protestants (61 percent) and Catholics (78 percent) across 

Northern Ireland agreed that “no music should be played outside churches of the 

‘other’ tradition” (Ward, McDade and Marches 1997:22). Loughbregan was not 

an exception, and Harold, one of the Orangemen who was carrying a banner at the 

front of the formation, described the event: 

On Black Saturday morning we [usually] went right down to the bottom of 
the town, past the roundabout, past the chapel. Now, there never was any 
bother going past the chapel, but one of their arguments was, ”Well, you 
know, we’re not happy with you walking down past the chapel,” and we 
sort of just arranged, we said, “We’re not going past the chapel today.  
We’re turning at the roundabout,” and then they didn’t really have an 
argument. And that’s what we did.  It just sort of took the heat out of the 
situation. 

The Orange lodge completed their walk on that day, but it was only the beginning 

of a dispute that escalated during the following summer.   

1997   

July 1997 brought a tense atmosphere in Loughbregan. The IRA declared 

a ceasefire on July 20, but there were also local acts of violence. A local 

Orangeman’s business on the main street was gutted by fire after two attacks on 

the premises, and a little over two weeks later, a local Catholic youth was brutally 

murdered while hitchhiking from a nearby town. The Chief Constable’s decision 
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to allow the Portadown Orangemen down the Garvaghy Road also produced 

anger and disgust among many nationalists and republicans. 

A formal resident's committee of concerned nationalists and republicans 

had also formed. According to Áine, the organizing meeting was well attended 

and supported, which the committee took as a mandate. One of my contacts, who 

had attended the meeting, estimated approximately one hundred fifty in 

attendance, mostly under the age of thirty. Áine did not mention that several other 

residents had circulated a petition through Loughbregan collecting seventy-three 

signatures in an appeal to allow the local lodge to have their parade. One of those 

who organized the petition submitted the following Letter to the Editor in a local 

paper detailing the petition effort.  

SIR – Re: the meeting held in the Loughbregan Community Centre on 11 
July, here is a copy of the wording of the petition that was taken round the 
town of Loughbregan on the same day: 

Public meeting in Loughbregan Community Centre on Friday, 11 
July 1997, at 8 pm. Purpose of the meeting – Organising a Peaceful 
protest in Loughbregan…against the Orange Order’s proposed 
Sectarian March on Saturday morning 12/7/97. 

Regarding the above public meeting, we the residents and business 
people of Loughbregan wish to make it clear that we are opposed 
to any type of counter-demonstration to the Orange March, 
scheduled to take place on Saturday morning. Any such action is 
likely to result in damage to person or property and would only 
serve to heighten tension in the town, over the July period.’  

The petition, which was drafted hurriedly the night before, was taken to all 
properties on the Main Street and on the Upper and Lower Squares. As 
only two of us were carrying out this task, there was insufficient time 
available to petition any of the estates in the town. The statistical facts 
pertaining to the petition are as follows: 
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1) 73 people signed the petition; 

2) Eight (approx) people, although unwilling to sign the petition, 
expressed empathy with its declaration; 

3) Nine (approx) people refused to sign the petition; 

4) One person indicated to us at the meeting, that he was misled as 
to the purpose of the petition and would not have signed it 
otherwise. (An apology has since been made to the person 
concerned).  

5) 32 (approx) property owners could not be contacted on what 
was the only day available for carrying out the petition (people 
mostly at work); 

6) The Main Street and Squares of Loughbregan are made up of 98 
residential and business properties. (Those presently in use or in 
occupation). 

The conclusion that we draw from the above statistics is that a majority of 
the existing residents and business people of ‘the town’ of Loughbregan 
were opposed to any counter-demonstration taking place. It has been 
brought to our attention that letters have been printed in your paper, 
emanating from the proceedings of the above meeting, resulting in a tit-
for-tat dialogue on the propriety or otherwise of what took place. We have 
provided the above statistics in the hope that they will help to clarify the 
situation. There is no reason for anyone to seek to hold the high ground on 
this matter. Protracted argument and counter-argument promote, rather 
than overcome, division in our society and do nothing to bring about the 
‘equal opportunity for all’, that we all aspire to. Solomon, in his time, 
wrestled with the concerns of this world to gain understanding of the 
purpose of life. He came to this conclusion: ‘Fear God and keep His 
commandments. For this is the whole duty of man.” (Eccles 12:13). May 
we all do likewise that we may have peace. 

The petition was presented at the organizing meeting for the residents’ committee, 

but those presenting the petition were heckled.   

The new residents’ organization then attempted to contact the Orange 

Order and invited them to meet and discuss nationalist concerns over parading.  
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The Orange Order predictably declined, and a protest was organized to block the 

Orangemen's annual Twelfth parade.  This time, approximately two hundred 

people gathered to protest the parade, though presumably some of those were 

present to simply watch the event.  Protestors "lined the street, and they were 

prepared to lie down and take a kicking" as June put it.  That day, the Orangemen 

decided to hold no parade at all. They simply boarded a hired bus that was 

detoured around Loughbregan before taking them to a nearby town where they 

served as the hosts for the district parade. They later issued a statement to a local 

paper in which they explained their decision, being careful not to entirely 

relinquish their desire to parade: 

We as law-abiding members of Loughbregan LOL 321, in the light of the 
civil unrest and the utilization of the forces of the Crown and in the 
interest of peace within our community for this year will reluctantly waive 
the lawful right to walk through the main street of our home town on the 
annual Twelfth July morning parade, 1997. We have not compromised our 
lawful right to parade the main shopping street of our home town. This 
action has been taken to avoid the enemies of our Protestant heritage being 
given the opportunity to create a situation resulting in civil disorder…   

In subsequent press releases, the residents’ organization claimed that 

“overwhelming opposition” led to the parade’s cancellation, and the lodge 

claimed that it had voluntarily modified its parade in the interest of preventing 

civil disorder. 

Later in the summer, to the dismay of moderate Catholics and Protestants, 

the residents’ committee insisted on the cancellation of the local accordion band’s 

annual competitive band parade, and they planned a sit-down demonstration. In 

the end, the local band met with the committee, the committee called off its 

protest, and the band decided to postpone its event. In August, the Black 
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Preceptory took the same decision as the Orange lodge for their August event and 

chose not to parade. 

1998    

The summer of 1998 again began with intimidation, and the province was 

rocked by the Omagh bombing.64 Whereas a Protestant business was burnt out at 

the beginning of July 1997, a Catholic church near Loughbregan was burnt during 

the first week of July 1998 in an attack that simultaneously targeted ten other 

churches across the province.  Three days later, security forces in Portadown 

halted an Orange church parade that was to return along the Garvaghy Road, and 

rioting ensued across Northern Ireland, resulting in the tragic deaths of three 

children in Ballymoney. Their deaths stigmatized the Orange cause at Drumcree, 

and many called for the Orange Order to end its standoff.     

Also, for the first time, the new Parades Commission (PC) delivered a 

determination on parades in Loughbregan, in which the Orangemen were 

instructed not to proceed through the town, as they had voluntarily done the 

previous summer. The commission’s decision states: 

The Commission has noted that those taking part in this parade have 
always behaved in a lawful and orderly manner to reduce the threat of 
disorder arising from the parade. However, we note that in 1997 a protest 
was held in the town. As a result, the members of the lodge decided not to 
parade. In relation to disruption to the life of the community, we have 
noted that the parade lasts only 30 minutes or so, and would cause very 
little disruption to the everyday life of the community. We have also 
considered the parade’s potential impact on relationships within the 
community. In this regard we have taken full account of reports about the 

                                                 
64 The Omagh bombing of August 15, 1998, carried out by the Real IRA, is the single largest 
atrocity in the Troubles. Twenty-eight people were killed. 
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opposition to the parade from the [Loughbregan] Residents Coalition, who 
resent the parade proceeding through the town. We have paid particular 
attention to the demography of the area, and note that the population of the 
town is largely Nationalist, although the proposed route is through the 
largely commercial Main Street. Unfortunately it appears that 
relationships between the two communities at this time are not conducive 
to this parade taking place in an atmosphere free from conflict. 

The lodge did not proceed through the town, but instead paraded away from the 

center of the town into the small Protestant cul de sac on the Knock Road. The 

residents’ committee had also applied to conduct a “peaceful protest rally,” but 

their application was refused on the basis that it was submitted late.65 The Royal 

Black Preceptory parade, scheduled for August 29, was also prohibited from 

entering the town by the Parades Commission.  

1999    

The summer of 1999 began with yet another arson attack, this time on an 

Orange hall near Loughbregan. However, due in large part to the unusual 

decisions of the Portadown Orangemen to avoid the violent confrontations of 

previous years, Twelfth parades across the province proceeded with few incidents. 

There was little resistance to two loyal institution “church parades” held in 

Loughbregan, though the Parades Commission prohibited two traditional Orange 

and Black parades from processing through the town. The first was an annual 

district-wide church parade that is only intermittently held in Loughbregan on the 

day before the Twelfth celebrations.  The residents’ committee chose not to block 

                                                 
65 Reports on the Twelfth situation in 1998 are contradictory. A local newspaper reported in the 
week before the event that the Parades Commission had not granted the residents’ committee 
permission for a counter-demonstration. Yet, a later Parades Commission determination noted that 
the residents had complied with the commission’s restrictions on its route. 
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this parade since it was a church parade, though some representatives of the 

residents' committee observed. This was a common response to church parades. 

Majorities of Protestant and Catholics in the RES study agreed (85 and 54 percent 

respectively) that marches should be allowed to and from institutions and places 

of worship (Ward, McDade and Marches 1997:25). The residents' committee 

chair during that year explained to me that republicans respect all religions, and it 

would have looked improper for the committee to block the parade. The RES 

study confirms the chair’s assessment. A “pavement demo” was the only protest 

tactic, besides handing in a letter of protest, that Catholics across Northern Ireland 

considered acceptable. Civil disobedience, blocking the road, or sitting in the road 

received far less support (Ward, McDade and Marches 1997:32).   

I had the opportunity to observe this parade.  Before the lodge came 

through the town, people began gathering on either side of the main street with 

some remaining in their cars in a parking lot alongside the street.  I counted eight 

RUC landrovers and two Army landrovers, though there may have been more just 

outside the town or down side streets.  The security presence was substantial and 

appeared more than capable of dealing with the number of people present if an 

altercation had occurred.   The RUC officers wore flame retardant boiler suits and 

padding and carried automatic rifles.  Riot shields could be seen in the backs of 

the landrovers that stood with their back doors open.   

A small group of six people stood at the corner of the market house where 

I was told the residents' committee stood in previous years.  They appeared by 

their body language to be scrutinizing the parade.  Before the parade, as people 
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were milling about, these observers were approached by a senior-looking RUC 

officer in regular dress, as opposed to the riot gear that the other officers were 

wearing.   When the parade did approach, the group dispersed to various positions 

along the road.  Like the parade in 1996, the Orangemen, led by the local 

accordion band, marched from the Orange hall through the main street of the town 

and turned left at the first roundabout.  The procession was led by Orangemen 

carrying banners, followed by the band.  They were, in turn, followed by several 

women and children wearing Orange collarettes, similar to the Orangemen's but 

simpler.  The Orangemen came last wearing their traditional dress of dark suits, 

Orange collarettes, white gloves, umbrellas and Derby hats. As the standard 

bearers passed the town's market house, which bears a plaque commemorating the 

deaths of British soldiers in World War I, the Loyal Orange Lodge banner and the 

Ulster flag were lowered to forty-five degree angles with the Union Jack 

remaining aloft.  

After turning at the roundabout, the marchers arrived at the Presbyterian 

Church where the Orangemen formed two lines at the front door before moving 

into the sanctuary for a forty-five minute service that featured a sermon on 

forgiveness.  I managed to gain entry to the service, but only after an usher asked 

me where I was from.  With my accent, he seemed satisfied with my reply of 

"Tennessee."  After the service, the same usher apologized, "Sorry for asking 

where you were from.  I thought you might be one of the locals." An Orange 

chaplain from the Church of Ireland read Psalm 138:7 and suggested that, like the 

psalmist, the Orange Order faced adversity, but must strive to live in peace with 
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its neighbors and learn to forgive.  He told us about the IRA assault on Reverend 

Kenny McClinton in the canteen of a prison where the Reverend was serving time 

for [terrorist activities]. McClinton came to forgive his attackers, as the 

Orangemen should.  An offering was collected for two trust funds 

commemorating British citizens who fought terrorism and another local Orange 

hall that was recently burnt in an arson attack.  By the end of the service, the 

sanctuary had grown warm, and they concluded with the singing of the first verse 

of "God Save the Queen."  The return parade to the Orange hall happened almost 

exactly like the procession to the church, though more bystanders were present, 

including a crowd of Catholic male youths who stood at the end of the library.    

The second church parade to pass through Loughbregan was the Royal 

Black Preceptory (RBP) parade that passed without incident on a Sunday 

afternoon in late July. I also observed this parade. The security forces again 

included officers in riot gear, two supervising officers without the gear, and two 

land rovers in sight of the parade, a diminished security presence from the parade 

in July. Approximately thirteen or fourteen nationalists observed the parade from 

almost the same point in the center of the town. as before. The RBP proceeded 

from the Orange Hall through the town, where I followed them, turning again at 

the first roundabout, just before reaching the Catholic chapel, and down a street 

on the left in order to reach the local Presbyterian church. It appeared I was not 

the only person following the parade. One of the women I had seen closely 

observing the parade along with other nationalists entered the store next to the 
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Presbyterian church, and we both bought newspapers, despite the fact that other 

newsagents were open in the center of the town.   

I visited a local pub during the church service in hopes of hearing some 

local commentary on the parade, but it was too noisy to pick out much over the 

hurling game being broadcast. In fact, it was noisy enough that we missed the 

return parade past the pub (which occurred fifteen minutes ahead of schedule), 

and when we reached the street, the RBP and band was standing in formation 

outside the Orange Hall playing the British anthem.  

Outside of the security force presence, the parade went off with very little 

hassle. However, we did hear comments on the street from teenagers who took 

amusement in trying to engage the police personnel in staring contests. Another 

conversation between two elderly men and a woman indicated that the parade was 

not necessarily welcome:  

Man 1: What do they think they're proving, marching up and down with 
their black sashes? Who do they think they are? I mean they're not proving 
anything are they?  

Man 2: Yeah, it’s a waste of time parading up and down the street trying 
to prove something. 

As one can see, while parading may not have taken on the vitriol or even violence 

one finds in some other towns, it remained a critical bone of contention. Parading 

perpetuated a sense of division in the town despite attempts by leading moderate 

Catholics to make Loughbregan a modern progressive town. It allowed 

Protestants and nationalists and republicans to enact their collective identities and 

forced them to make careful decisions about how to engage with one another 

given their respective resources.   
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MOTIVATIONS, TACTICS AND INTERPRETATIONS 

Having presented a background to community relations and parading in 

Loughbregan, let us turn to motivations, tactics, and interpretation surrounding 

parading disputes in the town.  I will present the strategies and perspectives of 

Protestants and nationalist and republican activists before addressing the 

perspective of moderate nationalists who constituted a not-entirely-neutral third 

party to the disputes.  We will see how the choreography of parading disputes by 

both Orangemen and the residents' committee were influenced by broader 

political currents and by the national and local histories of the participants and 

witnesses.   

Nationalist and Republican Residents: “They can’t just expect to walk in 
here.”  

For the residents' committee’s part, grievances over parades were part of a 

larger campaign among some nationalists and republicans that have intensified 

since republican and loyalist paramilitaries established ceasefires in 1994. 

Parading disputes served as a new battleground for some activists pursuing a 

republican agenda.  So, as in other parading disputes in Portadown, and Belfast, 

the residents' committee asked the Orange Order to consult with them before 

planning parades.  Kathy, a middle-aged secretary and SDLP activist explained 

that protesting parades served to "channel the energies of the foot-soldiers of the 

IRA, maybe into something which they thought was positive.  They were still 

fighting the fight, but they weren't fighting it with guns. They were doing it in a 

different way."  For nationalist residents protesting parades, they were 
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participating in a broader struggle, and as Áine' suggested, re-discovered that they 

could participate through solidarity campaigns in their own area.   

Parading issues were an especially appropriate object for protest because 

activists like Áine' felt they were indicative of the broader conflict:  "To me, its 

like a microcosm, the parades conflict is like a microcosm of the wider conflict in 

this society, and until that is resolved the wider conflict won't be resolved. Which 

should come first is another issue entirely, but I do think that the parades issue is 

indicative of the broader one, you know."  Her husband took the same analysis 

one step further, saying, "Until they resolve the wider parades issue, there's going 

to be more and more conflict."  For these activists, parading contained many of 

the same familiar elements they had contended with for decades: Protestant 

triumphalism, collusion between security forces and the Orange Order, British 

political subterfuge, and intimidation by the security forces.  

Patrick expressed his frustration at the security operation that tended to 

accompany the Orange parade:  

When [two or three bands come for a competition],66 there's dozens (and 
you know dozens is putting it mildly about the RUC, like). You'll see the 
landrovers on the hill, and you'll see an odd landrover round the town, but 
the park and the backways are also full of landrovers.  And, there's army 
dropped in and lying in the ditches and things like that, and I mean its just, 
this town's under siege whenever it happens.  

Large security operations only intensified the view among many republicans that 

"the RUC are the armed wing of the Orange Order," not neutral enforcers of just 

law.  They assigned the same partisanship to the Parades Commission, though 

they would at least meet with representatives from the commission.  From this 
                                                 
66 Loughbregan’s last band parade occurred in 1996. 
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perspective, the RUC were forcing a parade that might be compared, as Áine put 

it, to policing a Ku Klux Klan parade through Harlem, a perspective that rested 

heavily on a view of Loughbregan as a Catholic or nationalist town. Patrick 

presented this argument when he asked, "I draw the conclusion that the Orange 

Order is not a Catholic organisation, so why should they be allowed in a Catholic 

town?"  

Activists felt that their protest of parading in Loughbregan was related to a 

broader nationalist campaign, but they also expressed specific grievances over the 

Orange parades that passed through their town. For the most part, they were not 

irreconcilably troubled by the local lodge and band, but some residents had 

problems with the parade passing the Catholic chapel, especially during Mass. 

Patrick also explained that the Loughbregan's residents' committee served the 

purpose of channeling the anger of local residents, especially youth who might 

otherwise have expressed their anger in unsupervised and potentially dangerous 

ways. 

Basically that residents committee is as much a solidarity group as the 
people on Garvaghy Road and Ormeau Road, and it was, again, to channel 
that anger. You know people in the area said, "Right. It's not good enough 
to say 'these young ones are wrong doing this here.' We have to give them 
a form of protest, get them in, and keep them out of trouble."  And really 
and truly, that was the motivation behind it.  But, with so much anger 
within the community, and I would say within me, Áine and most of us 
living round here, at the treatment of people on the Ormeau Road and the 
Garvaghy Road, and, I remember saying at the meeting that night that I'm 
here to show solidarity with the people living there. I said, "I don't really 
care if a march goes up and down out there as long as they're quiet and 
they're not carrying flags or shouting or roaring during mass. I'm not really 
that interested, but while one of our communities like that in Portadown or 
Belfast [is suffering], they can't just expect to walk in here without any 
form of protest.  
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As Patrick's comments indicate, the local Loughbregan Orange lodge did not 

present a threat to the residents, which was at least partially a function of the 

small number of Protestants.  To the extent that the parades were problematic, 

residents expressed complaints about parading as a "coat trailing" exercise in 

which Orangemen insisted on parading to flaunt a historical ascendancy.  

According to this view, Orangemen had to get at least a parade or two through 

primarily nationalist towns in order to symbolically stake their claim.  Two 

respondents attributed such intransigence to "one or two hotheads in the Orange 

Lodge here saying ' We must march.'," though they recognized that others were 

"wiser."  As residents of one such town, Loughbregan's activist residents added 

resisting Orange parades to their standard repertoire of Easter parades, and 

hanging tricolours, "ban the RUC" posters, and black flags (in memory of the 

assassination of Rosemary Nelson.)67 

Resisting parades has been a formidable strategy in Portadown where the 

Garvaghy Road residents have managed to keep the pressure up to the extent that 

the Orange' Order's first lodge has been kept, by the RUC and the Parades 

Commission, from passing down the Garvaghy Road since 1997. In Loughbregan, 

the residents committee has also been successful in blocking and making Orange 

parades untenable. However, the residents' committee had declined to the point 

that well-placed contacts predicted its demise.  My interviews with two leaders in 

the committee, along with others, suggest some of the problems leading to the 

decline of the committee.  Áine had ended her involvement with the committee, 
                                                 
67 Rosemary Nelson was assassinated in Lurgan with a car bomb sparking high-profile allegations 
of collusion and intimidation on the part of the RUC. Mrs. Nelson was a well-known solicitor who 
had provided legal representation for the Garvaghy Road Residents. 
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and Harry expressed his doubts about the project and suggested that he would 

relinquish his post soon.  Other respondents suggested that it had "died a death" or 

"lost momentum."  

Reasons given for the decline of the committee included a lack of 

commitment, pacification, and a sense that the residents' committee's objectives 

were misguided.  (I will later address another potential reason related to the tactics 

of the residents' committee.) Some felt that those involved were simply not 

committed enough or savvy enough as activists to carry out the campaign 

properly.  Even one Orangeman told me: "We think the protestors aren't the real 

hard element," not the element that he would fear. Harold dismissed them as 

"only a few trying to stir up a wee bit of bother, you know."  Áine and Patrick 

ended their association with the committee because they questioned the 

commitment of its participants and felt that it was not prepared to maintain 

pressure on the Orangemen.   

There were people within the committee who hadn't got sort of the grit or 
militancy or whatever you want to call it to carry it on through you know. 
Like this year, I didn't go to any meetings, and they didn't actually have 
any public meetings this year.   

Áine also felt the committee leaders did not have the necessary determination, and 

she feared that their motives were not purely political and included sectarian 

undertones.   She also presented an argument that other Protestant and Catholic 

subjects had raised.  In her experience, some nationalists and republicans were 

losing their political edge because of pacification: As Catholics become more 

educated and their standard of living rises, they lose the political will to resist 

British occupation.  She contended that the Thatcher government introduced a 
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policy of economic appeasement that allowed subsequent British governments to 

play the role of a neutral third party to those who no longer resisted the British 

presence.   

I think they learnt the kid glove treatment, you know, encouraging people 
to buy their houses and encouraging employment and the idea that, if you 
encourage them to do all this, they're not likely to fight against you or 
endanger their lives or want to go to jail if they've a comfortable lifestyle. 
… They realised, “Give these people decent houses. Give them decent 
jobs, or as best we can, and they'll become sucked into our way of life, 
paying mortgages.” If we're paying a mortgage, we're not likely to take a 
gun and shoot someone. That's their logic, because you'll not want to lose 
your house and lose your lifestyle.  

Interestingly, Áine, had just recently completed a professional certification and 

had started a new job in her field. Her husband was successfully holding down his 

first regular job in years; previously, he found it hard to get work because of his 

reputation as a republican activist. Kathy echoed Áine's view of pacification 

pointing out that the peace process created "a [new] situation of normality," and 

many of the young members of the residents' committees were now four years 

older and perhaps had married, started a family, and took on a mortgage.   

Protestants: Under Siege 

Protestants interpreted resistance to Orange parades as a sign that they 

were not welcome in Loughbregan. The protest of traditional Orange parades 

heightened their sense of being "under siege," especially during the summer 

parading season. The following excerpt from an interview with an Orangeman 

encapsulates the importance of parading to Protestant culture when it is a 

minority.  Michael is an Orangeman who grew up attending school in 
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Loughbregan but has moved to a nearby town with a Protestant majority where he 

feels more comfortable.   

Harold: The majority of the time people just get on with their lives, you 
know, and there is no bother. It's hard to explain, but there's a general 
unwillingness if you like to tolerate or show any respect to the Orange or 
Protestant tradition, you know. Anything that goes on in Loughbregan, 
festivals or anything, it's all geared to the Roman Catholic community. 
Now, fair enough, it is the Roman Catholic town, but you know, I just 
think that if they could tolerate us for two days a year, you know?  And, 
when I say two days a year, we parade Loughbregan town in the morning 
in about fifteen minutes, and in the evening time, we don't even go 
through the town. I don't really think that's asking a big lot. That's the only 
thing I would say. 

Lee: What do Protestants want? It sounds like you're saying a certain level 
of respect, a certain level of ... 

Harold: Just to tolerate Protestants in their midst., These residents, 
whenever they talk about they don't want any Orange Parades, basically 
from what I can see, they just don't want any Protestants.  They don't want 
any Protestant businesses. They don't want any Protestant people living in 
Loughbregan. If you get a town where Orangemen are stopped from 
parading in it, you know, Protestants won't move to it, but if any prods are 
living there, the chances are that they'll move out. If a town has no Orange 
parades, it sort of becomes just a Republican ghetto. It's sort of another 
form of ethnic cleansing if you like. You know, I know it's not a very 
extreme case, but it's just another wee way of telling you you're not 
wanted here. You know? 

Lee: So what is it that they want?  

Harold: I would say the Sinn Féin Republican people just want a one 
hundred percent Republican town, you know. Now, a lot of other Roman 
Catholics are happy enough to live with their neighbours and don't have a 
problem with it, but I'd say the Sinn Féin Republican people would just 
love it one hundred percent. 

Lee: And they're pretty deliberate about that? 
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Harold: Oh, yeah. Now, they would probably tell you they want to live in 
peace, but you know, they'd be smashing your windows that night, you 
know. 

For Harold and other Protestants in Loughbregan, parading is a central expression 

of Protestant identity, so central that it can be used to predict the viability of a 

Protestant community.  The salience of parading may be heightened for 

Loughbregan's Protestants since they have few other public outlets for the 

expression of their culture.68  

They were quick to point out that they only held a few brief parades, that 

they were locals, and that in any event, they were entitled to express their culture 

in a public space.  The local Orange lodge and many Protestants felt that, as a 

small minority in the town, they had compromised all that they could, which is 

indicative of the alienation that Protestants across Northern Ireland feel. For the 

Orangemen, it was as if they were the remnant holding on to the final vestiges of 

their community, with parading as an important expression of their communal 

identity.  They recognized their precarious position, but they felt they had 

minimized their parading as far as possible.   

                                                 
68 This not to say that support for the Orange Order's parades is universal among Protestants.  
Two Loughbregan Protestants whom I interviewed expressed amusement at Orange parades. 
To me, they are men where there is an inadequacy or something, that they feel they have to march 
along roads and dress up and wear silly things and roll up their trouser-leg.  I can't understand 
these, apart from obviously I think there is a religious element to some of them, which I'm not sure 
is a good thing.  To me there's a certain almost inadequacy amongst men who feel that they have 
to do this.  Please don't quote me on that [laughs]. 
Similarly, Amy questioned the Orange Order's refusal to negotiate the terms of parades, 
suggesting that their intransigence looking increasingly comical.  "I mean, probably what they 
should have done years ago was sat down and said, “Right, look, these are the marches. These are 
the places we're going to go.  We're not going to go where we're not wanted, end of story.”  And if 
they'd done that, the whole thing would have been resolved in a matter of weeks, but they didn't." 
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Michael attended school in Loughbregan, but at the time of our interview, 

he lived outside of the town and belonged to a different Orange lodge.  However, 

he maintained close ties with Orangemen and Protestants in Loughbregan, and he 

summarized Protestants' frustrations with the local parading issue.  His comments 

reflect Protestants' concern that their parades were being made contentious by 

others.  

It makes the Protestant people feel yet again alienated, because they see 
themselves as just wanting to live in the town. Not causing offense. It 
would be impossible for them to be causing a great offense, because they 
are very much in the minority. You know, the nationalist population has 
nothing to fear from only five percent of the Unionist population. I find it 
hard to understand why they're blocking, because we use the town. We 
shop in the town. We support local Catholic businesses in the town. They 
ought to work for the benefit of the town as well, and yet here's people 
standing across the road blocking it . . . Its just that they politicize a thing 
when it’s to do with Orangeism. You know, Orangeism paraded in that 
town for years, paraded through Northern Ireland for years, and contrary 
to what the media say, it was never [contentious]. It was a day out, you 
know. 

Several of the people I interviewed, both Protestants and moderate nationalists 

shared an almost clichéd expression about the politicized nature of parading.  

They pointed out that most parades began early in the morning, often during 

weekends, when protestors (especially outsiders) had to go out of their way to get 

up and attend the parade in order to be offended by it.  Brenda voiced this point 

while we were talking about the first confrontation with protestors in 1997: "The 

funny thing was, any other year, they paraded the town at nine o'clock in the 

morning and cleared off whereas all of these  people had to get up out of bed to 

come in to Loughbregan, to be offended to be annoyed, to be fearful."   
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Like other Protestants, Amy found it troubling that the residents' 

committee would go out of its way to make parading in Loughbregan contentious, 

especially when the Protestant community posed little or no threat to Catholics.   

Jim, an officer in the local lodge, was always careful in his comments to 

acknowledge that both republicans and loyalists have their "bad boys" or hard-

line elements, but he felt that Loughbregan's Protestants didn't have an extremist 

element. 

There is a certain element of that town which I would fear, like, or in the 
community here that I would fear. Hopefully, I don't think there's any 
Catholics would fear any of us here, like. I don't think anybody would fear 
me for example, cause I'm no threat to anyone, like. But there is people 
outside of my community that would come in here to do things, maybe 
from Carryblane for example, or Derrylarne  ... but I think they know 
there's no fear of any of us. We're not a big enough threat - one percent 
against ninety-nine percent.  

Given the fact that they posed little threat, Protestant could become bewildered at 

the attention their parades attracted, especially since, from their perspective, their 

parades were not meant to serve as political tools in the wider conflict. At the 

heart of what one might call the Orange dilemma, lies their commitment to 

defending the union while insisting that they should not have to defend it. 

Unlike my earlier characterization of the residents' committee, Orange 

members with whom I talked emphasized that their activities were not solidarity 

campaigns and were not part of larger disputes over parading in Northern Ireland.  

The Orange lodge did not intend to stir up trouble for political reasons, and thus in 

recent years, they have limited their parades to only the most traditional annual 
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parades.69  Jim presented a common argument among Orangemen that his lodge's 

parades were not arbitrary events, but had deep historical precedence.  

The way forward in Loughbregan is for everyone just to have their own 
culture, the way it was in the old days. If we have a parade, we'll have a 
parade, but what I don't agree with is having a parade for the sake of 
having a parade. Remember now, any parades we have in Loughbregan 
are one hundred fifty years old at least. You've got to remember that. You 
know, it's not just something we sat down last night and decided that we'll 
have a parade tomorrow.  That applies to a lot of the parades. They're 
quite old parades; they've been going for a hundred years plus. So, you 
feel a bit grieved if you're suddenly told you can't do that any more. 

Since, in their view, Loughbregan's Orange parades were few and basic, many 

Protestants felt that nationalists grievances were unwarranted. They resented their 

few parades being made into a political football by republicans.   

Despite their insistence that their parades were not political, there were 

nevertheless some comments offered that resembled standard arguments made by 

the Orange Order.  Most loyal Orangemen felt that they had a legal, and therefore 

moral, right to walk "down the Queen's [public] highway."  As an Orangeman, 

James clearly felt that the lodge had a right to walk through the town, and besides, 

they were not disturbing anyone. 

You might say to me, “Why do you want to parade through a Catholic 
town?” That’s fair enough, yes, but it’s not a matter of parading through 
the town. It’s a matter of the right to parade through the town. I suppose it 
is, in a sense, slight sectarianism because it’s the power over one, but I 
don’t see it that way quite frankly.  Some of my colleagues might see it 
different, but I don’t see it that way. I see it as a right, something I've been 
doing for thirty years. “But, why should you do it again?” You know, why 
should someone up there tell me that I can’t walk through me own town? 
Just because I'm from a different religion, and especially when the town is 
not near where, anybody is living. You know, that’s the bit that got us 

                                                 
69 This is almost certainly a product of Protestants minority status and the challenges of the 
resident's committee.   
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really, because it’s a shopping [area]. All them shops lock up at night and 
all.  We’re not near a housing estate. I could see through it if we said we 
wanted to parade through the nearest housing estate here.  You know, you 
could see that its a bit … sectarian, or if some Republican said, "Let's 
parade up the Knock Road tonight," we wouldn’t feel too happy about it 
either. 

Brian is not an Orangeman, but he sympathized with James’ position and 

understood the Orange Order's position on walking without negotiating with 

residents' committees. 

This is the big issue: they asked for discussions.  And, Protestants feel, and 
I feel close to this, and you maybe don't understand, that I'm not going to 
ask for permission to walk through town.  I don't walk at all. I'm not 
involved in it, but I can see where they're coming from when they don't 
want to ask permission to walk through what they see as their town.  So 
they didn't get into any talks at all on whatever the residents said or 
[whether] they'll block them.  

Loughbregan’s Orangemen did not feel they should negotiate a basic right.  This 

was a common response also noted by parades officials whom I interviewed and 

who had held consultations with Orangemen across Northern Ireland. The 

Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey in 1999 also indicates that 75 percent of 

Protestants agreed or strongly agreed that the right to march is an important 

freedom. By contrast, 45 percent of Catholics felt the same (Queen's University 

Belfast and Ulster 1999). 

The Orange Order also declined to meet with the residents' committee 

based on their belief that such committees have close connections with Sinn Féin, 

which they equated with the IRA.  On principle then, they would not negotiate 

with terrorists.  As James put it, "You know that if you take a Sinn Féin man, like, 

he has maybe blood on his hands.  Well, thank God, I have no blood [on my 
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hands] and my conscience is clear, you know."  Most of my respondents, both 

Catholic and Protestant, felt the connection between residents' committees and 

Sinn Féin was a reasonable assumption. Or, as June put it, "I would say they are 

definitely Sinn Féin propaganda ones." They also agreed that parades had 

intentionally been made contentious by the Republican movement and that 

parading in Loughbregan was a matter of local republicans "getting on the band 

wagon."  

An interview with an Orange lodge spokesman in a local newspaper 

reacting to the Parades Commission determination in 1998 shows that the lodge’s 

decision not to parade through the town was not always entirely their own: 

 ”It is not the decision we would have wanted, but we will have to accept 
it,” … “Like everyone else,” he said, “we have had to look at the reality of 
the situation and where we would be allowed to go.” The spokesman 
stressed that the Loughbregan Lodge members would not break the law. 
”We are still opposed to the Parades Commission and we do not recognize 
its right to rule over parades, as stated by the Grand Orange Lodge, but we 
are not going to go against the law,” he said. 

Thus, complying with the Parades Commission ruling was successful in avoiding 

an ugly confrontation, but there were other factors.  

Due to their small numbers, the Loughbregan Orange lodge did not feel 

they could stage bold symbolic gestures in appeals to third parties. The tactics 

adopted by Orangemen in Loughbregan were nowhere near as direct as those 

adopted by the Orange leadership at Drumcree, as Stephen, one of the local 

Protestant clergymen, explained: “I think the problem I often feel with something 

like Drumcree is that they tend to forget that it is in areas like this where we are 

just so vulnerable.  We can't put up a, we can't fight as such because we're so 
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small … We're just a non-entity here.  It's not going to happen.” Because of their 

minority status in the town, the Loughbregan Orangemen felt they had a limited 

set of methods open to them.  To engage in dialogue with the residents' committee 

would mean sacrificing closely held principles, but to use any method with 

coercive undertones might provoke retaliation, and they did not feel that they 

could bring that hardship on their Protestant neighbors. Brenda explained, "They 

didn't try to do it because they thought it would put pressure on the few people 

who would remain here because they would probably suffer. Maybe with broken 

windows or that sort of thing, so they felt they didn't want to do that."  Instead, the 

Orangemen developed their own tailored response to the situation.  They often 

chose to avoid or minimize confrontations with the local nationalist residents' 

committee by not parading at all or by parading away from their traditional route 

through the centre of the town.   

Protestants in Loughbregan often saw the Orange Order's decisions to 

avoid confrontation with the residents' committee as unfortunate though 

necessary.  They felt they had few options. Orangemen would have preferred to 

operate from a position of strength in numbers, but Brenda who was closely 

associated with the local Orange Order explained their dilemma:  

The Orange institution in this particular area decided that they did not 
want to make waves because of the small community that remains in 
Loughbregan. It would be like setting up your own people, which wouldn't 
solve anything.  So, they did parade from the Orange hall down there to 
just further on down the road, and went on about their business, and the 
rest of the gang sat up in the town and waited and waited and nothing 
happened. Maybe it was the best way.  Now, there are people who would 
say, “Oh you should have done this, or you should have done that,” but 
you usually hear that from people who don't live here, and it's easy to say 
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that when you're at home comfortable and well in your home which is 
called a safe area, but we think of our neighbours here, and it wouldn't be 
right, in a sense, because we know [retaliation] is what would happen. 

As a minority population in the town, they did not feel they could force their 

parade without greater support at the event and in any aftermath. So, their 

decisions to limit their parading were in large part influenced by fear.  Jim 

described their experience during the second year that the parade was blocked.  

It turned out that there were about a couple of hundred protestors which is 
quite substantial.  We were about, what, seventy in number?  Plus, the fact 
that we’ve got a wee band that takes us out…and most of them are girls … 
They’re young people, and they were quite frightened.  So, can I put it to 
you this way? We weren’t that brave when it came to the point, contrary to 
what the media might say ...  We were quite scared in a sense, you know, 
although we showed a brave face to the public … but we were quite afraid 
underneath, quite scared really,  and the band was quite scared too.  

The Orange lodge’s decisions to avoid direct confrontation with the nationalist 

residents was primarily motivated by fear. However, as we will see, their decision 

was also strategic or at least had a persuasive element. 

Strategic Avoidance 

Though the lodge's decision to avoid face-to-face conflict was partly based 

on fear, their strategy of turning away from protestors was also strategic and not 

entirely without effect. Their choices might be considered a form of avoidance as 

opposed to coercion, persuasion, or reward.  I want to be cautious about 

presenting avoidance as a bona fide conflict method.  Conflict scholars have 

rightly warned about the destructive potential of avoiding conflict and thus 

simultaneously failing to address the conditions that fuel conflict in the first place 

(Simmel 1971 (1908)).  However, there is some merit in distinguishing between 
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the kind of avoidance in everyday life that Northrup (1992) refers to as cultural 

"collusion" between opposing parties and avoidance used as a tactic within the 

context of a conflict situation.  In the former type, segregation perpetuates the 

psychological bases for conflict, while in the latter type, avoiding confrontation is 

one tactical choice among others and may even contain persuasive characteristics, 

just as I have argued that symbolic tactics can be both persuasive and coercive. 

No tactics are pure,70 and in fact avoidance can contain persuasive elements. 

 The strategy of avoidance was effective partially because the small size of 

the Protestant population in Loughbregan influenced the way that the Orange 

Order's methods were interpreted in the community, especially among moderate 

nationalists.  Some attributed a measure of cleverness to the tactics used in 1996 

and 1997.  Harold said, "I think we sort of took them by surprise a wee bit" when 

the lodge agreed not to walk past the chapel but instead turned at the first 

roundabout in 1996.  Similar opinions were expressed about the tactic of not 

showing up for their parade in 1997. Amy, the Protestant mother of two who had 

said the Orange Order should parade where they are welcome, offered a similar 

interpretation: "Well, I mean the situation in Loughbregan was defused by the 

band not appearing.  All these people were left standing basically with egg on 

their face because there was nobody there to protest at, and if there's nobody there 

to protest at, I mean, what do you do?  You go home."  She, thus, implied that the 

methods were effective in that they successfully portrayed the residents' 

committee as ineffective.  Beth, the local youth worker, suggested that the ploy 

                                                 
70 See, e.g., Kriesberg’s discussion of coercion, reward, and persuasion as types of inducements 
(1998: 112). 
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was not lost on the residents' committee. "I think the Orange Lodge changed its 

mind and didn't walk, and that annoyed [the residents' committee] more because 

they were just sitting there and nobody actually came."  By eschewing the rules of 

confrontation upon which the residents relied, the Orange Order was able to make 

the residents appear impotent. Conversely, Jim claimed that they had gained a 

moral position in refusing to escalate the dispute with their participation in a 

stand-off. “So, the first year we decided to go to [another town], and we sort of 

took the sting out of the whole thing in Loughbregan, the whole parade issue you 

know, and we sort of gained the high moral ground, for want of a better word.  

They were left here, and we didn’t show up basically.” 

Moderate Catholics: Don’t Make Loughbregan a Drumcree 

Finally, let us consider the perspective of the third and largest group of 

citizens in Loughbregan.  The town's moderate Catholics were not directly 

involved in parading issues, but they were aware of the situation, and they served 

as an audience to the conflict.  In large part, moderate Catholics demonstrated 

either only moderate interest with regard to parading in the town, or they felt good 

community relation were more important than dogmatic positions.  Others 

thought that parading was not a significant issue or that it was no longer 

significant.  Some felt that the residents' committee's efforts were overzealous and 

that there was not enough similarity between Loughbregan and the Garvaghy 

Road to warrant a solidarity campaign.  There were also concerns that the disputes 

over parading produced bad press for the town and threatened the town's economy 

by keeping away potential industry and tourists.  Some of the townspeople 
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publicly expressed these views through a petition submitted to the residents' 

committee requesting that they end their protest and allow the Orange lodge to 

hold their parades.   

By and large, Loughbregan's moderate Catholics seemed happy with their 

town and its recent growth and improvement.  As a result, some were also 

concerned to project a positive image for the town and were keen to downplay 

disputes or put them in the past.  So, when asked about parading disputes, these 

Catholics tended to dismiss parading as an insignificant or old issue.  Sometimes, 

I was told that the parading issue had dissipated.  One Catholic who was very 

active in the local church attributed the passing of the parading disputes to 

"enough sense in the town among the vast majority of people to stay away home 

[during loyal institution parades]."  Kathy dismissed the residents' committee as 

"one or two mavericks who are prepared to go out and cause trouble, but you get 

that everywhere."  One politician that I interviewed shared his knowledge of 

problems with loyalist bands from outside marching through the town and the 

more recent development of the residents' committee, but he was always careful 

to point out that, in the big picture, these were small issues. 

Interestingly, one of the inconsistencies that I came across could be found 

in a tension over the importance of parading in Loughbregan.  Even those who 

believed that parading had become a non-issue could speak at length about it, and 

they acknowledged that parading produced significant repercussions. Declan, a 

Catholic priest, illustrated this as he explained that the small size of the Protestant 

population meant that parading was not particularly problematic. 
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Because Catholics are in such a majority here, there is no issue. The issue 
of Drumcree had its effect, and the difficulty with Drumcree was that 
people saw again this whole issue of Protestantism being triumphalistic 
and walking Catholics into the ground.  So, what you had here then was an 
element, an element of republicanism, rising up and stopping a traditional 
orange march that took place here every year. Now, that Orange march, 
there's … only about a dozen men in it who marched up to the town and 
marched away, and they didn't effect anybody. Now, this element came to 
block [the parade], so it started to become a contentious issue, and what's 
worried a lot of people here was that, in reacting to Drumcree, we were 
creating attention here.  

This tension makes sense actually when one considers that parading disputes are 

seasonal.  The Protestant parading season stretches from Easter to the end of 

August, leaving almost half of the year unaffected by spectacles of feuding 

Orange lodges and residents' committees.  Yet, parading is such a culturally and 

politically charged issue that it has a significant enough effect on community life 

during the parading season that it affects community relations during the year.   

I was somewhat surprised to find so many Catholics that were not 

supportive of the residents' committee's campaign against Orange parades.  Many 

felt that attempts to compare Loughbregan with Drumcree were contrived.  

Catholics may have been concerned about the plight of the Garvaghy Road 

residents, but they did not feel that heightening tension in Loughbregan was a 

useful solution.  Loughbregan's residents' committee could not raise the grievance 

of a parade passing through a nationalist neighborhood as other high-profile 

residents' committees have done in areas such as the Garvaghy Road and the 

Lower Ormeau Road.  Loughbregan's Orange parades passed only through the 

town center, not through neighborhoods. Declan shared this perspective with me 

in one of our conversations. 
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Loughbregan is not Drumcree. Don't make it a Drumcree, because with 
Drumcree and Portadown there's a whole historical sectarian division 
there. … So, while you can object to Drumcree and protest against it, to 
penalise Protestant people here for something that they were not 
responsible for is wrong, because all’s they were doing was exactly what 
had been done on those people you know in Drumcree. All that you were 
doing was reversing it and bringing it here, and that kind of process 
obviously didn't work. … Creating a tension in Loughbregan was not 
going to help anybody whatever your feelings about it. All you were going 
to do was intimidate and make insecure very good Protestant people, so 
there was no need for it. … They have every right to live here in peace and 
to have their culture respected. 

Similar to some of the Protestant responses, moderate Catholics questioned the 

integrity of the residents' committee, and some derogatory comments were made.  

Again, Declan expressed a dim view of those involved in protesting parades. 

By and large, the people who were making protests weren't really that well 
respected anyway. People were seeing their motivation in terms of being 
agitators rather than making a genuine protest about something. That's the 
way a lot of people here felt about it. 

One of the main reasons for frustration with "agitators" among moderate 

Catholics was a fear that open conflict would seriously affect the economic 

prospects of the town.  Bad publicity over parading disputes threatened to 

reinforce an image of Loughbregan as an intimidating and potentially dangerous 

place for visitors and prospective businesses, especially Protestant ones.  They 

were concerned that bad publicity would spoil efforts to foster the tourism trade in 

the town.  Arthur was a Catholic and long-time resident of Loughbregan who 

owned a pub in the town and felt that those active in resisting parades were not 

sensitive to the town's economic needs. 

Aye, well I must say, you generally find these people are the ones out 
marching on Easter Sunday for the [nationalist] crowd, and also you 
usually find these people have no business interest in this town. So, if the 
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town suffers, it's no skin off their nose.  If they drive business out of town, 
it's no skin off their nose. That's what you generally find. I'm not knocking 
any of them, don't get me wrong, but also you find that they take the UK 
government supplementary benefits, and they take the UK governments’ 
money and the UK governments’ family allowance, … and yet they call 
themselves Irish and defend the cause … 

Arthur was careful not to take his criticism too far, but he clearly thought that the 

fallout from the nationalist activists' agenda did not complement economic 

concerns.   

Other Catholic townspeople like Arthur even expressed some sympathy 

with the Protestant community and the Orange lodge. Moderate nationalist 

residents felt that the residents' committee’s attempts to prevent the parades were 

overblown and misguided.  They did not believe that the small Protestant 

population and the few Orange parades justified the residents' organized solidarity 

campaign, especially when republicans bussed in outside bands for parades at the 

Catholic feast day festivities in August each year.  Ian was a member of the 

economic revitalization committee, and he demonstrated a tolerance that I found 

common among the Catholics I interviewed: 

I think a lot of people in this town are a lot more broadminded than they're 
given credit for.  And, effectively, they are entitled to see the other 
person's view, and they do see the other person's view, and they do respect 
the other person's tradition.  … If someone's not ramming their tradition 
down your throat, I would respect anybody's rights to do what they want 
to do.  And, I think, to the degree that the march that would have taken 
place in Loughbregan [met certain criteria]: Was the local Lodge marching 
up the street behind their band, getting into their bus and going on to their 
parade elsewhere?  Now, how could that offend anyone?  And, it takes all 
of ten minutes to pass and to come back down again.  Quite similarly, on 
St. Patrick's Day or on the Easter Sunday or with the local football club, 
when they parade down through the town, what offence is that?  It's 



 205

actually nice.  It's only when it's built up into something other than that 
that it actually becomes threatening to everybody and becomes offensive. 

Arthur, the pub owner, expressed a similar view. 

I think the guys blocking the road were looking for head on 
confrontation… It was going to be awkward.  It was going to be messy, 
you know. As I say to you, maybe I sound very pro-loyalist here, … but in 
like maybe five minutes they'd have had the whole lot over, you know 
what I mean like? They're all residents here, and they all live like within 
three hundred yards from where we're sitting here. Like, it's not as if 
they're marching from another area to march. And there only is twelve or 
fourteen in that band, like, it's not really a big band like. They're not really 
going to make a lot of noise like. Personally speaking, let them up there 
and let them go, like. 

A willingness to at least tolerate the Orange lodge's parade was a prominent 

reaction to the parading issue throughout the interviews.  These perspectives were 

not only attitudes held by moderate Catholics. Some took action to ensure that 

their views were taken into account by the residents' committee. 

During the summer of 1997, two Catholic residents with ecumenical 

leanings, who lived in the center of the town, organized and circulated a petition 

among the Catholic townspeople asking the residents' committee to withdraw 

their protests and allow the Orange Order to parade without hindrance.  June, who 

also lives in the center of town, gave voice to the petition in our interview as if 

she were approaching a potential sympathizer, "'Look we're going round with a 

petition here to allow the Orange Lodge to go through. We don't want any bother; 

we don't want Loughbregan wrecked.' I thought that took a lot of guts. It 

definitely took a lot of guts."  Seventy-three signatures were gathered, mostly 

among older townspeople and business owners, and taken to a public meeting 

called by the residents' committee as part of the campaign to protest parades.  As 
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it turned out, the townspeople who took the petition were "shouted down" and 

heckled, and the protest continued that summer, though the Orange Order chose to 

walk away from the two hundred protestors.71  

STRATEGY, TACTICS, AND RELATIONS 

I have divided the town's residents into three groups, Protestants, 

nationalists, republicans, and moderate Catholics, and I have introduced the 

reader to the issue of parading, these camps, their relations, and their views on 

parading in the town. I now want to focus on the relationship between the 

strategies and tactics chosen by opponents in parading disputes and their relations, 

or at least their orientations, toward one another.   

The residents' committee's solidarity campaign in support of the Garvaghy 

Road residents made use of nonviolent tactics that have been used effectively in 

Northern Ireland and around the world. With regard to Drumcree, these tactics 

have helped highlight the grievances of a nationalist community that lies within 

the heartland of loyalism.  The parade they protest is held by the Loyal Orange 

Lodge No. 1, the first and oldest Orange lodge in Northern Ireland.  The location 

of the campaign has played a significant role in the effectiveness of the tactics 

since the situation has reflected the historical balance of power in which 

Protestant privilege ensured favor in many dimensions of social life such as 

employment, housing, education, and political representation.  In this situation, 

nationalists' appeals, fashioned around concepts of justice and equality, carried 

substantial weight.  These are principles on which Britain's democracy has been 
                                                 
71 Ruth Dudley Edwards reports on similar accounts of residents' groups' public meetings in 
which dissenting voices were either played-down or dismissed outright (p. 288-289). 
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based, and nationalists have been able to make use of the paradox between these 

virtues and Protestant Unionist ascendancy.   

The Paradox of Repression 

However, in Loughbregan, a similar campaign was applied to a scenario 

vastly different from the Garvaghy Road.  The demographic differences between 

Protestants and Catholics meant that the residents' committee's solidarity 

campaign to insist on negotiations with the local Orange Order was cast in a 

different light.  Under these circumstances, the residents appeared autocratic and 

unreasonable. Furthermore, the Orange Order in Loughbregan highlighted the 

disparity through their decisions not to openly challenge the residents' committee.  

Interestingly, even these choices, which might be defined as conflict avoidance, 

proved somewhat persuasive.  

By not provoking open confrontation with the nationalist residents, the 

local Orange Order gained the approval of moderate nationalists in the town and 

took advantage of the paradox of repression that Lester R. Kurtz and I (1999) 

have discussed elsewhere:  

In an asymmetrical conflict, when the opponent representing the status 
quo uses force (psychological, physical, economic, or otherwise) to 
repress its nonviolent opponents, the repression often weakens the 
regime’s authority.  Public opinion is likely to turn against the repressive 
regime.  Paradoxically, the more the regime applies force, the more 
citizens and third parties are likely to become disaffected with the regime 
to the extent that the regime disintegrates from internal dissent.  Gene 
Sharp (1973), thus, refers to nonviolent action as a form of “political jiu-
jitsu,” which is based on the paradox of repression.  Like the techniques of 
many martial arts, employing the paradox of repression allows nonviolent 
actionists to use their opponent’s force against them (p. 111).   
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The Orange lodge in Loughbregan minimized the parading issue, thus removing a 

target against which the residents' committee could figuratively push. 

 

Walking away from 
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Blocking 
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Figure 6.1: Tactics in Loughbregan’s parading disputes 

The choice by the Orange Order to minimize confrontation highlighted the 

vulnerability of the small Protestant population, thus portraying the residents' 

committee as ruffians. Several moderate Catholics I interviewed expressed their 

dim view of the residents' campaign; few directly criticized the campaign, but 

there was a sense among many that the campaign was either irrelevant or 

offensive. 

Kathy's feelings over the campaign to stop Orange parades in 

Loughbregan illustrated the contrast that developed between the small Orange 
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lodge and the residents' campaign.  "Now my own personal opinion was that the 

Orangemen were really entitled to walk here.  It was their local district, and so 

long as they were not causing any offence to anyone else, I didn't really see any 

reason why they shouldn't.  In fact, if anything, the protesters then almost became 

more offensive than the marchers." The chairperson of the residents' committee 

that I interviewed also acknowledged that to persist too long meant risking 

irritating your own people. Also, republican activists who did not live in the 

immediate environs of Loughbregan were considered “agitators” and were “not 

well-respected.” 

A significant number, perhaps the majority, of Catholics in the town did 

not sympathize with the residents’ committee, and the following letter to the 

editor following the formation of the residents’ committee and the July 12 parade 

in 1997, expresses the opinion of moderate Catholics who did not resent the 

Orange parade, felt intimidated by republican activists, and in contrast, even went 

so far as to praise the lodge for their decision not to parade. 

Sir, I read with disgust the contributed article in last week’s [local paper] 
claiming to be from a so-called ‘Concerned Residents’ Committee.’ It 
mentioned the ‘overwhelming opposition of local people to the annual 
march of Loughbregan Orangemen on the Twelfth morning ‘bringing 
about its cancellation.’ This statement is so far from the truth I cannot 
allow it to go unchallenged. The truth is as follows. This so-called 
‘Residents’ Committee’ was a group of like-minded people, many of 
whom were not actual residents of Loughbregan at all, gathered 
selectively to ensure agreement to any proposal or vote. It specifically 
targeted gullible young people in the area, leaflets being put through 
selected letter-boxes. It in no way represented the vast majority of 
Loughbregan residents who are disgusted and angry at the mindless 
campaign against their town’s Protestant businessmen and who have no 
objection whatsoever to the annual parade. In fact a counter-petition was 
organized against this group’s decision to disrupt the parade and was 
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signed by a large number of genuine residents. It is significant that some 
people expressed fear at being asked to sign but still wished to do so. This 
reaction is typical with regard to the bullying tactics used throughout the 
Province to widen divisions and foster hate in our communities. The local 
Orange lodge showed great wisdom in deciding to forgo their annual 
march and the potential protesters were left foolishly standing about 
earning the contempt of genuine concerned Loughbregan residents who 
have worked hard to drag their town out of the Dark Ages. The only thing 
which was ‘without agreement or consent’ in Loughbregan on July 12 was 
that pathetic group who hung about waiting for a chance to ruin their town 
and the hard work put in by others to raise Loughbregan’s profile, its 
tourism, its employment prospects and its community spirit.  ‘SAOIRSE 
FOR ALL.’72 

Outside of the petition mentioned in this published letter, there did not seem to be 

overt challenges to the committee, but it did not receive clear support either. 

After the first two years of protests when activists tried to block the 

Orange lodge's parades, the committee unraveled. Because of the limited access I 

had to republican activists in the town, it is difficult to disentangle precisely the 

factors that led to the decline of the residents' committee.  As Kathy and Áine 

pointed out, some observers reported a decline in interest related to competing 

responsibilities such as families and jobs, assets that activists might be wary of 

sacrificing.  I was also told about an incident in which some members of the 

committee made an arrangement with the local RUC superintendent without 

consulting the rest of the committee through proper procedures.  This internal 

leadership failure and the absence of a substantial and direct protest in 1999 had a 

lot to do with Patrick and Áine's withdrawal from the committee.   

                                                 
72 “Saoirse” means freedom in the Irish or Gaelic language and is often used as a republican 
slogan. The author’s wry use of the term is a clever attempt to criticize what he or she sees as 
intimidation by local republicans. 
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In their comments and some others’, there is reason to believe that the 

Orangemen's strategy contributed to the decline of the campaign.  When it 

became clear that the Orange lodge would probably continue its strategy of 

avoidance, the committee tried to adjust its strategy also, but they were unable to 

summon consensus over the new tactics.  Simply observing the parades during the 

summer of 1999 (even though one was a church parade) seemed like an 

unacceptable compromise to Patrick, Harry, and Áine, and according to Patrick, a 

higher profile alternative plan to protest at the barracks threw the campaign into 

disarray.  

Like the first year, the Orange parade didn't turn up, and they said if that 
was to happen that we'd go down and protest outside the barracks for a 
half an hour. Now there was about eighty to one hundred people at that 
time, and the majority of them wanted to go to the barracks to have a 
protest, but the committee members refused to do that. I don't know 
whether they were afraid of having their photographs taken or whatever, 
but that was the outcome, so the committee, the residents committee is 
practically non-existent now. 

The campaign lost its momentum, and the numbers of those willing to participate 

diminished.  Internal leadership problems and competing interests seem to have 

played an important role in stealing the fire from the campaign, but the lack of 

resistance from the local Orange lodge also seems to have contributed to the 

decline.  Arthur, the pub owner, explained, "If the Orangemen are left to their 

own and forgot about, people lose interest in them."  Essentially, the Orangemen 

helped the process by withdrawing from the dispute. Between the paradox of 

repression, which may have encouraged the residents to tone down their activities, 

and the Orange lodge's strategy of minimizing the object of the campaign's 
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efforts, the residents' committee was unable to sustain the support it needed to 

remain effective.   

Since I left Northern Ireland, republican activists in Loughbregan adopted 

a new project, a monument to victims of loyalist and state violence.  By returning 

their focus to broader political issues, they may have circumvented the local 

Orange lodge as a foil for a solidarity campaign. 

Insiders and Outsiders 

Group boundaries at the local level are not only drawn between 

Protestants, nationalists, and moderate Catholics, but also between insiders and 

outsiders, and this distinction played an important role in the development of the 

paradox of repression.  Offense at the participation of activists who did not live in 

Loughbregan was one of the strongest themes to emerge from the research.  I 

have already mentioned the problems for Catholics associated with loyalist band 

parades that involved multiple bands from outside Loughbregan.  Sometimes, the 

bands had members who were themselves contentious, such as men who had 

brothers in jail for murdering Catholics.  There were also instances in which 

bands simply passing through the town on buses caused problems.  Seamus is a 

well-known nationalist civic leader in the town. He explained that outsiders 

almost inevitably did not understand the "sensitivities" in any given town.  

"Usually, if there are outsiders brought in, they're not aware of the sensitivities.  

They think this is a nationalist town or a unionist town and act accordingly.  Some 

of the things I've seen happen would reinforce that quite a lot." He remembered 

bandsmen in buses who were escorted through the town by the RUC to make sure 
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they did not stop.  Still, the bandsmen would "moon" bystanders out the windows 

of the bus.   

The frustration did not just apply to loyalist outsiders.  After suggesting 

that perhaps loyalist marches could be limited to July 12, June also explained that 

she found republican bands equally offensive.   

I mean, on the 15th of August. Was it? It was Easter Sunday.  Last year, 
there was only a couple of bands, but the republicans in the town would 
bus in Belfast bands to here to march through the town.  And I've never 
seen, I mean, why shouldn't the Protestants come up the town that day and 
block it and say, "We don't want republican bands marching through the 
town." They are as entitled to do that back, but that doesn't happen. I 
mean, if there's going to be a rule for one, it has to address both sides, and 
it’s not very nice for us either when there's republican bands marching 
round your doorstep anymore than Protestant bands. 

In the years since parading became contentious, it was in fact nationalist outsiders 

that received the most attention.  The residents' committee in Loughbregan 

enlisted the support of sympathizers from surrounding towns.  To the activists, 

this probably did not seem unusual at all.  One will recall that they considered 

themselves part of a larger republican campaign, and it would be reasonable for 

dedicated activists to travel, especially short distances, in support of campaigns.  

Both republicans and Orangemen across Northern Ireland often hired buses for 

solidarity trips to the Garvaghy Road, for example. The Loughbregan Orangemen 

had also traveled to Garvaghy Road at least once under direction from higher 

authorities in the Orange Order.  I became more aware of this trend one night as I 

was conducting an interview in the local Sinn Féin offices where people began to 

gather for a meeting.  One of those people was a well-known Republican activist 

from Ballyreagh to whom I had been referred by one of my contacts in 
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Loughbregan, and as the research progressed, it became increasingly apparent that 

Republican activists were operating at a regional level.   

The involvement of outsiders was widely cited as an offensive part of 

parading disputes.  Outsiders were regularly blamed for making parading 

contentious. Betty and Tom, a married couple, made a clear distinction between 

outsiders, whom they referred to as "trouble makers," and the town's locals.  "Sinn 

Féin is putting these protests on, and they don't belong to the area at all. They 

come in from the like of [a nearby town] or a bus load coming up from Belfast, 

but the locals just don't want to bother.  A lot of them say, 'Sure what harm are 

they doing? In five minutes its all over.'"   

Outsiders’ protest activities were not only frustrating to Protestants. 

Moderate Catholics considered them a problem as well. June told me about her 

experience with the blocking of an Orange parade in Loughbregan.  She was 

walking across the street on her way to work, had completely forgotten about the 

parade, and then realized as she arrived at her job.   

I just looked out at the ones that were standing and thought, "You stupid 
sods.  There's not one of you'se out there with a brain." God, that's awful 
saying that; I don't mean that. Half of them wouldn't be out of their beds, 
Lee, before one o'clock in the afternoon. There were people that did not 
live in the town.  I objected to them objecting, and that really pissed me 
off.  

For both Protestants and moderate Catholics, outsider nationalists and republicans 

were seen as either intimidating or offensive because they were simply coming in 

and “stirring it” where parades and communal divisions were concerned. 

The participation of outside Orangemen was not unusual in Loughbregan 

until 1996 when the band parades ceased.  Once nationalists began protesting 
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parades, Orangemen scaled backed their parades, and their policy of avoiding 

direct confrontations with protestors only ensured that Orangemen from other 

areas would not be involved in parades.73  The rationale lay partially in fears of 

retaliation, but Jim's comments also indicate an awareness that the outsiders 

would cause offense. 

There's no point in us going up [to Portadown] to bring ten thousand 
Orangemen [into Loughbregan]. You know, like Drumcree. I mean what 
would be the point of that? I mean, ten thousand Orange men blocking off 
here, and then when they all leave and go home, we're left with our wee 
one percent here again. You know, petrol bombed out the next, or 
threatened or whatever. So, that would be silly, and that wouldn't work in 
any society. I mean, like, that would be a daft issue, but Portadown can do 
it up there, because Portadown is predominantly Protestant.  They can 
mass up thousands of people, and they can go back to their homes quite 
safely. Not that I'd want to bring ten thousand Orangemen in here, I mean, 
because I don't feel it's a big enough issue. There are some things that I 
would not coat trail over, you know, and to bring a parade into certain 
areas, or to show your Orangeism or whatever in certain areas is just a 
coat trailing exercise. It's not proving anything, I think. It's only proving 
your sectarianism, I think.  You can be a good Orangeman without 
proving your sectarianism, I think. I mean, that's my own personal 
opinions. 

So, while the Orangemen were primarily concerned with the potential of invoking 

retaliation by bringing in supporters from elsewhere, there was also some sense 

that a heavy-handed approach would not reflect well on their cause.   

By not hosting band parades or bringing in Orangemen from other areas, 

Loughbregan's lodge again enhanced the paradox of repression and gained the 

support of moderate Catholics, who mostly felt that "it’s just the local lodge, a 

few men."  Some pointed out that the accordion band in itself was not a problem 

                                                 
73 The district church parade in 1999 was an exception to this rule, but it was allowed to go ahead 
because of its religious context. 
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when compared with more contentious bands from outside the town. In fact, a 

local politician referred to the band in a local newspaper as a “force for 

moderation and cross-community cooperation” since it often played at civic 

events.  In short, the Orange Order's low profile evoked a kind of sympathy and 

solidarity with moderate Catholics who identified with the town's Protestants as 

fellow locals.   

The paradox of repression that produced a level of sympathy among 

moderate Catholics elevated a shared identity of "locals" to an extent that it 

superseded other religious and political divisions.  To the extent that this 

occurred, it was temporary and limited, but it was reflected in the petition 

circulated around the town requesting that the Orange Order parades be allowed 

to continue.  There was also evidence in the interviews I conducted in which 

moderate Catholics expressed sympathy with the local Protestants over and 

against the residents' committee.  Some moderate Catholics argued on behalf of 

local Protestants, saying or implying that they had a right to parade "because it is 

their town too" or "because they've always lived here." 

To opponents, especially minorities, outsiders seemed a threat because 

they represented a larger political movement. Plus, outsiders tended to be seen as 

radicals, which is probably often accurate.  Plus, as Jim and Seamus pointed out, 

outsiders are insensitive to local nuances and can afford to be radical because they 

do not stay to deal with repercussions.   

As I hope to have shown, Loughbregan's Protestants' identity was 

heightened by their perceived alienation from the town's civic life and their 
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independent enclave mentality.  The presence of outside nationalists only 

deepened their fears.  However, the same radical characteristics of nationalist 

outsiders, when contrasted with the Orange Order's strategy of avoidance, 

contributed to the perception of the residents' committee as unreasonable. 

Strategy, Tactics and Community Relations 

In Chapter Two, I proposed that the way groups conduct conflict is an 

important factor in their relations and their collective identities. Scholars of 

nonviolent direct action identify the potentials in nonviolent strategies for the 

transformation of meaning in conflict situations.  They also note the centrality of 

persuasion in nonviolent action, the ability to convert the opinions and attitudes of 

an opponent, thus altering their behavior.  This may occur through evoking 

sympathy or even invoking the opponents' cultural values in support of one's own 

position.  Values such as fair play, justice, and humanity can be used to compel an 

opponent to stand down and cooperate. (This is different from nonviolent 

coercion in which an opponent acquiesces out of necessity from any number of 

pressures: economic, political, bureaucratic, demographic, or otherwise.)  In the 

context of this study, this approach implies that there may be a relationship 

between the strategies and tactics used by Loughbregan's Orange lodge and the 

residents' committee and the orientation of moderate Catholics and republicans 

toward Loughbregan's Protestants.  

There is limited evidence that the conduct of parading disputes in 

Loughbregan has had a significant effect on community relations.  When I left the 

field, face-to-face negotiation and dialogue between the Orange Order and the 
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residents' committee had not occurred.  Protestants continued to feel alienated as 

indicated in Jim's assessment that the parading dispute had made it more difficult 

for Protestants to socialize in the town.  

The older men have died who were quite decent men, like. And, their sons 
have been handed down the pubs, and they have turned the pubs into the 
republican elements, with the result that I couldn’t get going to them, 
because of the marching thing for the last three or four years. If I have to 
go out for a drink, I go out of town.  That’s one thing that’s happened. So, 
it has turned a bit cold with regards to people going up in the town. 

In general, the local parading issue has not provided a context in which the 

Orange Order and the concerned nationalist residents can negotiate their concerns.  

Local parading has, in this sense, either worsened community relations or has kept 

alienation at a steady level despite the ceasefires.  In our interview, June 

expressed her concern that Protestants' fears would be heightened because of the 

residents' committee's campaign. 

Lee: Do you think that community relations, and by that I just mean 
relations between Catholics and Protestants, have benefited or suffered as 
a result of this parading? 

June: Oh, definitely I would say they've suffered. I mean, the like of 
ourselves would still get on with the Protestant neighbours, but I would 
definitely say it has maybe made them a bit more suspicious of ”who is 
objecting to us?” and ”who are our friends?” Yes, I would say yes, 
definitely, there would be a bit more suspicion there, and I don't blame 
them. 

In general, parading has tended to be a stumbling block for community relations. 

Memories of the loyalist invasion and the parading disputes of the mid-1980s 

remain in the minds of Loughbregan's Catholics, but now parading serves to focus 

Protestant fears.  The end result is an annual period of tension in which old 

grievances are brought closer to the surface.   
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It would also appear that the tactics and strategies of the nationalists and 

Orangemen, while nonviolent, have done little to persuade one another of their 

causes, though perhaps the Orangemen's strategy has managed to convince 

residents that they do not intend (nor could they on their own) threaten Catholics 

in Loughbregan.  To the extent that some form of persuasion has occurred and 

better relations have been forged, it has occurred between Protestants and 

moderate Catholics, with Protestants persuading moderate Catholics that they are 

the underdog being unjustly oppressed by the residents' committee and with some 

moderate Catholics taking action through the petition and phone calls of support.  

Again, June shared her worry that Loughbregan's Protestants would feel 

intimidated, even though she also noted that some moderate, or in her words 

"ordinary," Catholics did go to some effort to address Protestants fears.  

Lee: Would you say that community relations are improving or 
deteriorating? 

June: I don't know if they're going either way. I'm sure if you asked the 
Protestant community they would say deteriorating because of the stress 
that the residents thing caused. I'm sure they did feel every Catholic in our 
town's against us. I'm quite sure they felt that way, and that's certainly the 
impression that would have been given, because I think at that stage that 
there should definitely have been a group from the Catholic Church go 
over to the Protestant Church, although having said that there would have 
been quite a lot of people phoned through … The girls I would be friends 
with who would be Presbyterian said their minister did stand up and say 
"I've had quite a lot of positive phone calls from people in the town 
apologizing for the way that this [parading situation has] gone. So, no, 
maybe they would know that the ordinary Catholics are still the ordinary 
Catholics, not going to do them any harm. No, no, I don't know that it's 
changed, Lee. 

Yet, in another part of the same interview, she said that, outside of the parading 

issue, the local Protestants in Knock Road were being harassed less or perhaps 
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Republican hardliners seemed less extreme.  Kathy shared a similar ambiguous 

sentiment.  

Lee: Do you think that the whole parading issue since Drumcree, here in 
Loughbregan in particular, has been positive or negative for community 
relations? 

Kathy: Oh, negative.   

Lee: Negative? 

Kathy: Very negative.  A lot of the Catholic people within Loughbregan 
itself came out against [the protests].  A lot of the Protestant people 
weren't prepared maybe to voice how they felt about it.  

So, while parading has had a cumulative negative effect on community relations 

in Loughbregan, it has also troubled some moderate Catholics to the point that 

they have expressed sympathy, and in some cases, even shown public support for 

the plight of the local Orange lodge. 

Strategy, Tactics, and Meaning 

Besides the effect of the groups' strategies and tactics on community 

relations, one also finds tensions within the groups between their identity 

commitments and the strategies they chose.  The tension provides a glimpse of the 

relationship between strategy and meaning transformation. Loughbregan's Orange 

lodge was faced with a dilemma.  As a small minority, they were compelled to 

avoid engaging the residents' committee, especially when violence or retaliation 

seemed like a possible result.  An alternative might have been to go ahead and 

negotiate some kind of arrangement with the residents, but basic Protestant 

principles prohibited this option.  Consequently, the Orange Order opted to 

practice a kind of strategic avoidance that was not purely avoidance.  There were 
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elements of persuasion in which the Orangemen (intentionally or not) created an 

image of the residents' committee as an intolerant and overbearing organization, 

against which they contrasted themselves as responsible and non-threatening.  

Because the lodge's strategy of avoidance was primarily motivated by a 

sense of alienation and a fear of retaliation, they were not intentionally seeking to 

promote images of themselves or their opponents, though the net effect of their 

tactics contributed to the paradox of repression.  Had they been more pro-active, 

they might also have publicly appealed to ideals of tolerance. One Orangeman, 

Harold, did use the rhetoric of tolerance in his comments portraying the residents' 

committee as intolerant, "Well, we would just like to be tolerated, you know, we 

only parade on those two days of the year … the Twelfth and Black Saturday are 

the only times we parade. You know, we don't give the town any bother or trouble 

at all.  We'd just like to be tolerated for that, you know."  The notion of tolerance 

or not giving "the town any bother or trouble" does not match the Orange Order's 

refusal to speak with the residents' committee, which they perceived as fronts for 

Sinn Féin and the IRA.74  However, it does complement the paradox of 

repression.  By appealing to notions of tolerance, they could have more efficiently 

                                                 
74 It was not negotiation per se that Loughbregan's Orangemen found unpalatable, but offering 
any sort of credibility to the residents’ committee.  Interestingly, the decision to turn at the first 
roundabout during the 1996 Black Preceptory parade was made before the actual confrontation 
with the protestors.  Harold explained to me that it was developed as a tactical option.  
I: You made that decision on the spot I guess, [to turn at the first roundabout]?  
Harold: Well, we talked about it earlier. We said that if hardy comes to hardy, and they’re not 
happy about us going past the chapel, well we’ll settle for the roundabout. We sort of took a bit of 
stick for that too from our own people, but we have to think, you know as I said before, we like to 
try and be responsible. It’s okay, you can be the real hard man on the spur of the moment, then 
you regret it afterwards, you know. 
This was perhaps a kind of negotiation, though it was not agreed in such a way that the residents 
could be prepared or claim parity in the process.  
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portrayed the residents' committee as intolerant and, by extension, themselves as 

tolerant.  As we will see, this was a strategy that loyalists in Ballyreagh employed.  

Though many of the Protestants I interviewed acknowledged a new ability among 

unionists and loyalists to wage persuasive campaigns, the Orangemen in 

Loughbregan did not see themselves as doing so, even though their strategy did 

manage to cast a shadow of disapproval across the residents' committee for some 

moderate Catholics.  

For those involved in the residents' committee, there was a tension 

between dedication to the republican movement at large and its principles of 

equality and justice while also acknowledging that the local Orange lodge was not 

highly problematic. If you recall Patrick's comments to the public meeting about 

protests, he stated that he did not mind the local Orange lodge parading, but 

"while one of our communities like that in Portadown or Belfast [is suffering] 

they can't just expect to walk in here without any form of protest." Principles of 

justice and equality have constituted a major component of nationalist and 

republican campaigns, but in Loughbregan, the committee was unable to apply 

them in an effective way because of the disconnect between the rhetorical 

message and the balance of power in the town.  The conflict scenario did not 

resonate with nationalist and republicans’ protests, since the Loughbregan Orange 

lodge did not cut the same political figure as Portadown LOL No. 1, situated in 

the Protestant heartland.  It made little sense for the committee to demand equality 

and justice from an alienated minority in Loughbregan, even when the committee 
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declared that they were actually protesting the Drumcree parade and not the local 

lodge's parades.  

Moderate Catholics like Declan perceived the awkward fit: "Loughbregan 

is not Drumcree … to penalise Protestant people here for something that they 

were not responsible for is wrong…" It also contributed to a diminished image of 

the residents' committee as "agitators" or "just a few trying to stir things up."  

Thus, the disparity between the principles of the republican campaign at large and 

the configuration of the conflict in Loughbregan contributed to the paradox of 

repression and weakened the residents' committee's campaign.  

While the local Orange lodge could have persuasively used rhetoric such 

as tolerance and equality to complement their tactics, they chose a strategy of 

avoidance with some persuasive components.  On the other hand, the nationalists 

and republicans involved with the residents' committee applied a highly 

developed strategy of persuasion (with coercive components) in an inappropriate 

context.  In short, neither side made efficient use of their strategies.  The Orange 

lodge's strategy of avoidance managed to invoke the paradox of repression, but 

they could also have endowed their tactics with more poignant content.  They 

were probably afraid that even a highly persuasive campaign might have been 

taken as an attack inviting retaliation.  By comparison, the residents' committee's 

strategy of blocking parades was interpreted as overly coercive under the 

circumstances, thus leaving them open to the criticisms of moderate Catholics.  

Had residents like Patrick recognized in their own thoughts and attitudes the 

disconnect between their strategy and their own indifference to the local lodge, 
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they might have tried a different approach.  Perhaps the Orange lodge could have 

done a better job of pointing the disparity out to them.   

As it turned out, however, neither side managed a textbook usage of 

persuasion, though the Orange lodge was, perhaps unintentionally, able to 

persuade moderate Catholics to sympathize.   Consequently, a new space for 

improved community relations between moderate Catholics and Protestants might 

be possible, but the transformation of relationships between the town's Protestants 

and the republican crowd are still unlikely.  The way in which parading disputes 

have been conducted simply have not managed to change the climate or the ways 

in which Protestants and republicans interpret one another. 

SUMMARY 

The parading dispute in Loughbregan amounts to a discursive process in 

which the tactical choices of opponents influenced public understanding of the 

conflict. Here again, methods matter.  Though neither side engaged in direct 

dialogue, their public actions (walking or protesting) contributed to a definition of 

the situation that was sometimes enhanced through standard public discourse in 

press releases.  

The local Orangemen in Loughbregan were not attempting to transmit an 

intricate persuasive argument in hopes of transforming the will of their opponents. 

However, the lodge’s choreography did take advantage of a power disparity. 

Although motivated in part by fear, parading away from their traditional route 

enabled the Orangemen to persuasively portray the residents' committee as 
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unreasonable and evoke sympathy from moderate Catholics potentially 

contributing to the decline of the nationalist residents’ committee.  

In the next chapter, I turn to another parading dispute in which local 

Protestant loyalists deployed more strategic persuasive tactics, in part because 

they were less inhibited by fear. Unlike Loughbregan, Ballyreagh was a “loyalist” 

town with a majority of Protestants in which a loyalist residents’ group, 

associated with a larger national political interest group, decided to make parades 

in their town a tool in a public relations strategy aimed at legitimating the loyalist 

cause. 
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Chapter Seven: Ballyreagh 

Ballyreagh lies approximately seventeen kilometers from Loughbregan, 

and parading is considered one of the most, contentious issues affecting 

community relations in the town.  Ballyreagh offers a useful comparative case 

since its demographics and balance of power are significantly different from 

Loughbregan.  While Loughbregan is a nationalist town, Ballyreagh is considered 

a loyalist town, though the demographic disparity between Catholics and 

Protestants is less extreme.  Protestants make up approximately sixty percent of 

the population.  

As in Loughbregan, I will distinguish between three segments of the 

townspeople.  However, unlike Loughbregan, I will not place all Protestants in 

one category.  In Loughbregan, Protestants were in such a minority that 

classifying them together was not only numerically appropriate, but accurate with 

regard to their attitudes.  In Ballyreagh, the Protestant and Catholic residents I 

interviewed were loyalist or republican activists, not moderates. However, my 

conversations with others, both residents and non-residents, helped to diversify 

my overall view of the town, its parading disputes, and community relations. The 

interviews taken as a whole suggest that there is a moderate population of 

Protestants and Catholics in Ballyreagh, but using the data available to me, I will 

focus on the activists and their views on parading.  
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AN INTRODUCTION VIA ECONOMICS 

Before addressing parading disputes in Ballyreagh, the reader should have 

a brief introduction to the town. Ballyreagh's main industry is fishing, and it once 

maintained a thriving trade in granite.  As a small port town, it was able to export 

granite and agricultural goods, but its harbor has never allowed the large boats 

that sustain a growing shipping port.  However, the economics of Ballyreagh were 

changing. There were signs of a shift in the industry base away from the 

traditional fishing and agricultural trades and toward new industries managed by 

outside corporations and investors. With the help of international and European 

economic development schemes in the 1990s, new modern industries moved into 

the area such as an industrial glass factory, and while I was in the area, a U.S.-

owned airplane parts factory procured a multi-million pound contract adding one 

hundred and thirty new jobs to its pre-existing workforce of three hundred and 

thirty. Redevelopment was also underway in the town, such as the addition of two 

chain grocery stores. In short, Ballyreagh, like many other rural towns in Northern 

Ireland and Europe at large, was feeling the effects of globalization.  

Changes in the local economy reflected tenuous community relations that 

included a perennial but growing sense of alienation among Protestants across 

Northern Ireland (Dunn and Morgan 1994). The province's impending inclusion 

in a united European economy compounded a sense of change that unnerved some 

loyal Protestants. Protestants traditionally controlled the town's main industries, 

especially fishing, but while aiding Ballyreagh’s economy, the arrival of new 

international industries also contributed to a leveling of the employment playing 
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field among Protestants and Catholics.  Mickey, a republican member of the 

nationalist residents' committee described a shift from Protestant control of the 

fishing industry.  

Mickey: Ballyreagh, at one time, was the biggest port in the North and 
probably still is. You would hardly have had a Catholic skipper on the 
boat in the harbour, and now you've probably thirty to forty percent, you 
know.  There's a lot of changes in employment generally round there, you 
know. There's a lot of unionists working for nationalists for the first time. 
Normally that wouldn't' have been the case. 

Lee: So, there's a shift going on? 

Mickey: Aye, there's no doubt there's a shift, no doubt. 

1991 census statistics for the region in which Ballyreagh lies show the 

unemployment rate for Catholics (24.8%) at over twice the rate for Protestants 

(10.5%), figures that mirrored the average for Northern Ireland as a whole 

(Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency 2001).75 By 1999, 

unemployment across Northern Ireland had fallen to 5% for Protestants and 8.8% 

for Catholics. 

Despite such unemployment figures, Protestants may conflate the decline 

of their traditional businesses with their fear of becoming engulfed by a growing 

and ambitious nationalist population.76 One of the Protestant activists I 

                                                 
75 Unemployment rates for Ballyreagh’s region for both sexes (age 16+) in 1991 were 10.5% for 
Protestants and 24.8% for Catholics. This compared with 10.7% for Protestants and 22.8% for 
Catholics across Northern Ireland. The religious differences in unemployment in 1991 were 
pronounced for men; the unemployment rate for male Protestants was 11.7%, nearly one-third the 
rate of 30.1% for male Catholics (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency 2001: 7, 8). 
Current figures by region will next be available when data from the 2001 census is released during 
the summer of 2002. 
76 Another example of the decline of Protestant economy and security was the closing of the 
town's Army base that had served as headquarters for the Ulster Defense Regiment, military 
reserves units in which many Protestants from the town served to gain extra income. Though 
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interviewed, Matthew, claimed Protestants have become the victims of job 

discrimination: "We see the discrimination in the jobs, the discrimination against 

our culture, the discrimination in housing, and we see ourselves as an oppressed 

community here in [this area]." Daryl, an activist friend of Matthew's, took a 

different but equally polemical approach to the issue when I interviewed him in 

his kitchen in a new subdivision of Ballyreagh.  He argued that the economic 

prosperity of local Catholics exposed a disingenuous propaganda campaign by 

Sinn Féin aimed at building local and international support for nationalists. When 

asked if Catholics had been treated fairly in Ballyreagh, he responded: 

The Sinn Féin element will tell you that they are [treated unfairly] … If 
you go to the other hundreds of nationalists around Ballyreagh, they’ll tell 
you they’re not.  They’re driving about in big fancy cars, big fancy houses. 
All power to them, and great to see it; I'm glad to see they’re doing well.  
I'll not hold them back, or no other Protestant in Ballyreagh will hold them 
back … It’s a propaganda coup.  There’s nothing wrong with them at all.  
They’re just [claiming discrimination] to make the media think there's 
something wrong with them and let the rest of the world think there’s 
something wrong.  

Both Matthew's and Daryl's interpretations of the economic situation 

contextualized the local re-distribution of employment and financial resources 

within the polarizing context of the political struggle between loyalists and 

republicans.  

Others took a less polarized view of the economic situation. Tom, one of 

my male Catholic contacts from Ballyreagh, who was not involved in local 

parading disputes, suggested that economic changes were related to the town's 

community relations, mainly because they produced a new openness to 
                                                                                                                                     
Protestants were the majority in Ballyreagh, it was a slight majority, and they were a minority in 
the region.   
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cooperation between Protestants and Catholics, despite frustration among 

Protestants at the decline of their traditional industries.  

So, you can imagine there's an agitation there from the Protestant 
community end:  'We're not getting things as easy any more.  Our fishing 
industry's dying, our farming industry's dying, our European Union 
money's dying.  We're having to work for other people.'  People are 
becoming more progressive because they've been forced to.   It's the stick 
rather than the carrot, to a certain extent.  So, there is a progressiveness …  

The potentially positive impact of economic regeneration on community relations 

has manifested itself in other areas, such as Londonderry/Derry, where local 

business interests have mediated between loyal institutions and nationalist 

residents' groups.77  As far as I could gather, the chamber of commerce or other 

representatives of the business community in Ballyreagh have not intervened in 

local parading disputes, though representatives of the nationalist residents group 

expressed an openness to working with the business community: 

To me, and this is only a personal opinion, [the loyalist residents' 
committee are] just purely sectarian, the whole group. … But, the 
Chamber of Commerce and maybe some of the local politicians or 
unionist politicians … I can maybe foresee a day that they'll come and sit 
down and talk to us.  Some of them people's interest too is going to be 
investment, tourism, and these kind of things.  The nationalist people 
could play a part in that.  It's for the better of the town.  So, I think maybe 
they'll sit, and they'll study that and say, 'Look, it's better that we do talk to 
these people.'  It's a better image for Ballyreagh. 

The comments offered by loyalists and nationalists show that economic issues can 

be rhetorically appropriated for divergent political gain. Like Loughbregan, a 

growing economy in Ballyreagh does not guarantee improved community 

                                                 
77 The business community in Derry/Londonderry has been instrumental in promoting talks 
between the Apprentice Boys, the Royal Black Preceptory and the Bogside residents 
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk/northern_ireland/newsid_1408000/1408159.stm). 
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relations, especially when economic changes threaten at least one of the 

communities.  However, it could promote political solutions by providing 

incentives for dialogue and a source of third-party intervention (Esman 1990). 

Economic changes in the area illustrate the way in which the people of 

Ballyreagh, like the rest of Northern Ireland, were increasingly caught between 

divergent historical and cultural concerns that defined their communities and their 

changing position as a town within expanding economies and political arenas.  

POLITICAL GEOGRPAHY 

The importance of geography in Northern Ireland has attracted significant 

attention among scholars (Poole 1982; Poole and Doherty 1996; Pringle 1990) 

who emphasize the way in which boundaries, be they borders, security walls, 

school yards, church grounds, or the edges of ethnic residential areas, enforce 

division by filtering and guiding daily  activities, but also ritual activities, as we 

will see. A brief narrative tour of Ballyreagh reveals features with a direct bearing 

on the parading and community relations that are the focus of this project.  

Approaching from the east, one would pass residential homes and 

occasional sections of blue, red, and white paving stones leading into the town.  

Nearer to the centre of the town, the usual businesses were present: a petrol 

station, chip shops, a newsagent, a new modern chain grocery store, a hardware 

store, and other establishments.  

Passing through in July, one would find a large arch that is commonly 

erected by Orangemen as part of their July 12th season commemorations.  A 

metal frame is extended across the main street bearing a range of religious and 
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political symbols78 significant to the loyal orders; Ballyreagh's arch in 1999 

featured Union Jacks, a red cross in the middle flanked by the image of William 

of Orange astride his charger, Noah's Ark, a ladder, a crown and an anchor.  

Between a real estate agents' office and a chip shop, an imposing but 

derelict building faces oncoming traffic at a turn in the road, just east of the town 

center.  The building bore a Democratic Unionist Party  (DUP) campaign poster 

for "I. Paisley" (Rev. Ian Paisley) and loyalist graffiti, including the familiar 

slogan, "NO" (Ulster Protestants say NO to a united Ireland).  One of the boarded 

up windows was painted with the Union Jack and Ulster flags, a crown, the Red 

Hand and three slogans, "Ulster For Ever," "In God We Trust," and "Remember 

1690" (when King William III defeated King James at the Battle of the Boyne). 

The first floor of the building had been bricked up and spray-painted with the 

large letters "U.V.F." (the Ulster Volunteer Force is a loyalist paramilitary). Such 

symbols are commonly used in towns across Northern Ireland to mark out and 

claim territory. In Ballyreagh, loyalist symbols in the center of the town 

                                                 
78 Ruth Dudley Edwards (1999) offers a concise explanation of Orange symbols, several of which 
I found in Ballyreagh's arch in 1999. 
 

The two most popular emblems are the self-explanatory CROWN and open BIBLE, 
which anyone can wear, as they can a representation of King William on his horse. 
Members of the Royal Arch Purple may also wear several others, including: an 
ANCHOR, symbolic of a safe arrival in the afterlife; the ARK OF THE COVENANT, 
'the visible evidence of God's promise to be with and guide his people of Israel safely 
through life'; a COFFIN, as a reminder of mortality; an EYE, signifying God's 
omniscience; a FIVE-POINTED STAR, a reminder of the five wounds of Christ; a 
LADDER, whose three steps represent Faith, Hope and Charity; NOAH'S ARK, the 
means by which God chose to save and regenerate life on earth, thus symbolizing 'a 
better and purer life'; and a THREE-BRANCHED CANDLESTICK, symbolic of the 
light which is revealed by the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit (pp. 89-90). 
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performed the same function, announcing that some residents intended to 

maintain the town's Protestant loyalist reputation. 

Having passed the derelict building and rounded the curve, one would 

encounter an intersection that was significant, partially because it was one of the 

primary spots where parades were publicly contested.  As one of the nationalist 

residents' group leaders told me, "Just where the traffic lights are, that's just a 

battleground."   

The intersection also demarcates the geographical divisions of 

Ballyreagh.79  Turning left at the intersection takes one to the harbor and the 

traditionally Protestant fishing and fish processing industries. Just north of the 

harbor, along the seafront, one finds the local Protestant high school and a public 

area that included a community center. However, in keeping with the 

geographical split on either side of the main intersection and street, the public area 

and community center were considered Protestant areas. The Catholics I 

interviewed felt that the center was located with greater proximity to Protestants 

and that, consequently, Catholics were less likely to take advantage of the 

amenities. Members of the nationalist residents' committee argued that, even 

though the town fell within a nationalist-controlled council, the local Chamber of 

Commerce did little to advocate for amenities in Catholic neighborhoods. They 

felt Catholics were made unwelcome in the town, and Gerard told of an incident 

in which his wife was phoned by workers at the community center and asked to 

pick up their children because Protestant youth were taunting and harassing them.   
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Back at the intersection, turning right takes one past the city hall, the RUC 

station, and into an area of Catholic housing estates that were marked with green, 

white, and orange paving stones, Sinn Féin election poster, tricolours and 

"Disband RUC" posters on lampposts.  Whereas the center of town was inhabited 

primarily by Protestants, the outlying estates to the north and west were 

predominately Catholic. The strength of this division is illustrated by the 

following incident. During the summer of 2000, a Catholic family was driven by a 

mob of loyalist rioters from their home near the intersection in the middle of 

town. The RUC escorted them away for protection.  

I will focus on the intersection as the geographical centerpiece of 

contentious community relations and parading disputes.  The loyalist symbols at 

the intersection communicated a territorial claim, but could be interpreted as a 

challenge to nationalist and republicans. The paraphernalia included Ulster flags 

and red, white, and blue streamers. Plaques and crests on the gable-ends of 

buildings honored local loyalist groups and bands.  One referred to a youth 

organization with the Latin slogan "verus fidelitas" meaning "true loyalty," a 

moniker that reflects a trend toward young militancy.80   

Perhaps the most interesting symbol at the intersection was a small round 

sign attached to a lamppost about twenty feet in the air.  The international symbol 

for "no", , was superimposed on the torso of a faceless stick-figure wearing a 

green sash indicating membership in the Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH) or 

                                                 
80 During my time in Ballyreagh, students at the local Protestant high school carried out a strike 
along with other high schools across the province to protest the appointment of Martin 
McGuinness of Sinn Féin as Northern Ireland's Minister of Education. The students felt that 
McGuinness' membership in the IRA (previous and / or current) delegitimated his authority. 
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perhaps the Irish National Foresters, both religiously-based nationalist fraternal 

orders that are in many ways similar to the Orange Order.81  The "no AOH" sign 

and the absence of nationalist symbols in the town centre demonstrated the 

general reputation of the town as loyalist, a place where the public display of 

British identity, or more accurately, Northern Irish Protestant identity was 

appropriate. Yet, the analogous and sometimes similar expression of nationalist or 

Catholic identity through parades was unacceptable.  

The layout of the intersection illustrates not only the residential 

segregation of Ballyreagh, but other forms of social segregation. On the south side 

of the intersection sat a pub called the Starboard, that was, by all accounts, 

staunchly loyalist.  Two of the people I interviewed suggested that even I, as an 

American, might not be welcomed in that establishment.  There were also claims, 

among my Catholic contacts, that it served as a meeting place the Ulster 

Volunteer Force.  Across the opposite corner sat another pub called Daniel's that 

was considered "Catholic," though its clientele was often mixed. Thus, the 

intersection, much like the town, was polarized across its corners.   

Each of my interviewees talked about the way in which, as one put it, 

"People do keep their own side of the street. It's a de facto segregation if you want 

to call it that." Fionnula, a Catholic university student who studied in Belfast but 

worked in a Protestant-owned restaurant in Ballyreagh on the weekends, told a 

story of one of her experiences that illustrated the town’s polarized space:   

                                                 
81 The AOH considers itself defenders of the Catholic faith in the way that Orangemen consider 
themselves defenders of the Protestant faith, and both organizations have adopted similar practices 
such as the wearing of collarettes, the display of banners, and parades with bands that conclude 
with political speeches (Law 1998).   
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I work in the restaurant, you know. So, I would think nothing of walking 
down the Protestant side of the street, but then I remember one time in 
particular. It just happened that [a friend and I] were walking down to the 
post office on the main street.  Then, maybe three days later, down past 
Daniel's, which is the Catholic side of the street, this fellow turns round 
and says to me, "Oh, you're pretty warm on this side of the street today." 
Like, in other words, "I saw you on the other side of the street with them 
Protestants a few days ago. So, you're switching the side of the street 
you're walking on." (Like this is a really big deal.)  So, I was like, "Oh," 
and just walked on really quickly, because I didn't really know what to 
say.  Obviously, it was a big problem, you know <sarcastically>.  Another 
girl, Margaret, I worked with, who also is Catholic, said <whispering>, 
"Don't be seen walking down that street.  Come on over across the road.  
We can't walk over with them 'ens because we'll be saw, you know, by the 
ones outside Daniel's." I was like, "I don't care really if they see me 
walking across on that side of the street." 

A sense of division manifested and reinforced itself daily through the use of 

public space. Even interviewees from Loughbregan mentioned the segregation of 

Ballyreagh's main street. 

In summary, Ballyreagh was, in many senses, a divided town. To over-

emphasize that polarization, however, risks omitting important segments of the 

local communities with moderate views. On one occasion, I had dinner with a 

Protestant administrator of a school in Ballyreagh and his family. While they 

generously welcomed me into their home, the gentleman also expressed his 

consternation with "researchers digging up conflict when it's a small percentage of 

people, four to five percent, causing the trouble." Reading any of the several local 

newspapers that cover the region, including Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, one 

quickly finds a great deal of civic activity that has little or nothing to do with the 

Troubles. Certainly, one can identify events that belonged to one community or 

the other. Announcements about the latest Gaelic football or hurling scores, Irish 
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dancing or first communion services obviously pertained more to the Catholic 

community while the annual coverage of the July 12th rallies, tent-revivals or 

wreath-layings commemorating the Battle of the Somme interested the Protestant 

community. One discovers a wide range of non-sectarian news items such as a 

local campaign to keep hospital services in the area, a ploughing competition, and 

a number of charitable initiatives that, more often than not, pictured a smiling 

group of people presenting an over-sized check to a charity representative. In 

short, Loughbregan and Ballyreagh were divided communities, but we should 

avoid oversimplifications as well.  

Tom, made the simple but important observation that local residents 

considered themselves ordinary decent people, but he also made a distinction 

between a militant ideologically-driven element and moderates who preferred that 

open conflict not reach critical levels.   

Most of the people wouldn't consider themselves to be sectarian. The 
people in the Orange Order would say, “I'm in the Orange Order for the 
right reasons.”  People who are nationalists, “I'm nationalist for the right 
reasons.” … So, [many of Ballyreagh's republicans] would be very much 
the armchair Republican brigade who'd believe 1916 was wonderful, and  
“wouldn't it be nice if it could be like that all the time.” But, [they are] not 
really be prepared to do anything about it … You have the violence and 
the terrorism and stuff but [most are] relatively unscathed.  The people 
there [maintain] very much a sense of community, the whole community.  
So, I think this militant sort of thing moving in - I can imagine at some 
stage others will turn around and say, “No, no.  We'll let you go so far, but 
that's enough.  We don't want any more.” … Moderate nationalists [might 
ask,]  “What was that all about?  That's not the way we really want it to be 
here.”  So I suppose there is progressiveness to a certain extent.  

Whether such moderation was actually progressive is open to debate, and there 

are dangers in avoiding fundamental conflict issues.  What passes for moderation 
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can also be a kind of thick-skinned weariness, as indicated by the same Protestant 

school teacher who took issue with sensationalist researchers. He described his 

reaction to recent protests against the appointment of Sinn Féin's Martin 

McGuinness to the post of Minister of Education: 

In all honesty, we would have expected that.  That's nothing new; that 
wouldn't be a shock to anybody in Ballyreagh.  Outside, people would say 
[about atrocities], “God, did you see that news? Isn't that desperate, that 
death?” That would be something common to us.  No great shock.  As a 
matter of fact, we thought it was very mild when they did come out and 
protest.  Usually it would be a lot more than that.   

Still, local voices of moderation, or "the middle ground" that eschew violence are 

often underrepresented, and I hope the breadth of interviews conducted in 

Loughbregan will counterbalance what could, from the perspective of some 

locals, appear to be a sensationalized account of community relations in 

Ballyreagh. 

Everyone in the town is affected by road closures and security operations, 

not just one side or the other. Cross-community82 projects, and a great deal of 

public life in Ballyreagh is not contentious. For example, one of my interviewees 

had participated in a cross-community youth club, and clergy from both Protestant 

and Catholic churches attend events such as those in recognition of the local 

Royal Lifeboat organization. With these caveats, I return to the central issue, 

conflict between activist elements within parading disputes.  

                                                 
82 "Cross-community" is a term that refers to an activity or group that involves both Protestant 
and Catholic participants. 
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BALLYREAGH AS A “HOT SPOT” 

Despite the moderate dispositions of many residents, Ballyreagh is known 

as a particularly contentious town in the region, and parading is, predictably, a 

major concern. The limited data collected mostly from loyalist and 

nationalist/republic activists in Ballyreagh requires that I confine the analysis 

presented in this and following chapters to the immediate parading dispute in 

Ballyreagh, especially the Catholic feast day parade of August 1999. Tense 

confrontations between loyalists and nationalists were common at parading 

events, and Seamus, the nationalist politician from Loughbregan, recalled 

Ballyreagh's long history of confrontations: 

I can remember even before the troubles began, hearing about sectarian 
clashes at weekends in Ballyreagh.  There was a habit where a certain part 
of the town’s loyalists stood outside on pavements and other parts of the 
town. Catholics or republicans also stood out. Sometimes, people who 
weren't familiar might pass by, and they [would be attacked]. It's a wee bit 
like the sort of street gangs you might get in America. [Some would] come 
to the rescue of the other and so on, and you've got conflict of that kind, 
especially Saturday night after the pubs closed.  That used to be quite a 
regular story, or at least that's my recall of it. I think then when the 
troubles started that became a more serious thing.  

Arthur, the pub owner in Loughbregan, made a similar observation: "I think 

there's big problems in Ballyreagh…There's too many hard-liners on each side in 

Ballyreagh. If you ever cut off a wee bit of bad country and float it out to sea and 

forget about it, Ballyreagh would be a good place to start, because it's a minefield. 

It really is." Other notable incidents included the stoning of the county Gaelic 

football team's bus when they were celebrating a historic victory. Mickey also 

referred to posturing such as loud lambeg drumming outside a building where an 
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Irish language class he attended was being held. Besides such individual events, 

the town's contentious reputation was manifested in a formal way through the 

actions of two residents' committees, one loyalist and one nationalist. 

Like several other towns in Northern Ireland, a nationalist residents' 

committee was formed in Ballyreagh in June 1999 to protest loyalist parades, 

campaign for RUC reform, promote an equality agenda in housing and 

employment, and address other nationalist concerns in Ballyreagh and 

surrounding towns. Yet, unlike other towns in Northern Ireland, Ballyreagh's 

nationalist residents' committee was formed in response to a loyalist residents' 

committee that was formed in August 1998 under the auspices of a national-level 

loyalist organization with ties to the Orange Order in Portadown. Neither 

committee addressed parading exclusively, but the issue was a major concern for 

each.  

The loyalist residents' committee was founded in response to the fears of 

Protestant loyalists who felt threatened by an encroaching nationalism that could 

allegedly subject Protestants to discrimination in areas such as employment and 

housing. The organization was formed at a time of rapid change in Northern 

Ireland. The Belfast Agreement was roundly endorsed on April 21, 1998 by 

seventy-one percent of Northern Ireland voters, but significant numbers of 

unionists and loyalists suspected the agreement was merely the beginning of an 

elaborate plan to erode the union.83 Under these circumstances, anti-agreement 
                                                 
83 The extent of support for anti-agreement positions has been much debated. Separate polls with 
findings announced in March 1999 by the BBC, Queen’s University, and Price Waterhouse 
Coopers, showed in one instance (BBC and Price Waterhouse Coopers) that only 44% of unionists 
would support the Belfast Agreement if they voted again (down 11% from 55% actually voting for 
the agreement, according to the same poll) (Purdy 1999). In the second instance, Professor 
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Protestants, such as the activists in my interviews, considered their neighbors 

potential conspirators. According to Matthew, an Orangeman and member of the 

loyalist residents' committee, their fear had deep roots in personal experience, 

such as his own childhood when his father served in the Ulster Defense Regiment 

(UDR). 

Because of the crimes that's been perpetrated, and because we didn't know 
whether it was our neighbors who were setting us up to be murdered, or 
our workmates, or somebody that was watching you go to church, or 
dropping your children off at school, it left a suspicion throughout the 
whole community.  Who was setting us up to be murdered?  Who was the 
people who were planning it?  It mightn't necessarily have been the people 
who came in and actually carried out the execution, but they were the 
people that was planning it and were watching you. They were your 
neighbors, and that left it very difficult to trust them again.  They say in 
the Bible that you're supposed to be brought up to love thy neighbor.  
That's what we would like to do, but we fear our neighbors.  It's a terrible 
thing to be reared that way.  I had to watch, as a young lad, my mother go 
out on her hands and knees and look underneath a car on a rainy day, and 
the humiliation of our Roman Catholic neighbors then looking out and 
laughing.   

Such distrust does not diminish easily, and these loyalists expressed fear of their 

neighbors. Matthew elaborated further in emotive terms, to emphasize his point: 

We feel that we're besieged here, and that they would like to overrun 
Ballyreagh and squeeze us out.  They have said it.  They have said that 
they'll drive us into the sea, the same as what the Arabs said about the 
Israelites.  But there's Scottish blood here, strong, Presbyterian [blood] ... 
The young people are staying, but we have seen other areas, other wee 
villages and that, towns where the Protestants have been intimidated out, 
and they've been murdered or their houses have been burned in [our 
county], and they've had to get out.   

                                                                                                                                     
Colin Irwin at Queen’s University carried out a poll in collaboration with the Progressive Unionist 
Party and Sinn Féin and conducted by Market Research Northern Ireland. The research indicated 
much higher rates of support for a peace package to move the peace process forward. Among 
unionists: DUP 79%, UUP 91%, PUP 59%. Comparability between the polls is tenuous, but it 
indicates the disparate data available (1999).  
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Matthew, contrasted Protestants' dedication to their faith, British democracy and 

tolerance, to a totalitarian republicanism, claiming that it "is much more akin to 

fascism, where they would try to force their ideology and their beliefs onto the 

majority of the people against their will, and they’ll use whatever means and 

whatever methods: murder, torture, corruption…" Likewise, they considered 

Catholicism dangerous and citizenship in a united Catholic Ireland an invitation to 

religious discrimination against Protestants.  By contrast, they characterized 

Protestants as good tolerant neighbors who "have always shown tolerance to the 

Catholic people and have always held out the hand of friendship." 

Similarly, nationalists in the local residents' committee also believed they 

were victims of injustice and discrimination. They argued that Ballyreagh was not 

a refuge from discrimination despite its location in a predominantly Catholic 

region. Ruaraí called it, “the last orange bastion in [the county], the bulwark for 

the crown.” According to Gerard, a member of the nationalist residents' 

committee, loyalist privilege trumped Catholic aspirations: 

To put it in a nutshell, [you] get trampled on.  You've the loyalist tradition 
forced on you whether you want it or not, and that's just basically the 
height of it…You were always, you were told what to do in this town and 
when to do it, and if you didn't toe the line, that was it.  Suffer the 
consequences.  That was basically it.  You'll feel like a third-class citizen 
in this town.  This area we live in here, a loyalist councilor or DUP man at 
one time made claim that this was the ghettos.  This was the ghettos of 
Ballyreagh because it was a nationalist estate.  If anything came to 
housing, investment, nothing ever went to these areas. As you can see, it 
flows down into the heart of the town itself, which would be loyalist. 

The nationalist residents' committee was formed as a response to these concerns, 

and in 1999, it began countering the work of the loyalist residents' committee and 
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other loyalist organizations such as the Orange Order and marching bands in an 

attempt to publicize discrimination and campaign for equality. According to 

Mickey, their actions have provoked greater discrimination. 

There's a man there <pointing at Gerard> who stood up here and spoke out 
for nationalists.  What happened to him?  He lost his job on a fishing boat, 
simply because he turned around and said, “I'm a nationalist, I should be 
equal in my own town.”  … People talk about community relations and 
stuff like that.  They can't be built until there is equality and there is 
mutual respect, and we are miles away from either equality or mutual 
respect in this area, and in many places across the six counties. 

Like the nationalist residents' committee in Loughbregan, Ballyreagh's 

saw its experience as indicative of nationalists' experiences across Northern 

Ireland where state agencies and security and police forces inevitably collude in 

the interests of Protestant unionism.  For nationalists, overcoming that legacy 

requires a new era of equality and respect. They depicted themselves as the 

reasonable party that was prepared to enter into dialogue despite loyalist 

intransigence. Again, Mickey expressed frustration but also a desire to improve 

relations with the loyalist community in Ballyreagh.  

One of the biggest problems in this town is the matter of relations.  For 
relations to develop, there has to be a basis of equality and mutual respect, 
and unfortunately, in this town, there is no respect for the nationalist 
tradition. … The loyalist tradition doesn't want to co-exist with the 
nationalist tradition; it wants to dominate it and has consistently done so 
over the years.  It's only now that the likes of Gerard and all of them have 
the courage to take a stand that things are starting to improve.  I definitely 
see the thing of relationship building as being a long-term thing.   

The nationalists I interviewed framed conflict in the town in terms of equality and 

respect, statuses of which they claimed they were deprived.  
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Actually, interviewees from both sides of the parading dispute contrasted 

the intransigence of their opponents with their own admirable goals of tolerance, 

democracy, equality and mutual respect. Both loyalists and nationalists developed 

victim frames to express their grievances, depicting themselves as a minority 

fighting against an oppressive majority.84  

The nationalist residents' committee focused their efforts on highlighting 

problems and inconsistencies in loyalist parades to the Parades Commission, the 

RUC (Royal Ulster Constabulary), and the media. The loyalist residents' 

committee used similar methods such as critiquing the nationalist residents' 

committee in the media, but they also developed an intentional strategy designing 

public events tailored to their ideological arguments.   

PARADES 

The sense of polarization in Ballyreagh was heightened during ritualistic 

moments, such as parades. When band parades were passing or in the evening 

hours following parades, the intersection in the middle of the town often became a 

scrimmage line across which young Protestants and Catholics (seeking excitement 

and often under the influence of alcohol) faced off with RUC officers in the 

middle. Armored vehicles with surveillance gear monitored the intersection and 

others waited down side streets and in nearby parking lots. Taunts would be 

traded, and the confrontations could deteriorate as bottles were thrown, and the 

police took aggressive actions to separate the crowds using armored vehicles and 
                                                 
84  The concept of "double minorities" is common in the literature on Northern Ireland (Byrne 
and Carter 1996; FitzGerald 1988; Whyte 1990). Uninitiated readers might find 
Protestant unionist alienation counter-intuitive, but it plays a profound role in perpetuating conflict 
in the province (Dunn and Morgan 1994; Miller 1978). 
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riot gear. Such confrontations were not uncommon since loyalist parades were 

scheduled on many weekends during the parading season.85  

However, certain traditional parades attracted greater attention because of 

their symbolic value.  In Ballyreagh, the annual St. Patrick's day parades and the 

Catholic feast day parade in August 15 were most likely to elicit media attention 

and large security operations. It was a somewhat unique situation, and one 

government representative I interviewed explained, "It's sort of a reversal of the 

usual situation in Northern Ireland where the loyal orders want to parade in 

certain areas and nationalists' or republicans' residents' groups protest against it.  

It's the reverse: nationalist bands want to march through Ballyreagh, which is a 

predominantly Protestant town, and the Protestant residents protest." On one 

level, nationalist parades challenged the notion that Ballyreagh was a Protestant or 

loyalist town. Ballyreagh's loyalists, for example, insisted that nationalist parades 

involving the Ancient Order of Hibernians be prohibited from proceeding past 

Ballyreagh Presbyterian Church, where victims of republican violence have been 

buried, and a memorial to victims of republican violence was erected in 1999.86  

I focus here on two parading events that occurred while I was living in the 

area. During 1999, the nationalist residents’ committee deliberately dispersed a 

crowd of Catholics immediately after the parade finished, and in August 1999, the 

                                                 
85 Proposals for loyalist parades in Ballyreagh were submitted to the Parades Commission with 
regard to thirteen different dates between April and August 2000. Besides those parades organized 
by the loyal institutions, local bands host competitions. Five of the fifteen local bands proposed 
parades during 2000, and three of the parades involved twenty to thirty bands and up to two-
thousand participants. Estimates quoted in newspapers range between thirty and forty Loyalist 
parades each year.  
86 The Parades Commission has ruled on several occasions that nationalist or Catholic parades 
could only march to the Presbyterian Church, turn at the roundabout there and return to the main 
intersection. 
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loyalist residents' committee took unusual steps to "invite" the annual Catholic 

feast day parade through Ballyreagh.  I was able to attend the latter event.  

Loyal Institution Parades 

These actions offer an opportunity, like Loughbregan, to study the 

choreography of strategic collective action and the interpretation of the action by 

groups with divergent collective actions. In Ballyreagh in 2000, fourteen of the 

twenty organizations submitting proposals to the Parades Commission were loyal 

institutions. Nine of those fourteen proposals were submitted for parades to be 

held on either July 12 or August 26, the final date of the parading season when the 

Royal Black Preceptory holds their traditional annual parades. With the exception 

of periods of political unrest, nationalist grievances against parades were rarely 

expressed publicly until the formation of a residents' organization. Some brief 

historical background of parading in Ballyreagh will contextualize the analysis of 

parades in 1999.  

The summer of 1985 was a tense time for unionists. These were the 

months leading up to the signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement between the 

British and Irish governments. The agreement established an Inter-Governmental 

Conference and an Irish Secretariat housed at Maryfield, acknowledging a role for 

the Irish government in Northern Ireland affairs while the British government 

declared that it had no ulterior motive for retaining authority in Northern Ireland. 

Protestant speculation over the possibility that Margaret Thatcher could dilute the 

union in this way may have fueled paranoia during the summer of 1985. 

However, it was, interestingly, trouble in Loughbregan and Portadown over 
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Orange parades that spread to Ballyreagh. I have already described the events in 

Loughbregan in which loyalists tried to force a parade through the town. Loyalists 

also began protesting in Portadown on July 3 when word spread that an Orange 

parade would be re-routed to avoid a Catholic neighborhood. When the parade 

was allowed to proceed along its usual route, nationalists clashed with the RUC, 

and nine days later riots ensued when the Orange Order was blocked on the same 

route by the RUC. Violence erupted overnight in Ballyreagh and other nearby 

towns. Loyalists and a unionist politician responded to the rerouting or banning of 

parades in Portadown and Loughbregan by calling on the RUC to reroute the 

annual Ancient Order of Hibernians parade by local nationalist bands away from 

Protestant areas.  

Tom was a member of a nationalist band at the time and recalled the 

sudden change in attitudes toward parading that developed in Ballyreagh after the 

summer of 1985: "The first sort of conflict I ever seen was after ’85. It was the 

Maryfield time of the Anglo-Irish agreement, and before that there was just like a 

freedom.  Everybody had a right to march.  Nobody suggested anybody didn’t 

march."  

Serious trouble flared again in 1996 and 1998 in unison with massive 

demonstrations at Drumcree. In 1998, local newspapers reported that an RUC 

officer, his wife, and a Protestant milkman were assailed when loyalists 

blockaded Ballyreagh and attacked Catholic businesses. Twelfth activities during 

the summer of 1999 were unusually calm paralleling the decision of Orange 

leaders in Portadown to maintain a disciplined symbolic protest and attempt to 
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dampen the rioting that characterized previous Drumcree summers. The only 

tense moment in Ballyreagh arose from a seemingly spontaneous decision on July 

10 by the Apprentice Boys to parade through a mixed area where they had 

indicated to the RUC they would not go. This caused consternation for the RUC 

superintendent and the local nationalist resident's organization. The Twelfth and 

Royal Black parades themselves have not attracted open confrontations. In fact, 

Ballyreagh hosted the Orange Order's district rally in 1996 without trouble despite 

the nightly skirmishes related to the Drumcree situation leading up to the Twelfth 

holiday.  

Ballyreagh and Portadown 

Close relationships between Portadown and Loughbregan deserve special 

attention, because of their centrality to community relations in Ballyreagh. In 

Loughbregan, we saw that the local parading dispute was directly related to 

broader political issues such as the Drumcree dispute and the peace process. The 

same is true of Ballyreagh, though the relationships are even stronger, partially 

because of close personal links between Protestants in Portadown and Ballyreagh.  

I was repeatedly told in the course of interviews about close relationships 

between Portadown and Ballyreagh that were rooted in Ballyreagh's holiday trade. 

Many Protestants from Portadown owned caravans in Ballyreagh that they visited 

during the summer months. One interviewee explained, "Ballyreagh basically 

becomes Portadown during the summer because there's that many people down 

living in the caravans from Portadown." So, it is perhaps not surprising that 

loyalists in Ballyreagh felt and expressed solidarity with the Portadown 
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Orangemen, and the loyalist residents' committee was explicit about 

demonstrating that solidarity in its public actions. In fact, loyalists seized upon 

their similarity to Portadown in constructing their demonstrations against 

nationalist parades in Ballyreagh and  in support of Orange parades at Drumcree. 

The loyalist residents' committee in particular has made an analogy comparing 

Ballyreagh to Portadown the centerpiece of their activism through efforts such as 

weekly protests held throughout the week of June during the summer of 1999.   

To some, Ballyreagh was similar to Portadown in that it was considered a 

Protestant town, though its population was more equally balanced than 

Portadown's (Poole and Doherty 1996). Still, in loyalists minds, the comparison 

was significant, especially when combined with the relationships that had 

developed between Ballyreagh's and Portadown's Protestants. One Ballyreagh 

Orangeman, who was also a loyalist activist, was interviewed for a major 

newspaper while he was demonstrating in Portadown. His comments, documented 

by a journalist, demonstrate the importance of the stand at Drumcree in his 

worldview. [He] showed the typical resolution of the Orangemen: “I will give my 

life to get down that road. I am staying here until we get down, I can easily get 

another job.” 

Ballyreagh's parading situation was unique in that the most contentious 

parading events tended to be nationalist ones, a point that was emphasized by a 

republican politician in a local paper during the week before the St. Patrick's day 

parade in 1999. According to the politician, not only were nationalist parades 

unduly harassed, but there were only three of them each year, compared to over 
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thirty loyalist parades. Furthermore, he argued that Ballyreagh was not "95% 

populated by one side of the community" like Portadown. Neither had 

Ballyreagh's residents "had to endure a siege of constant sectarian intimidation for 

over 250 days of the year," referring to the experience of the Garvaghy Road 

Residents in Portadown. Differing opinions about the fundamental nature of 

Ballyreagh underlay the contention and confrontations at St. Patrick’s Day and the 

Ancient Order of Hibernian parades in Ballyreagh. 

St. Patrick's Day 

The annual St. Patrick's day parade marks the first of two nationalist 

parades in Ballyreagh during the calendar year. Dispute over this parade has 

become increasingly tense since 1997 when unionist councilors suggested that it 

be blocked but then decided against that action strategically making the point that 

all British citizens have a right to parade. The same situation occurred in 1998. 

However, with the formation of the loyalist residents' committee during the 

summer of 1998, the stage was set for the St. Patrick's event to gain an even 

higher profile. It was at this stage that nationalist and loyalist activists joined in a 

public contest over parades.  

The parade on March 17, 1999 was particularly charged with tension 

because of the murder, only two days previous, of Rosemary Nelson in Lurgan 

and the ensuing protest vigils and rioting that followed.87  Even before Rosemary 

                                                 
87 I was not present at the parade as I was participating in a St. Patrick's Day parade in another 
town. In 1998, the district council held their first cross-community St. Patrick's parade. They 
recreated the event in 1999, and I participated as a YMCA staffer. The parade has been held up as 
a model cross-community event. Community organizations of many sorts were invited through 
local newspapers to apply to participate and the district council set limitations on the type of 



 251

Nelson's murder, a representative from the loyalist residents' committee was 

already turning up the heat through public statements in at least one local 

newspaper and a nationalist paper. He claimed that the upcoming parade had 

developed a "sinister character," yet he also suggested ominously, "As the 

residents group, we are not going to try and stop this, but there could be an 

element there that will." An SDLP politician warned that nationalists would be 

very disappointed if the parade was obstructed. Meanwhile, a local unionist DUP 

politician was warning that the RUC planned to "form a ring of steel around 

Ballyreagh" in order to keep loyalists from staging a protest during the return 

parade in the evening hours. 

The parade was temporarily delayed as the security force's bomb experts 

inspected suspect objects planted near the parade route and declared them to be 

hoaxes. Large crowds of nationalists and loyalists gathered at their respective 

sides of the main intersection where the bands were to turn right toward the north 

side of town.  In one of my interviews with loyalists, Matthew volunteered, 

without any prompting, to show a videotape of the St. Patrick's Day parades.88 

The loyalist's video showed a large nationalist crowd as expected on the north and 

west sides of the main intersection. I could pick out one or two of my nationalist 

contacts, a Sinn Féin politician, and one of my nationalist interviewees could be 

seen handing out black flags (to protest Rosemary Nelson's murder). Matthew 

                                                                                                                                     
symbols that could be used. For example, flags were limited to district council flags and the cross 
of St. Patrick.  
88 Both groups tape events in order to document the inappropriate behavior of one another.  
Nationalist activists claimed that videotaping had to be done in order to prove allegations of 
misbehavior since they could not depend on official observers to represent misconduct to the 
Parades Commission. 
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pointed out an IRA ex-prisoner whom he claimed set up the murder of a local 

UDR soldier. At one point in the video, the RUC moved in to subdue a man on 

the nationalist side using their batons while the Protestant crowd laughed and 

cheered. Land rovers lined the street on both sides hemming people back at the 

intersection, and eventually the RUC moved in to move the crowds further apart 

as they began to hurl missiles such as bottles and stones. Though both sides were 

trading taunts and chants on the videotape, Matthew claimed the tape offered a 

damning account of nationalist hooliganism. "You see them in the morning time 

with the bright sunshine, it was all kiddies and that.  In the evening time they 

come back full of drink to fight.  We put up with that year in, year out." 

From the loyalist video it was clear that large crowds had gathered on 

either side of the street, that verbal abuse and songs were being traded, and that 

the RUC was taking action against nationalist protestors, at least. Without a video 

created by nationalists for comparison, it is difficult to make conclusive 

statements about the parade, but my republican contacts had equally negative 

comments about their loyalist counterparts. They claimed that members of the 

security forces held a ladder for people to climb to the roof of the Starboard pub at 

the intersection where they waved UVF and UDA paramilitary flags and beat a 

lambeg drum in an attempt to provoke nationalists.  

The open confrontations at the St. Patrick's Day parade serve as a kind of 

inauguration of the parading season. At least since 1998, it has set the stage for 

months of agitating throughout the summer by loyalists and nationalists. After St. 

Patrick's Day passed in 1999, while I was in the area, a representative from the 
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loyalist residents' committee announced a series of protest marches, “The reason 

why we feel so strongly is because of public order disturbances over the last two 

years during nationalist parades on St Patrick’s day in Ballyreagh." Their protests 

culminated in a rather unconventional demonstration during a Catholic feast day 

parade in August 1999. 

AOH / Catholic Feast Day Parade 

On a sunny day in August, Orangemen conducted an unusual pseudo-

protest at the second and final nationalist parade of the year. The Catholic Feast of 

the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a holy day of obligation (to attend 

mass) is the traditional day for an Ancient Order of Hibernians march in 

Ballyreagh. Some of my interviewees had participated in the parade as young 

members of Our Lady's Accordion Band.89  

Like many Protestant traditional parading days, two parades occur. A mass 

is held in the morning along with a parade through one's local town before 

heading off on buses to a larger rally in another town. When returning to the local 

town, bands often conduct one more parade in the evening. Mary and Deirdre 

recalled that the bands did not parade through Ballyreagh every year, especially if 

they were traveling a long distance to attend the main rally, but they remembered 

their parades as an opportunity to express appreciation to the community, which 

financially supported the band through bingo matches.  

                                                 
89 Though the band carries the name of the local parish, Dierdre and Mary claimed the band was 
not affiliated to the church except that the church donated the ground on which the local civic hall 
was built. 
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One of the sisters first remembered trouble in 1986 (following the signing 

of the Anglo-Irish Agreement) at the regional festival organized annually by the 

Chamber of Commerce. Then, for several years, things were quiet again despite 

isolated incidents. One of the more inflammatory nationalist bands sometimes 

managed to rile Protestant bystanders on their return parade in the evenings, and 

Our Lady's Accordion band was faced with the decision of whether or not to 

march with them.  

There were, however, increasing signs that the parade was becoming 

politicized. Mary noticed that over the past ten to fifteen years some supporters 

began spraying themselves with green white and orange paint to mimic the Irish 

national flag, the Tricolour. Still, the parade remained fairly innocuous until 1997, 

when clashes erupted between a loyalist and nationalist crowd. 

1998 

During the first week of July 1998, the loyalist resident's committee was 

formally created in preparation for the August 15 AOH parade. A public meeting 

was held in a local Orange hall and attended by two hundred people to discuss 

how loyalists could best respond to nationalist parades, the Parades Commission, 

and the Drumcree crisis. At the meeting, a committee of seven leaders was 

formed.  

Northern Ireland was experiencing an important historical moment with 

the island-wide endorsement of the Belfast Agreement in May, corresponding 

with electoral successes in June for the moderate UUP and SDLP parties during 

the assembly elections. A new optimism was growing, but there was also growing 
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concern over Drumcree when on June 29, the Parades Commission announced for 

the first time that Portadown Orange LOL 1 would be re-routed away from the 

Garvaghy Road. The security forces began setting up a gauntlet of barbed wire 

and metal barricades, images that have become closely associated with the 

Drumcree stand-off. Confrontations between the Apprentice Boys and republicans 

in Derry at the beginning of August also put an edge on community relations. The 

formation of the loyalist residents' committee less than a month later bode ill for 

the upcoming nationalist parade on August 15. However, none of these events 

could match the state of shock produced on the day of the parade by the worst 

single bombing atrocity of the Troubles in Omagh.  

And yet, the AOH parade did not become violent or provoke aggressive 

confrontations. There was hardly time for the bombing to have an effect on the 

local parade in Ballyreagh.  According to one nationalist paper, the Hibernians did 

not know that the bombing had resulted in deaths when they began their return 

march through the town. However, their four bands did not play music, they 

shortened their route, and turned their sashes inside out. Loyalists cried "Shame. 

Shame. Shame," and a few were removed from the road by the RUC when they 

lay down and obstructed the parade, allegedly to protest the Parades Commission. 

Each side criticized the other for not canceling their demonstrations.  

The event was "largely incident-free" according to the RUC 

Superintendent. It could have easily become a dangerous situation, but evidence 

also suggests that people on both sides were not psychologically or physically 

geared up for confrontation. The President of the AOH had called for calm, and 
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members of the loyalist residents' committee had met in advance with the RUC to 

explain their intentions and had planned to project a welcoming attitude toward 

the parades while protesting the Parades Commission. They had strung a banner 

over the main street that read, "Ballyreagh Residents respect everybody's right to 

parade. Have a nice day," and according to Mary, it displayed a yellow “smiley 

face.”  

The nationalist residents' committee was not formed until the following 

summer, but the protests by the loyalist residents' committee during the summer 

of 1998 set a precedent for conflict over parades in Ballyreagh. The August 15 

parade during the following summer was again a locus of publicity and unusual 

tactics, only more so.  

1999 

I attended the Orange protest in Ballyreagh on August 15, 1999. When I 

arrived in Ballyreagh, the sun was shining, a security helicopter buzzed overhead, 

and bands were warming up and organizing themselves at a roundabout 

approximately a half-mile east of the main intersection. The parades' organizers 

had attempted to minimize the grounds on which the parade could be criticized by 

announcing that the Ancient Order of Hibernians would not be participating, and 

thus, the event could not be considered sectarian. Instead, the parade was intended 

to celebrate the Feast of the Assumption. Only local bands would be participating.  

A small group of Orangemen had gathered down a side street that 

intersected the main street halfway between the roundabout where the bands were 

mustering and the main intersection where a crowd of several hundred supporters, 
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mostly Catholics, had gathered. A smaller crowd of Protestants congregated on 

"their" side of the street.  Back at the side-street, we recognized two 

representatives from the Parades Commission staff accompanied by two plain-

clothes policemen. They had obviously come to observe the parade, though the 

commission declines, as a matter of policy, to confirm if and when representatives 

observe parades.   

From my interviews with Parades Commission staff, I learned that the 

event had been choreographed and agreed in advance between the organizers of 

the parade and the loyalist residents' committee. The loyalist committee had 

originally planned a day-long protest rally on the previous day, August 14, 

involving bands from towns across the province where parades had been re-routed 

by the Parades Commission. One newspaper stated that over twenty bands were 

invited, and the nationalist residents' committee announced that it would invite 

nationalist groups from those same towns to counter-protest. One representative 

warned in a national paper, “We might be accused of heightening tension in the 

area but we feel this is too important an issue.” Also, an open-air service, held as 

'a memorial for all the victims of Republican violence,’ was to be held on August 

15. The angry nationalist residents' committee declared that any such service 

should be cross-community based, and in any event, it should not coincide with 

the Feast Day parade.  Tension thus rose in the two weeks prior to the parade as 

each side tested the other with proposals and counterproposals. On August 14, the 

day before the parade, a Catholic woman was severely beaten by a loyalist mob of 

six or seven men outside of a "well-known nationalist bar."  
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It is difficult to say what effect the attack had on the parade and 

demonstrations the following day, but the loyalist contingent changed their tactic 

in favor of a ‘symbolic gesture’ involving representatives from Ballyreagh's 

loyalist residents' committee, the Portadown Orange lodge and the Dunloy lodge, 

where Orange parading has also been blocked by the Parades Commission. Some 

speculated that the committee could not muster enough support for the large rally 

since it was to be held on a Sunday, violating church attendance norms, and it 

coincided with the first anniversary of the Omagh bombing. That atrocity 

provoked widespread outrage against the IRA and overwhelming cross-

community support for the town and its victims. Presumably, no one would want 

to appear in any way callous to the suffering of victims by provoking a violent 

confrontation on the anniversary of the bombing. 

Under prior arrangements with the police and security forces, mediators, 

and nationalist bands, nine Orangemen conducted a strategic public action. With 

television media and representatives of the Parades Commission present, the 

Orangemen, wearing suits and their collarettes, entered the main street from the 

side street and stood in a line across the road. When the RUC officers escorting 

the parade reached the line, the Orangemen moved to the side of the road and 

quietly observed the bands as they passed. RUC officers stood between the 

Orangemen and the parade while a small group of loyalist protestors stood nearby 

with their backs turned in a symbolic protest to the parade.  Once the nationalist 

bands had passed, the Orange representatives and the media crews engaged with 

one another for interviews. 
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The Orangemen's choreography was designed to welcome the Catholic 

parade and symbolically pose a question to the nationalist community: If 

Catholics are allowed to parade in the predominantly Protestant town of 

Ballyreagh, why are Orangemen not allowed to parade through Catholic areas 

such as Garvaghy Road in Portadown? A Letter to the Editor that appeared in a 

local paper by a young unionist shortly after the nationalist parade in August 1997 

alluded to the strategy: 

…When one takes into account the fact that in so many areas of our 
Province, those that are loyal citizens of Protestant British Ulster are 
denied the right in some instances to walk a few hundred yards from their 
own hall to a church service because of the objection of a rebel 
community, one comes to the conclusion that the ‘powers-that-be’ have a 
sensitive ear to every cry of the enemy but are stone deaf to the alarms of 
its own people. We do not intend to let this matter rest but hope to use 
every channel open to us to explode the myth, that the terms of reference 
of the Parades Commission are to ensure that decisions are taken on the 
basis of fairness and equity and to expose the hypocrisy of Government 
policy on parades.  

Yours, in the cause of fair play for British citizens of Ulster. 

The loyalist committee’s action was, in fact, one of the “channels open…to 

explode the myth.” The action was carefully planned to present an argument 

through a symbolic gesture. The loyalist residents' committee's message was two-

fold: Protestant loyalists are tolerant, and nationalists are hypocritical for insisting 

on marching through a primarily Protestant town like Ballyreagh while refusing to 

allow the Orangemen in Portadown to march through a predominantly nationalist 

area.  

The security forces also had a role to play in the flow of events. They 

agreed to tone down their presence by keeping a large portion of their people a 



 260

short distance away from the parade. The police presence seemed substantial to 

me, but in all my conversations with people about the parade, they agreed that the 

security arrangements were diminished. The spokesperson for the nationalist 

residents' committee reported in a newspaper that  

On Sunday, for the first time in many years, Nationalists were able to 
watch the parade without the presence of aggressive RUC riot squads 
blocking their view when the parade entered the main street and 
attempting to push them up Mahoney Street in the aftermath of the parade.  

Six gray armored RUC landrovers were parked up the street approximately 100 

yards from the intersection, and I was approached by an officer when I took a 

picture of the vehicles, a practice that is not allowed for security reasons. I had 

been told that more security forces would be positioned inconspicuously away 

from the main street, though I could see several Army vehicles on the far side of a 

parking lot near the town's main intersection. One of the two or three landrovers 

at the main intersection had raised a rotating surveillance camera from its roof.  

I also learned later that the choreography was not prepared by all 

interested parties. Neither the Parades Commission representatives nor the RUC 

or parade organizers knew how the nationalist residents' committee would 

respond. In one interviewee's words, that was the "loose cannon," and Gerard, one 

of the nationalist leaders I interviewed, confirmed as much in his own account of 

the moments before the parade began: 

… the police officer came to me.  I was standing with my youngest child 
in my arms.  And he says, … “Are you going to obstruct these people?”  I 
said, “What are you talking about?”  He says, “There’s a protest down the 
street.” … I said, “I'm over here to watch my daughter in the band, to 
watch what I class as my bands.  I have a videotape. I'm going to video it.”  
He said, “Ah, but are you here to impede their protest in any way?”  I said, 
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“What are you talking about?” He said, “If you interfere with them in any 
one way, I will arrest you.”  “What for?”  He says, “If you interfere with 
them, I will arrest you.” … I said “Go you away out of my road. I'll tell 
you what,” I says, “… the way I read this information, whenever the bands 
walk down to these people, they’re going to part and let them through.”  
He says, “I didn’t say that.”  I said, “What are you saying? Are you telling 
me that they’re going to block the road?” I said, “I’m walking with these 
people, with these bands.” I said, “There’s only a small number of us here, 
but there’s a whole lot of people up around the corner.”  I said, “Nobody’s 
here to interfere with them people in any way, but they will not block the 
road.”  If they block the road, they’ll be removed.  Now, … they stood 
across the road, and he went down, and had to tell them to shift out of the 
road or he’d arrest them. … There was only seven of them and two or 
three hundred of us.  

Gerard’s comments indicate that, indeed, the nationalist residents' committee was 

not closely involved with the choreography of the event, and even when he was 

challenged by the RUC officer, he replied with veiled threats. Had the Orangemen 

actually stopped the parade, this leader felt he could rally enough supporters from 

the intersection to force the protestors out of the road. 

The demonstration, however, proceeded as planned, and I followed the 

bands to the main intersection where they turned north toward the RUC station 

and the traditionally Catholic side of town. Some of the bands stopped at the 

intersection to perform brief routines. Most of the bands were traditional bagpipe 

or fife bands wearing kilts and jackets. However, one of the bands presented a 

distinctive non-traditional routine. These band members wore American-style 

uniforms, complete with feathery plumes on their hats, but that was only half of 

the effect. The band played a medley of Broadway show tunes, including pieces 

from Rodger and Hammerstein's Oklahoma. The juxtaposition of armored 
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vehicles with drill girls dancing and waving pom poms was, from my perspective 

as an American observer, surreal, entertaining, and amusing, all at once.  

The day passed without tense confrontations, and I later learned from 

observers at the parade that one of the bands had inadvertently violated the spirit 

if not the rule of the pre-arranged choreography. For some reason, a novice 

drummer was enlisted to play the bass drum for one of the bands, and as the band 

proceeded toward the main intersection, the drummer began to swagger boldly 

back and forth beating the drum louder and louder. This is a practice common 

among militant loyalist "blood and thunder" bands. When the band reached the 

end of their route, its members rounded on the drummer, scolding him for 

projecting an inflammatory image. The drummer replied that he simply did it the 

way he had seen it done by other drummers; he wasn't allowed to drum during the 

return parade, which passed without incident.  There was an incident later in the 

evening, around nine o’clock, following the return parade when a bottle was 

thrown and police batons were drawn, but the incident did not seem to affect the 

overall opinion that the day had been a success for the community. One local 

paper reported on the day as a whole with the headline: "Peaceful Ballyreagh Has 

Answer to Parades."  Another reported the headline "Good Sense Wins Day in 

Ballyreagh," though an SDLP politician declared that the beating of the Catholic 

woman on the previous day "nullified" the positive effects of the circumstances 

surrounding the parade.  

Parading in Ballyreagh was clearly contentious and had roots in a long and 

troubled history of community relations that extended before the Troubles of the 
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previous thirty years to fundamental issues of faith, settlement, democracy, and 

justice. Many of Ballyreagh's residents desired positive community relations and 

had little interest in the politics that some nationalist and loyalist activists 

pursued. However, the repercussions of parading disputes on daily community life 

was considerable and was closely linked to larger political battles.  

PARADING PERSUASION 

As in Loughbregan, parties to parading disputes made strategic decisions 

about how to conduct their public action events. However, in Ballyreagh, the 

loyalist and nationalist opponents attempted to redefine the dispute to their own 

advantage through the overt use of persuasive tactics.  Both nationalists and 

loyalists publicly disseminated arguments to persuade their opponents and third 

parties. This often involved choreographed public action and careful use of the 

media. 

Sending a Persuasive Message to Opponents 

The nationalist residents' committee in Ballyreagh disseminated their 

message primarily through protesting Orange parades and representations to the 

media. They wanted to emphasize common nationalist concerns over British 

occupation through the display of "Ban the RUC" posters and black flags at 

loyalist parades. By drawing attention to instances of discrimination and 

inequality, the nationalist group pursued a strategy that mirrored residents' 

campaigns across Northern Ireland and can be traced back at least to the Northern 

Ireland civil rights movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s.  
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Persuasion was most clearly directed at Ballyreagh's loyalists in the 

nationalists' publicly expressed desire to engage in dialogue with loyalists. They 

insisted on respect and equality through dialogue with loyalists over the right to 

parade and restrictions on parades. According to nationalist activists, Mickey and 

Gerard, they were "hoping to build relationships in Ballyreagh," but found it 

difficult because their attempts at persuasion fell on deaf loyalist ears. 

Well, I know [we] … would be very much open to dialogue on the issue, 
but again you find that usually a lot of these people aren't open to 
persuasion. If they have to ask to do something, the significance is taken 
away from it. Unless they're tramping over your garden without your 
permission, the kick's not in it, like. I suppose it’s very like the Ku Klux 
Klan in America: if they had to ask the blacks if they could chase them, 
the fun wouldn't have been in it. 

This statement indicates that the nationalist residents aspired to a persuasive 

strategy, even if they also felt that their opponents were not open to dialogue. 

Ruaraí, another republican activist, described their strategy in Ballyreagh as one 

of "dialogue."  

Whether they like it or not, republicans are part of this community, a 
sizeable part.  Just the way that you could say that we were part of the 
problem for many years, we’re also part of the solution.  Loyalism was 
part of the problem; they’re also part of the solution. It’s trying to get 
everyone in together and sit around a table and thrash it [out] – that’s what 
they’re doing in [the new political assembly at] Stormont.  Why can’t they 
do it in this town? It’s a strategy of dialogue.  

In short, Ballyreagh's nationalist residents publicly called for face-to-face 

dialogue in which they could reason with or persuade their loyalist neighbors.  

The local loyalist residents' committee also attempted persuasion, even 

though it was less a part of their cultural and political history (Parkinson 1998).  

They were not "open to dialogue on the issue," since they associated the residents' 
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committee with "Sinn Féin/IRA."  As Daryl, one of Ballyreagh's loyalist activists 

put it, "I'll never sit down with people who have blood on their hands." Yet, by 

offering what they presented as a friendly gesture welcoming nationalist bands, 

the loyalist residents partook in a kind of public dialogue.  

Daryl, one of the loyalist activists, acknowledged a new awareness among 

unionists and loyalists of the power potential in persuasive methods (Parkinson 

1998).  Referring to their decision to symbolically "invite" the Feast of the 

Assumption parade through the town, he said,  

I'll be honest with you.  It's something that the Protestant people should 
have been doing thirty years ago.  I'll be the first to admit this, and I'm 
sure you'll agree with me.  The Protestant people have always been 
reactionary rather than proactive.  If anything happens reactive--bang, out 
in the streets, block the roads, that's the way we'll settle this.  

In welcoming the Catholic feast day parade, Orange representatives intended to 

send the message conveyed in the following media statement,  

We should like to make quite clear that, contrary to some nationalist fears, 
we respect the right for nationalists to walk in Ballyreagh.  We believe we 
have found the answer to the parades issue.  The key is tolerance.  We 
have shown, by standing to the side of the road as nationalists prepared to 
walk their traditional route, that we welcome and respect their rights as the 
same rights that Protestants have to walk Ballyreagh.  After all, we are all 
equal in our town, but if nationalist residents groups would only show the 
same tolerance in other areas we would have no parades problem and no 
need for a Parades Commission. 

The core of the argument contradicted a commonly held view that loyalists 

wanted to keep nationalists from marching while maintaining the privilege for 

themselves, and it appealed to opponents in nationalist residents' committees 

across Northern Ireland to cease their protests against Protestant parades.  
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By framing their actions as "tolerant," (despite their refusal to dialogue 

directly) they appealed to a widely held value that might resonate with the 

worldviews of their opponents. If nothing else, they thought the decision to 

welcome the parade through the town might have caught their opponents off 

guard and robbed them of the opportunity to critique a standard protest. Charlotte 

Ryan (1991) refers to this tactic as "absorption" (p. 90-91) in her book on media 

strategies for SMOs, and Sharp (1973) calls it "political jiu jitsu" (p. 113). 

Matthew offered his interpretation of the event and its effectiveness. 

I would say, they weren’t ready for it.  It threw them a bit.  They didn’t 
know what to say.  They were expecting the road to be blocked or a big 
massive protest.  We had a peaceful and dignified protest, and it wasn’t 
protesting against them.  It was to highlight the fact that we were there, 
and we were allowing them to parade through this staunchly Protestant 
town.  And they didn’t like it; there’s no doubt that they didn’t like it.   

 By limiting the number of participants, organizers intentionally designed the 

gesture to lessen intimidation, thus surprising their opponents and projecting the 

image of a tolerant loyalist community. 

Other interviews suggested that nationalist residents were not taken in by 

the loyalist residents' tactic.  The notion that Protestants were in a position from 

which they could "allow" a Catholic parade through the town only heightened 

nationalists’ sense of frustration with Protestant triumphalism. They could not 

accept it as a genuine gesture, interpreting it instead as if it were simply a failed 

attempt to block the parade.  

Despite their cynicism over the loyalists’ methods, the nationalist 

residents' committee had also used a persuasive tactic.  When Gerard and other 

nationalists policed their own community at a nationalist parade in 1999, they 
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intended to show the RUC that their heavy security measures were 

disproportionate and unnecessary.  Gerard described the event and attributed its 

success to self-policing while laying responsibility for previous confrontations at 

the feet of the RUC.  

There was a larger nationalist crowd in Ballyreagh than there’s ever been 
this number of years.  Right?  I gathered up  … not even ten men.  And, 
we policed our own people, and there wasn’t <snaps fingers>. Not a word. 
And the police, they agreed this year to stand back, and there was a couple 
of dozen invisible and ordinary clothed [officers], no riot squad.  It was 
the most peaceful day in Ballyreagh for years upon years.  Now, what 
does that tell you?  It tells the nationalist people, when the RUC isn't there 
in force to beat you in the street, we can enjoy ourselves. It was a carnival 
atmosphere. What are they going to do from here on in?  Are they going to 
bring their heavy mob back in again, and say we need it? … But we 
proved this year that they were wrong and we were right.  They don’t need 
that to police  us.   

In this interpretation, violent confrontations in previous years were a consequence 

of the RUC presence, not the other way around. Like the loyalists’ framing of 

tolerance through their welcoming of the nationalist parade, the nationalist 

residents furthered their discourse of equality and respect by insisting, through 

their collective action, on respect from the RUC.   

In short, both nationalists and loyalists pursued strategies that presented 

symbolic and persuasive appeals.  Each side acknowledged that their tactics were 

designed to persuade an opponent, though they were pessimistic about their 

effectiveness on hard-line activists.   

‘Exploding the Myth’: Appealing to Third Parties 

Nationalist and loyalist activists were equally concerned about persuading 

third parties, such as other townspeople and media audiences, across Northern 
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Ireland and the world. Both sides used symbolic gestures to rally public opinion 

against their opponents. Nationalist leaders were willing to negotiate, loyalists 

were not; thus, nationalists were left to deal with third parties, such as the RUC, 

the Parades Commission, and the local population.90  In an appeal to third parties, 

nationalists claimed the moral high ground by showing their willingness to 

participate in dialogue.  On several occasions, representatives from the nationalist 

residents' committee spoke with representatives of the Parades Commission to 

register their concerns with the commission. Also, according to Gerard, their 

demonstration of self-policing to the RUC was aimed not only at the RUC but at 

other parties in the field of discourse, including the loyalist residents' committee 

and third parties outside the local scene. 

We showed this year without a doubt; we’ve shown not only to the RUC, 
we’ve shown it to all of the people in [this region] or anybody from 
outside that wanted to see it or view it. We’ve proved  … [that 
nationalists] can go and enjoy their day with a carnival atmosphere, with 
women and youngsters smiling, the whole lot.  They can enjoy themselves 
and go on about their business without interference from anybody.  We 
proved that point this year.   

Meanwhile, unionists and loyalists were concerned about improving their 

public image. Loyalists claimed they were displaying tolerance and being good 

neighbors by welcoming a Catholic parade.  Each of these approaches can be 

considered persuasive in that they intentionally sought to present opponents and 

third parties with a positive image and a moral stance that they hoped would 

resonate with prevailing norms of justice and civility.  

                                                 
90 This is not to suggest that nationalist leaders felt that the RUC was a neutral third party. On the 
contrary, they considered the RUC to be part of the system of British domination in Ireland and 
biased toward the Protestant community. 
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Conflict methods fall along an analytical continuum between the poles of 

coercion, persuasion, and reward.  Appeals to third parties can involve an element 

of coercion when they seek to invoke pressure from third parties against the 

opponent. In this context, persuasion is still less coercive than violence, but it 

raises the question of whether the minds of opponents are being changed or 

whether outcomes are the product of moral, economic, or political pressure by 

third parties. 

One nationalist leader, attempting to persuade third parties to refuse to 

support the loyalist organization, contended in a media statement, "Those who are 

seeking to raise tensions in an attempt to score cheap political points should be 

shunned by all right-thinking people …" The goal of this appeal was not primarily 

to persuade opponents in the loyalist residents' committee but to indirectly coerce 

them into withdrawing through pressure from third parties. Similarly, loyalists 

also intended to portray their opponents negatively, hoping to improve their own 

image, expose nationalist intolerance, and rally support for Orange Order parades 

locally and  across Northern Ireland. Daryl explained the tactic:  

The only way you can put your point across in any country is to get the 
media there.  Now, in us telling the media that we were going to block the 
road, the media were there.  And then, whenever we stood to the side of 
the road, the media were going, “What's happening here?” … It was 
symbolic … that blockage was removed, not by the RUC, but by our 
tolerance in moving to the side of the road by ourselves and then showing 
the hand of friendship and letting them walk through.  

The tactic was, in one sense, choreographed to send a message to opponents, but 

their attention to the media shows their intent to send a message to a broader 
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audience.  As if to highlight the effectiveness of the tactic, Daryl contrasted it 

with a coercive option that they dismissed in favor of their persuasive tactic. 

I could have that parade stopped in the morning if I wanted to.  I could 
bring tractor trailers [in to block the road]… We have to show the rest of 
the world that we are tolerant, and we are allowing this parade to go 
ahead.  And, all we are asking for is that we're allowed to [walk our route 
uncontested] -- I think that would make more of an effect than stopping 
them from walking. 

Thus, some loyalists considered a symbolic action to be potentially superior to the 

use of force. Loyalists were on one level communicating with nationalists by 

suggesting that they offered "the hand of friendship," but they also emphasized a 

desire to "show the rest of the world" that they were tolerant. By symbolically 

claiming the moral high ground, they hoped to influence public opinion to support 

their right to parade on public roads, thus coercing residents' committees across 

Northern Ireland to abandon their protests under pressure of public opinion.  
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Figure 7.1: Tactics in Ballyreagh’s parading disputes 

The persuasion of third parties illustrates the power of collective action as 

a form of discourse.  Not only do movement leaders present frames to mobilize 

movement participants, they are also used in an effort to recruit third-party allies 

to their cause or at least to gain support in the broader culture and sociopolitical 

sphere. More to the point, movement actions themselves convey messages and 

thus become vehicles of persuasion. 

Loyalist and nationalist activists in Ballyreagh made verbal statements to 

the media expressing their grievances and called on authorities such as the 

Parades Commission or the RUC to change policies. However, their comments 

often interfaced strategically with their collective action events. Both the 

commentary and the event were designed to work together in publicly presenting 
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a persuasive argument. The success of an action event also relies at least partially 

on the presentation of an argument to a configuration of foes and allies in a multi-

organization field of conflict (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Klandermans 1992). 

By choreographing events in such a way that appealed to opponents and third 

parties, loyalist and nationalist organizations sought a favorable response from 

opponents but primarily from third parties.   

However, the decision-making process that leads to collective action, is 

not a purely strategic one. There is no purely rational cost-benefit analysis that 

can predict how social movement organizations will conduct collective action 

events. Instead, the process is a collective and emotional one in which SMOs 

must reconcile action with identity.  
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Chapter Eight: Collective Identity and Collective Action  

I have attempted to introduce the reader to the towns of Loughbregan and 

Ballyreagh and their inhabitants while presenting each town’s parading disputes 

and the activists and audiences who are party to these conflicts. The motivations 

and strategic collective action choices made by the various groups have received 

considerable treatment.  In particular, I made the rather substantial claim that 

collective action events themselves are often part of a discursive process in which 

meaning is conveyed. Parading disputes in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh 

demonstrate the transmission of messages through the choreography of collective 

action. However, in this chapter, I will take in the cultural work and identity 

issues that surround the choice, execution, and interpretation of methods and 

tactics. 

It would be difficult, or at least incomplete, to omit issues of identity when 

addressing conflict in Northern Ireland. Thus, in Chapter Two, I argued that 

identity plays a significant role in conflict in Northern Ireland and that the 

maintenance of collective identity commitments are related to the methods and 

tactics that groups employ. I will attempt to elaborate those ties between identity 

and action by exploring the tensions that arise between the psychological 

requirements of some collective action methods or tactics and the work of 

maintaining identity commitments. Group histories will favor some repertoires of 

methods over others, and since the deployment of any tactic “toward” another 

party is a social statement about a group’s identity to others and to the group, 
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actions must either reflect collective identity, or action and identity must be 

reconciled with one another. Furthermore, it is crucial to remember that collective 

action events are deployed in relation with opponents and third parties. Decisions 

about strategy are the product of multiple factors including a group’s resources, 

goals, and their own collective identity, which is itself a product of the group’s 

relationship with other parties in a conflict situation. The collective action tactics 

deployed by an opponent must also be interpreted and reconciled with the group’s 

collective identity and future collective actions. 

Returning to the case studies of Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, I will 

identify the messages or rhetorical frames presented by parties in parading 

disputes as well as the tension created between action and identity in these 

conflict scenarios. I will focus first on the relationship between the public and 

choreographed presentation of rhetorical frames by loyalists and nationalists in 

Ballyreagh and their collective identities. Second, the tension within a group 

between the use of persuasive methods and identity is important, but we must also 

address the reception of rhetorical frames presented via persuasive collective 

action. The interpretation of an opponents’ persuasive action can be affirmative or 

negative, and the outcome is a product of the tension between a new definition of 

the situation that resonates with part of the receiver’s collective identity and the 

other part of their identity that resists reconciliation with the rhetorical frame that 

has been presented. Third, moderate opinion predominates in Northern Ireland yet 

receives relatively little attention in much scholarly coverage of the Troubles. I 

will focus on the interpretation of the local parading dispute by Loughbregan’s 
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moderate Catholics who do not usually participate directly in parading disputes 

but are nonetheless witnesses with a stake in local community relations and who 

must also negotiate their own collective identity in their acceptance or rejection of 

the collective actions of the nationalist residents and the local Orange lodge.  

Parading disputes in Ballyreagh and Loughbregan provide the collective 

action moments for this study. The practice of cultural activities such as parading 

can become the locus of community-level disputes, and under these 

circumstances, ordinary residents, both Protestant and Catholic, can find 

themselves making tactical decisions in conflict situations. The level of 

experience and motivation can vary substantially, but parading disputes provide 

the opportunity to examine their experiences and the manner in which they 

reconcile action with identity.  

One can identify similarities between the content of collective identity and 

collective action, but some significant change in the mode of collective action 

also provides the opportunity to identify tension between collective action and 

identities. The onset of a dispute can require strategic action where none was 

required before. A substantial change in the balance of power or political and 

cultural context may force a group to reassess and alter its methods and tactics.  

Parties may feel that the obvious tactics and methods available to them are 

limited or ineffective, and new methods may be chosen or developed on the basis 

of strategic advantage. In Loughbregan, the local Orange lodge suddenly found 

themselves in a situation in 1997 in which a national-level conflict over parading 

came to bear on their parades, forcing them to make difficult decisions about their 
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own conduct. In Ballyreagh, the loyalist residents’ committee was formed 

proactively in response to conflict in other towns over parading, and from the 

beginning, was a response to a shifting balance of power in Northern Ireland away 

from Protestant ascendancy and toward significant political gains by republicans 

and nationalists garnered through astute political and public relations campaigns. 

In both towns, the Orangemen and loyalists and nationalist residents were put in 

positions to choose collective actions that both complemented and challenged 

their collective identities. 

Past experience and history provide a repertoire of potential actions, but 

they can also inspire innovations. Once a need for tactical innovations has been 

established, parties to a conflict situation must choose actions that complement 

who they are but also afford them some kind of strategic advantage. Such 

decisions can be inspired by a group’s history as Begona Aretxaga (1997) has 

shown in her study of Republican womens’ dirty strikes in Armagh prison in 

Northern Ireland. However, tactical innovations are also just that, innovative and 

new. In attempting to gain some advantage over an opponent, movement leaders 

may become compelled to adopt new tactics which may not closely resemble 

previous ones and may not reflect as closely the group’s self image. Under these 

circumstances, the group must either reject or adopt the new methods. If the latter 

option is taken, there must also be some attempt to reconcile the group’s identity 

with its actions.  

In Chapter Two, I argued that collective action is itself part of a discursive 

process in which parties to a dispute can persuasively choreograph their actions 



 277

such that they convey meaning and messages to opponents and third parties. Here, 

I will address the use of persuasion again, but I will also expand the analytical 

focus to address more closely the origins of strategic action choices in collective 

identity and the interpretive work in which participants and third parties orient 

their collective identities around action events. 

In presenting the relationships between identity and methods in the data 

collected in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, I will identify three themes. The first is 

symbiosis between collective action tactics and collective identity. This will entail 

presenting instances in which nationalist residents in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh 

and Orangemen in Loughbregan identified the tactics they chose as in some way 

symbiotic with or reflective of their collective identity. In these cases, identity and 

action are self-reinforcing.  

Collective identity can serve as a resource or limiting factor in the 

development or selection of collective action tactics. Anne Kane (2001) has 

pointed out in her work on the Irish land movement, “Clearly, specific historical 

experience—such as colonial subjugation—structures a collective’s emotional 

habitus, and particular conditions and contingent events affect what type of action 

will be motivated by a master paradigm of emotions” (p. 254). I would also 

suggest that participation in collective action can reinforce and reconstruct 

collective identity, giving participants an opportunity to display their commitment 

to the group while restating parts of their identity. Both Loughbregan’s and 

Ballyreagh’s nationalist / republican activists talked about their tactical choices as 

harmonious with a sense of their collective identity.  
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Second, strategically advantageous methods may not fit perfectly with an 

existing sense of collective identity, creating a tension that needs to be resolved. 

Loughbregan’s Protestants chose methods of avoidance that they felt were 

strategically necessary, but that did not come naturally. They then framed the 

methods in such a way that they could maintain a degree of self-respect and 

propriety while also criticizing nationalists. In Ballyreagh, the loyalist and 

nationalist residents’ committees were engaged in a strategic exchange in which 

loyalists were experimenting with new persuasive tactics aimed at influencing 

public opinion and reframing parading disputes in ways that favored their cause. 

These attempts were in some ways an adaptation of republican methods and 

departed from standard loyalist approaches to community-level disputes. One can 

identify the tension between Protestant or loyalist collective identity and the 

attempts of the residents to wage a public relations campaign in the town against 

the nationalist residents’ committee. In this case, it is difficult to determine the 

causality between identity and action, but the public relations methods represent a 

significant enough departure to allow a look at the work of reconciling identity 

with innovative actions. 

Finally, having presented Loughbregan’s “avoidance” of direct public 

conflict with the nationalist residents’ committee as persuasive, I will address the 

interpretation of the dispute by opponents and third parties. Their interpretation of 

the local parading dispute left some of them betwixt and between. They presented 

moderate views yet also indicated some contradictions with their own experiences 

as members of a divided society.  
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Collective Identity Informs Collective Action 

Nationalists and Republicans in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh 

In Ballyreagh and Loughbregan, nationalist demonstrations and attempts 

to engage with the Orange Order drew on previous experience and activism. The 

participants I interviewed suggested that their involvement was a product of their 

personal experiences as Catholics and nationalists in Northern Ireland. The 

method of engaging the Orange Order publicly through residents’ committees was 

developed in Portadown and on the Ormeau Road and capitalized on organizing 

skills in the Catholic community. The work of residents’ committees and 

republican activists were nearly always represented against a negative 

characterization of Orangemen and loyalists. Patrick, Áine, and Harry had all 

been directly involved with the nationalist residents’ committee, and each 

portrayed the Orange Order as intolerant in contrast to their own accounts of their 

reasonable and anti-sectarian traditions.  

Agitating against parades in Loughbregan provided them the opportunity 

to act upon years of discrimination, and in the case of Áine and Patrick, furthered 

their long-term work as activists. They considered their activism in Loughbregan 

a natural extension of republican activism against discrimination and human 

rights abuses. For example, Áine implicated the Orange Order in abuses 

perpetrated by British security forces in the policing of the Garvaghy Road 

dispute. Then, she applied the same characterization to local Orangemen in 

Loughbregan. 
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So, [the Orangemen] don’t disperse, and the British army don’t move in to 
disperse them. So, from a nationalist perspective, you’re sitting there, and 
you’re thinking, “Nothing has changed.” They will never ever move in 
against Orangemen. … In previous years, there was trouble on the 
Garvaghy Road, and they fired countless hundreds of plastic bullets at the 
nationalists, but Protestants who were rioting across the street, they didn’t 
fire two baton rounds at them. So, we’re treated different. With the 
nationalists, the RUC gets stuck in; Protestants, no. … So, this is how 
nationalists see it, you know? And that sort of reinforces this perception 
that the RUC are the armed wing of the Orange Order. So, in 
Loughbregan, we had filed for protest marches. The Orangemen still 
wouldn’t talk to us, and then they called off a parade because of all the 
hassle, but they still wouldn’t talk to us. 

Áine also explained that when residents’ committees were formed in Portadown 

and on the Ormeau Road to protest Orange parades, nationalists and republicans 

in Loughbregan realized they could use the same tactic to express their grievances 

over triumphalism in their town.  

People in other areas decided then, “We can do the same thing here,” and 
although there’s this so-called peace where we have all equal rights and 
our cultural rights are going to be respected, Orangemen are still going 
through nationalist areas where they are neither wanted nor welcome. 
They don’t even ask us, “Do you mind if we come through your area?” 
You know? So, the thing is that in Loughbregan, about four years ago or 
three years ago, a few people got together and decided they would try to 
organize a committee, or actually hold a meeting to discuss the issue of 
parades in Loughbregan, and it was well attended, and a committee was 
elected, and the first thing they did … was call a second meeting to which 
they invited the Orange Order, to which they refused to go, … and they 
want to continue with their parades regardless. 

Patrick expressed similar sentiments in his comments in which he compared 

nationalist protests against the Loughbregan Orangemen with high-profile protests 

in other areas: “While one of our communities like that in Portadown or Belfast 

[is suffering], they can't just expect to walk in here without any form of protest.” 

For Patrick and Áine, a properly-run public residents’ organization embodied 
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republican ideals of secular justice and respect. Publicly requesting dialogue with 

the Orange lodge represented a reasonable and even moral approach to the 

parading dispute, against which they contrasted loyalist bigotry and triumphalism. 

Despite not personally knowing any of the local lodge’s members, Patrick painted 

a triumphalist picture of Orange parades.  

They won’t speak to me. I would imagine that they’ll always file for the 
route through what they call the traditional [parading] route. … Its a notch 
in their belt to get walking up that street. It’s a bonus for them. They’re 
still there, still walking the route. They’ve that wee edge that says we can 
do the whole thing, and these ones have no say, and they’re never stopping 
us, and it’s just that sort of coattail attitude … Sectarianism is one of the 
greatest evils of what is a very attractive town, always has been, and in the 
North, it comes from that attitude that Protestants think, are under the 
illusion, that they are in a position of supremacy, and all of them don’t 
think that they’re second class. … You see this thing about the Protestant 
heritage is under threat. I really don’t accept it. I think they really have to 
look at themselves and say, “Why do you want to march in 
Loughbregan?” or “Why do you want to march down the Garvaghy 
Road?,” and they can’t say. You know, they really can’t say it’s tradition, 
and if it is tradition, it’s wrong. To walk over the roots of your neighbors 
is wrong no matter what parades, whether its us [or them]. 

Similarly, Áine claimed that the Orange Order would have nothing to do with her 

because of her role in the parades dispute and that such a stance displayed Orange 

sectarianism. 

If you were talking to an Orangeman in this town, and you said “Áine,” 
they’d be going, “That bitch,” you know. I’d be a hate figure to them, you 
know! And I know the Orangemen would say that any nationalists who 
oppose them are being sectarian, but that is to ignore the blatant 
sectarianism of the Orange Order, which excludes Catholics and insists on 
triumphalism, you know?  

Harry, who had also served as a chairperson of the residents’ committee, was 

much more reserved in his comments but also attributed the parading problem to 
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“coat-trailing” by the Orange Order.91 The mere use of phrases like “they” and 

“our communities,” counterpoise nationalist and republican activists against the 

Orange Order. The content of the comments show that their relation to the Orange 

Order was not only based on the noise or timing of the local parade but a much 

broader political cause that was central to nationalist identity.  

In Ballyreagh, the nationalist and republican activists I interviewed also 

expressed their efforts within the context of their nationalist identity, which was 

based on grievances about discrimination, disenfranchisement, and a desire for 

equality. In two interviews with three republican members of Ballyreagh’s 

nationalist residents’ committee, Mickey, Gerard, and Ruaraí were clear about the 

motivations for their involvement in the parading dispute. They were politically 

active and aware, and they described their own experiences within historical and 

political frames.  The following rather lengthy yet revealing commentary by 

Ruaraí presents the day-to-day reality and the political context of their grievances 

in Ballyreagh. In the first paragraph, he introduces the constitutional problem with 

Northern Ireland and Unionist abuses of government, and in the second 

paragraph, he applies the same analysis to their experience in Ballyreagh. 

Ballyreagh is only a small bit of, a microcosm of … the six-county 
statement.92  [The British government] built this, the six counties, right? 
They partitioned this country.  They put an in-built majority of unionism 
here, right?  They empowered them; they empowered unionism.  They 
gave [unionists] an armed police force – two armed police forces.  They 
gave them the B-Specials and the RUC.  The police specials then became 

                                                 
91 “Coat-trailing” refers to a traditional way of picking a fight. A man might trail his coat on the 
ground behind him as a challenge to anyone who would dare step on it. 
92 The “six-county statement” refers to the partition of the six Ulster counties that now make up 
Northern Ireland. 
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the UDR who then became the RIR. So, they’re still here. The same 
people were all let into it. The RUC are still here, and always acted as the 
armed wing of unionism.  All the departments … of the civil service et 
cetera is totally … dominated by unionism.  So, every single facet of the 
statement is designed to uphold the status quo. … Anybody who has 
resisted that unionist domination and looked for equality, has been 
trampled on.  And, they have used every single legal and illegal method to 
trample down nationalism and the desire for equality, and the desire for 
self-determination as a whole for people, and for a country as a nation to 
decide its own future.   

But, we had a situation that in this town, in many regards, the forces of the 
state reacted to local unionism opinion.  Ten years ago, or slightly more, 
because a number of prominent unionists were shouting and roaring and 
saying, ‘Ach, this is terrible, the security situation in this town is dreadful,’ 
and blah, blah, blah, they more or less virtually wanted to censor totally 
and utterly the voice of Republicanism or the voice of strong nationalism.  
And Mickey will tell you there better than any of us, the fact that for many 
years to be seen standing up for equality in this town or even to be voicing 
any kind of Republicanism meant that you couldn't move.  You know, he 
was stopped one day because he was selling papers outside of mass.  
[They] put him into the back of a Land Rover.  You can guarantee that any 
kind of loyalism could do whatever they wanted in this town.  They were 
able to march round this town with masked men in paramilitary uniforms, 
and the RUC didn’t do a bit.  But a man goes off selling a paper, and they 
put him into the back of a van. 

In this statement, Ruaraí identified Ballyreagh as a “microcosm” of the problems 

with the partition of Northern Ireland. These interviewees claimed that the 

situation on the ground in communities such as theirs was far worse than one 

might gather from news about the peace process. They believed it would take a 

long time before the parity of esteem that put Martin McGuinness into office as 

the Minister of Education would trickle down to everyday life in Ballyreagh. 

Meanwhile, the men cited cases of collusion between local loyalists and the 

security forces including attacks on a local pub, allowing loyalists through 

roadblocks, ignoring physical attacks on Catholics, allowing non-negotiated 
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marches through Catholic neighborhoods, and even one instance in which army 

personnel held a ladder for loyalists to climb on the roof of a local pub to wave 

union jacks during a confrontation between loyalists and nationalists. They also 

pointed out that the housing estate where we were holding the interview had 

virtually no amenities such as a park or community center. The residents’ 

committee’s method of seeking dialogue with loyalists or unionists in Ballyreagh 

highlighted inequality and reflected the desire of nationalists for equal treatment 

by all levels of the British and Northern Ireland government and ultimately a 

united Ireland. (Indeed, according to Ruaraí, equality, from a republican 

perspective, will make partition irrelevant, a common claim among Republicans) 

(McGarry and O'Leary 1995).   

Like the republican activists I interviewed in Loughbregan, Gerard 

contrasted their willingness to talk with the loyalists’ refusal to dialogue, claiming 

that the refusal was a function of Protestant unionist ascendancy.  

Their only reason for not speaking to me is, ‘No, we’re not speaking to 
Gerard. He’s a well-known Republican.’  I don’t deny the fact that I'm a 
Republican. … Anybody that stands up for the people they’re going to be 
Republican.  ’Cause they’ve the interests of the people at heart. [The 
loyalist leader has] two or three in his group that I'm quite aware of, and I 
know that they’ve got background as well, but I’ll still sit down and talk to 
them.  If it means us getting equality in this town, I'm prepared to do that, 
take that stand, take that chance.  But they won’t do that.  … Why should 
they sit down and talk to us, to change things in Ballyreagh when they 
have it exactly the way they want it? 

In contrast to their campaign for equality, they portrayed loyalists and the Orange 

Order as sectarian bigots, even comparing them with the KKK or racists in 

mainland Britain and proposing that the Protestant ascendancy was a well-
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organized network facilitating and coordinating the efforts of government 

functionaries, loyalist paramilitaries, the security forces and politicians. As one of 

them cleverly put it, “When they peel back the peel of the Orange here, it’s going 

to be the gray suits, the mandarins sitting up in Stormont, to try and change the 

system within.” Against this “web” of Protestant collusion and manipulation, they 

presented their own campaign for dialogue and equality. 

For Catholic nationalists in both Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, their 

methods were rooted in fundamental components of nationalist and republican 

identity: shared experiences of mistreatment and a desire for equality. By publicly 

insisting that loyalists and Orangemen must consult with nationalist residents’ 

committees, they were insisting on parity of esteem and attempting to highlight 

discrimination and Protestant ascendancy. 

Protestants and the Orange in Loughbregan: Individualism, Fear, Equality and 
Democracy 

In Loughbregan, the Orange Order’s strategic decision-making also 

reflected principles of Protestant identity and experience. Loughbregan’s 

Orangemen framed their decisions not to confront the town’s nationalists within 

political principles of citizenship and justice as well as individualism and a sense 

of being besieged. The marginalization of Loughbregan’s small Protestant 

community heightened their sense of collective identity and forced them into a 

strategy of avoiding dialogue and confrontation with the nationalist residents’ 

committee. Fear and individualist or isolationist tendencies, as well as a belief in 

the legitimacy of British rule, became translated into a refusal to engage with 
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nationalists. The Protestants I interviewed in Loughbregan argued that they were 

not sectarian, but they felt that their Protestant identity was under attack.   

I was repeatedly told by both Protestants and Catholics about the 

Protestant “work ethic,” and their pride in independence. One described them as 

“loners.” According to this characterization, Protestants loathed accepting 

financial support outside of their own community for fear that it be considered a 

“hand out.” They reserved fundraising efforts within the Protestant community for 

emergencies such as the rebuilding of the burnt Presbyterian church hall in 

Loughbregan. Instead, individual success and prosperity was prioritized.93 Brian, 

who was a Protestant and life-time resident of Loughbregan, described the town’s 

Protestants as “decent” and harboring a certain “pride” in one’s own 

accomplishments. 

I see the [Protestant] people that's left as being kind of respectable, sort of 
decent people … I think there is that old work ethic or whatever. … 
There's this pride in one's property … It's all that tied together, the work 
ethic thing about prospering and all that sort of stuff ... It doesn't control 
people's lives, but there's an element of it. 

Protestants have not actively sought out funding available to Northern Ireland 

through the European Union (EU) and the International Fund for Ireland (IFI) that 

is intended to consolidate the peace process through economic development.  The 

reason for this is partly a lack of skill at the community-level organizing that has 

characterized the Catholic community and has often been facilitated by the 

Catholic Church and its clergy. Protestants, by comparison, have felt that a certain 

level of prosperity was bound to accrue to them as a result of hard work and their 

                                                 
93 C.f. (Weber 1958).  
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status as British subjects. In the case of the IFI, funds were considered “blood 

money” or “thirty pieces of silver”94 because the IFI was seen as a by-product of 

the traitorous Anglo-Irish agreement that established cross-border political ties 

between Northern Ireland and Dublin. In other cases, Protestant organizations 

would not apply or accept funds tied to the national lottery because of religious 

teachings against gambling. 

Instead of promoting a vibrant community life, Protestants were more 

focused on family life. Harold, a young Orangeman in his late twenties, perhaps 

described it best. 

I have to be honest and say: look, Protestants are,… apart from their own 
sort of tradition, they're not really people for getting involved. They 
haven't the same community basis as Roman Catholics. Roman Catholics 
have a great community spirit. Protestants are more sort of independent, 
individual, you know, with their families and things. The Orange Order 
sort of unites Protestants, bringing them together and the whole parading 
thing, or your church brings you together, but they don't just have the 
same community spirit, and I think that's a pity but it's just the way they 
are, you know? 

Consequently, the Protestant community in Loughbregan remained isolated, 

partly from fear, partly from tradition. As one clergyman put it, “We don’t want 

to get involved, and we’re suspicious of everything.”95 

                                                 
94 The firebrand politician and preacher, Ian Paisley, referred to IFI funds as “blood money.” 
“Thirty pieces of silver” refers to the payment Judas Iscariot received after having betrayed Jesus 
in the Garden of Gethsemane. 
95 Voluntary Protestant isolation in Loughbregan was probably in part a function of their small 
population. Across Northern Ireland in 1999, Protestants were more likely (41 percent) than 
Catholics (34 percent) to agree or strongly agree with the statement, “I have my own cultural 
tradition and see no need to take part in any others.” However, nearly as many Protestants (35 
percent) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement (Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 
1999). Also, Catholics (24 percent) were more likely than Protestants (22 percent) to agree or 
strongly agree with the statement, “My cultural tradition is always the underdog.” However, by 
2000, the figures for Protestants and Catholics became similar (Queen's University Belfast and 
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That suspicion peaked at anything (such as nationalist protests) that 

smacked of the prospect of losing British citizenship and the ideals of democracy 

and equality that were associated with it in Protestant minds. They considered 

British control in Northern Ireland fundamentally legitimate, which Jim, an 

Orangeman in his fifties, attributed to four centuries of plantation: 

The British took over Ireland here, in whatever year it was, three hundred 
years ago or four hundred years ago by planters. I'm a planter, but why 
should I leave my country now. You know, where am I going to go now? 
We class this as part of Britain, as part of our heritage, … It's our country 
as well. So, we do need a solution to live together, don't we? 

In addition to a sense of ownership in Ulster, there was a profound feeling that the 

cherished sense of Britishness was synonymous with equality, democracy, and 

standards of fair play. In both Ballyreagh and Loughbregan, Protestants pointed 

out that the United Kingdom was a standard of democracy and freedom in the 

world, the “mother parliament.”  

On more than one occasion, interviewees took advantage of my American 

citizenship to emphasize the importance of Protestant Ulster people to American 

democracy. Ben, a delightful eccentric elderly man with a seemingly 

encyclopedic mind, was one of those who appropriated American democracy.  

Well again, you see, [Protestants are] defending their civil liberties. … 
Have you, as an American, ever thought that if it hadn't been for the 
people from here, the Presbyterians from here, going to America and 
propagating the idea of democracy that North America would be a mirror 
image of South America? Full of dictators and banana republics and that? 
… They went out because of the restrictions on their liberty here, but it 
was the Presbyterian Calvinist type of democracy in which every man had 
the right to look after his own salvation who went out to America, and as a 

                                                                                                                                     
Ulster 1998; Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 1999; Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 
2000).  
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result, they had a very basic influence on the writing of the American 
constitution, as you know. 

Ben acknowledged the irony of associating British democracy with Ulstermen and 

women who were seeking to escape British religious discrimination, but his point 

was as much about Protestantism as Britishness, two components of loyalist and 

unionist identities that have prevailed despite their contradictions. 

Even more prominent than themes of democracy were Protestant claims of 

equality under British rule. These attitudes mirrored attitudes across Northern 

Ireland documented in the 1999 Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey in which 

64 percent of Protestants, compared with 38 percent of Catholics, felt that “in 

general, Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland are treated equally” 

(Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 1999). Jim and Michael, local Orangemen, 

both demonstrated the common tension in maintaining a connection between 

British governance and equality in the face of Catholic claims of inequality. Jim 

presented his family history as evidence of equality between many Protestants and 

Catholics. (At the same time, however, he acknowledged practices of housing 

discrimination.) 

We had no less rights than a Roman Catholic family would have had. You 
know, my father was poor. We lived from day to day. He worked hard and 
reared us up, you know, just the same as a Catholic family. …You know 
the way you get the Catholics saying what seventy-five years of Unionist 
rule has kept [them] down? That could be right to some extent, but … we 
were kept down just as much because we were a poor family too, and 
there were actually thousands of Protestant families like us throughout 
Northern Ireland. So, it's not right to decide that one side was 
discriminated against. Certainly that went on; I mean to get a house here 
my father used to have to go and get a councilor drunk and give him 
twenty-five pounds, and the next thing the house was yours. 
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Similarly, Michael, another Orangeman, joined Ben in defending equality in 

Northern Ireland. 

Nationalism has spent its life span within the United Kingdom, their 
rights, their privileges, everything they have, without attack within the 
United Kingdom. I think they have nothing to fear, no matter what 
propaganda Gerry Adams spews out or the Sinn Féin / IRA spew out, they 
have nothing to fear, for as I say again the Fair Employment Commission 
had been established to protect both sides.96 They had the same rights and 
the same privileges, even their state education. … In the Catholic-
maintained school system, they can promote their own ethos, and they get 
full funding from the British Government. 

These views, while perhaps somewhat myopic, were central components of 

Protestant identity among Orangemen and Loyalists in Loughbregan. 

In many ways, those principles were symbolically concentrated in the 

practice of parading. Again, as Harold put it, “The Orange Order sort of unites 

Protestants, bringing them together and the whole parading thing, or your church 

brings you together…” The very act of walking down a public road expressed 

British citizenship. Parading as collective action was closely linked with 

Protestant identity, so, it is little wonder that a challenge to parading could strike 

at the heart of Protestant identity, especially for Protestants who already 

considered themselves marginalized. 

Most of the Protestants I interviewed in Loughbregan expressed anxiety 

over issues of partition, sovereignty and the implications for their Protestant way 

                                                 
96 In 1976, the Fair Employment Act set up the Fair Employment Agency and was replaced in 
1989 by the Fair Employment Commission which was given broader powers. A Fair Employment 
Tribunal was also founded at that time to try cases of discrimination. The Northern Ireland 
Statistics and Research Agency [Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, 2001 
#1602]has reported 1999 labor force participation rates at 75% for Protestants and 68% for 
Catholics. (Labor force participation rates refer to “the numbers of economically active persons in 
a group as a percentage of the total in that group.”)  (p. 5). 
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of life. That anxiety represented fears of the Republic of Ireland and of 

abandonment by the British government. Though Protestants defend British 

democracy, they also distrust British political agendas. Jim, one of the local 

Orangemen, presented the problem to me succinctly in our interview: 

Well, we distrust the British because they tell us one thing and then do the 
opposite. We certainly do not trust the British because we've got this siege 
mentality in Northern Ireland. We're always fighting a siege battle like the 
Alamo, you know! And, this has been generated into us over three 
hundred years. We've been battling over this island, or over part of this 
little island, and everybody outside it is trying to take it away from us with 
the result that you build a siege mentality. 

The continuing implementation of cross-border bodies, not to mention the 

inclusion of republican politicians in the Stormont government exacerbates 

Protestant unionist fears. According to the Northern Ireland Life and Times 

survey, 53 percent of Protestants in 1999 agreed or strongly agreed that “There is 

always talk about the rights of Catholics but never about the rights of Protestants” 

compared with 66 percent of Catholics who disagreed or strongly disagreed 

(Queen's University Belfast and Ulster 1999).  

Protestants’ may also feel that their cultural heritage is vulnerable when 

compared with Catholic and nationalist heritage. The state has traditionally helped 

in maintaining Protestant history and legacy, and this is precisely why 

traditionalists fear the loss of a British State in Northern Ireland and are incensed 

by the removal of flags from courtrooms or the name and badge from the RUC.  

Meanwhile, a deconstruction of Protestant identity seems to be underway. 

Reviewing my fieldnotes, I found a note reflecting on “how serious Protestants 

could feel threatened” by some of the literature I had come across, including 
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Brewer and Higgins’ (1998) socio-historical exposé of Protestant anti-Catholicism 

in Ireland, a Fortnight article titled “God or Ulster” and an article in another 

publication titled, “Is There a Protestant Identity?” Outside of Orange parades, 

Protestants were often hard-pressed to present their culture in ways that rivaled 

the dance, music, language, politics, religion, theatre, and lore of the Catholic 

community. This is partly a measure of individualism and isolationism within 

Protestant culture, and it makes parades into a metaphorical last stand to preserve 

collective identity. In their minds, to lose the ability to parade for fifteen minutes 

twice a year was essentially to lose any claim on the town as their own because 

they otherwise kept to themselves. 

Protestants feared a gradual attrition of their principles most, a form of 

cultural “ethnic cleansing,” as it was called.  To parade was to recreate 

fundamental components of their Protestant identity, and Orange parades in 

Loughbregan condensed at least some of the central values and principles of the 

Protestant identity, including independence, freedom, democracy, equality and 

work ethics.  

Why then did the Loughbregan Orangemen undertake a strategy of 

avoidance? Did altering their parading activities represent their collective 

identity? Here again, we find the delicate balance of identity and action within a 

particular field of conflict. The Orangemen were left with a difficult decision. If 

they insisted on marching through the town, they invited potentially intimidating 

and dangerous acts of vandalism. If they entered into dialogue with the nationalist 

residents’ committee, they sacrificed values central to their collective identity. If 
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they ceased to march, in a sense, they ceased to exist as they conceived 

themselves.  

However, their strategy of avoidance provided them with a middle ground, 

a way of maintaining their minimal presence and their principles, such as their 

independence, while avoiding confrontations that could provoke retaliation.  By 

parading away from the town center, the lodge could still claim, in some small 

way, that they continued to parade, but they were also able to minimize the 

chances of retaliation against the few other Protestants in the town. This is not to 

say that this was the only tactical decision available to them, but it allowed them 

to balance the imperatives of identity maintenance with the field in which they 

contended (where they were primarily elderly and far outnumbered.) The lodge’s 

avoidance tactics were not pure avoidance. They engaged, however modestly, in a 

public discourse that allowed them to express their collective identity as 

Orangemen.  

Loyalists in Ballyreagh: British Democracy and Tolerance  

The loyalists I interviewed in Ballyreagh expressed similar values to 

Protestants in Loughbregan. Pride and notions of justice, democracy, and the rule 

of law pervaded Daryl and Matthew’s justifications for their activism. Like the 

Orangemen in Loughbregan, these men expressed a strong attachment to Ulster 

through their Protestant settler heritage and to their locality as well. According to 

Matthew, “There’s Scottish blood here, strong, Presbyterian…” 

If anything, Matthew and Daryl were bolder in their claims to rights, or 

rather “birthrights” than the Protestants interviewed in Loughbregan. Like Jim’s 
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comments in Loughbregan, there was a fundamental belief that Northern Ireland 

was in some manifest sense British. Daryl argued that “whether nationalists like it 

or not, the Union Jack is the flag of the country.  We are still part of the 

British…” Matthew conjured Biblical allusions to a covenant between Northern 

Ireland Protestants and God, a theological perspective that can be commonly 

found among fundamentalist Protestant loyalists (Brewer and Higgins 1998; 

Higgins 2000). Daryl expressed pride in his British identity, and specified several 

symbols of that identity.  

Whenever you see people trying to take [the Union Jack] away from us, 
and we’ve seen that as part of our culture, the Union flag, as the Orange 
collarette, as in our marching and whatnot.  Whenever we see people 
trying to take that away from us, it’s like somebody trying to take away 
your allegiance or your flag or your police force. And it wouldn’t be 
acceptable in any other country, and if it did happen in any other country, 
of course people stand up, and they would demand their right to keep on 
or hold on to what they have.  And that’s all we’re doing. 

The comparison between British sovereignty in Northern Ireland and the 

legitimate governance of other countries proved important because, in their 

responses, both gentlemen also made repeated appeals to democratic principles as 

a justification for British sovereignty.  

Despite the fact that they seemed to feel that Protestants, or at least British 

citizens, enjoyed a manifest destiny as the rightful stewards of Ulster, they 

appropriated democracy and the rule of procedural law as a cornerstone in their 

apology for British sovereignty.   

We should be run the same way as every other country runs their 
government, and that’s through democracy.  Unionists have the majority at 
the minute. And, if ever it came to it, in twenty years’ time, through 
demography or whatever, that the nationalists were in the majority in 
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Northern Ireland, so be it.  We’ll just have to live like that.  But, at this 
moment in time, we’re in the majority, and it should go by what the 
majority say. 

At least twice in our interview, Daryl critiqued the Belfast Agreement on the 

grounds that it was undemocratic. He was concerned with provisions that, 

according to him, required support of at least forty percent of opposition members 

in the Northern Ireland Assembly to pass legislation.97 Taking a similar tack to 

Ben in Loughbregan, who appealed to my American background, Daryl argued 

that the Northern Ireland assembly should operate in a winner-take-all 

arrangement like most voting systems in the U.S.  

Daryl’s concerns over governance capture nicely the political dilemma in 

which many unionists and loyalists find themselves. They become caught 

between defending British governance on one side and attacking a Northern 

Ireland political apparatus that has been given the blessing of the British 

government on the other side. The dilemma is illustrated in recent campaigns to 

maintain the name of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, or at least the crown, as part 

of the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) emblem. Meanwhile, 

Orangemen and loyalists faced-off with police at Drumcree or in North Belfast.98 

When loyalists, such as Daryl, asked, “…our parades are being taken away from 
                                                 
97 In actual fact, forty percent of opposition members must be present and voting, regardless of 
how they vote, to obtain a sixty percent weighted majority. This could create the situation 
described by Daryl but does not require it.  Strand One, section 5 (d) (i-ii), of the Belfast 
Agreement stipulates safeguards that include “arrangement to ensure key decisions are taken on a 
cross-community basis; either parallel consent, i.e. a majority of those members present and 
voting, including a majority of the unionist and nationalist designations present and voting; or a 
weighted majority (60%) of members present and voting, including at least 40% of each of the 
nationalist and unionist designations present and voting.” 
98 In September 2001, Protestants in the Glenbryn Estate in the Ardoyne area of Belfast blocked 
Catholic students from reaching Holy Cross Primary School. The RUC mounted an operation to 
usher the students to the school amidst verbal abuse and violence by loyalist protestors.  
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us.  Our police have been taken away from us.  Our flag has been taken away 

from us.  Our British identity is being taken away from us, and we’re still part of 

the British government.  What’s it going to be like when we’re not part of the 

British government?” they felt as if they were on a slippery slope and had to grasp 

for some justification. One of those justifications was democracy.   

While loyalists in Ballyreagh clung to the mantle of democracy, they also 

persistently presented a new message: tolerance. Matthew and Daryl explained 

that their residents’ group was explicitly designed to counter claims by 

republicans and nationalists that loyalists were intolerant. The following excerpts 

from my conversations with them demonstrate the zeal with which they pursued 

an image of tolerance. 

• “…show that we are tolerant people.” 

• “…we have to show the rest of the world that we are tolerant…” 

• “… we are tolerant…” 

• “…Protestants were a tolerant people and that we tolerated 
Catholics…” 

• “We've been tolerant.” 

• “What we're saying is that we're tolerant; we're a tolerant people.” 

• “...everybody should be tolerant of other people's religions and 
their cultures…” 

• “…we see ourselves as the tolerant people and nationalism as 
being intolerant…” 

• “…we brought these other leaders of the Orange from these other 
villages to show that they're tolerant people too.”   
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• “…we tolerate you coming into a Protestant area.”   

• “…they wanted to show how intolerant Republicanism is.” 

• “…to show that we are tolerant people.” 

They claimed that tolerance was the hallmark of Protestant tradition and identity, 

part of the democratic tradition mentioned above. Matthew’s comments linked 

tolerance to democratic features like “free assembly”: 

What we're saying is that we're tolerant, we're a tolerant people.  We 
believe in the right to free assembly.  We believe in a free society, that 
everybody should be tolerant of other people's religions and their cultures, 
as long as they're not overly offensive, as long as they're not trying to push 
it down your throat. 

By situating their community and their activism within resonant metanarratives of 

democracy and tolerance, loyalist residents in Ballyreagh aimed to transform their 

public image, often through choreographed public action.  

The attempt to change the public image of loyalists was seen by the 

loyalists as a presentation of their identity that had not been effectively executed 

previously: “We formed what we hoped would be a body that would help 

challenge some of those widely held beliefs in the country that Protestants were 

incapable of receiving others into their areas and that Protestants were stubborn 

and ignorant and something similar to the Ku Klux Klan really. We wanted to 

highlight some of the injustices that we have had here in [this region].” They 

realized that Protestants had been painted as prejudiced and intolerant, and they 

acknowledged that nationalists had been far more active in public relations than 

loyalists.  
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However, it is interesting to note that their emphasis on tolerance, while 

clearly strategic, is not entirely inveiglement. In the minds of these loyalist 

activists, principles of tolerance were part of a package of principles that included 

high ideals such as democracy and justice. The Orange representatives who 

“invited” the nationalist bands through Ballyreagh, saw their actions as consistent 

with the Grand Orange Lodge’s statement, “[Orangemen] stand for tolerance and 

compassion towards all men, but they stand also for that underlying principle of 

the Christian faith, the dignity and rights of the individual, against the tyranny 

either of a soulless state or of an authoritarian Church” (Grand Orange Lodge of 

Ireland 2002). In this way, the choreographed invitation and the welcome banner 

could be considered an expression of Protestant British culture.  

RECONCILING IDENTITY AND METHODS 

New methods and tactics require reconciliation with collective identities. 

They need be shown to reflect the values and traditions of the group using them. 

The reconciliation of collective identity with novel tactics means that the tactics 

have to be made to express fundamental components of identity, or the identity 

must be altered to fit the methods if the strategic advantage of the method is to be 

capitalized. Social movement organizations, thus, must show that a new strategy 

or set of methods either reflects the group’s collective identity or must finesse the 

collective identity to align with the new methods.  

Ballyreagh Loyalists: “A Wee Bit of Propaganda” 

Ballyreagh’s loyalists claimed tolerance was a trademark of Protestant 

British tradition, but comments emerged alluding to a different more coercive 
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tradition and suggested that the loyalist residents’ committee’s campaign of 

tolerance was a new development. Actually, the formation of the residents’ 

committee was itself a novelty, especially since it was established before the 

nationalists’ residents’ committee. Since loyalists were not known for proactive 

community organizing, their activities seemed a significant enough departure to 

ask how they reconciled these new activities with the common view among many 

Protestant loyalists that their culture needed not be justified in public discourse 

because its legitimacy was represented in the sovereignty of the British state. 

However, it became apparent to the two loyalists I interviewed that the legitimacy 

of Protestant culture was no longer assured, and new public relations efforts were 

necessary.   

There were indications that the new approach replaced other more 

coercive options. Daryl’s assessment of the media event in which the Orange 

representatives welcomed the bands through Ballyreagh implied that Protestants, 

on other occasions, had in fact blocked roads: 

As I said earlier, the Protestants should have been doing [public relations 
events] thirty years ago, because they're making republicans look bad. 
They're showing the Protestants in a good light, showing our tolerance. All 
people are ever seeing are Protestants blocking roads, trying to get their 
point of view across that way when we should be doing it this way. 

Similarly, Matthew said the decision to address the parades issue persuasively 

was not the only strategy under consideration; it was adopted for strategic 

advantage. He described one meeting in which loyalist organizers came to the 

conclusion that “propaganda” could be more useful than a show of force. “[One 

person said,] ‘We've got the power here to stop them,’ and some of their wiser 
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counsels said, 'We've a chance here to make a wee bit of propaganda, a wee bit of 

publicity here for the good.  Let them through, and see if we can get as much 

publicity as we can out of it, to show that we are tolerant people.'” Thus, there 

was a certain amount of tension between an impulse to use coercive measures to 

address the parade in traditional fashion and to win a persuasive victory.  

Loyalists’ reputation for poor public relations and remarks in interviews 

indicate that public persuasion was a new approach. The strategy was a departure 

from tradition. Daryl’s and Matthew’s use of British and Protestant identities to 

bolster support for their tactics was probably both a reflection of those identities 

and an attempt to attach deeper meaning to new methods. “I think that [public 

invitation] would make more of an effect than stopping them from walking.  

Because it’s not part of our religion, it’s not part of our mindset to do that.  

Protestants have never stopped them from walking.” In this comment, Daryl 

identifies the strategic advantage of persuasion, but then quickly assigned the 

value of the tactic to religious consistency, an attempt to reconcile the new tactic 

with Protestant belief. (It must also be said, however, that some Protestant 

residents questioned both the existence and the activities of the committee. One 

Protestant schoolteacher I spoke with in Ballyreagh considered the loyalist 

residents “troublemakers.”) 

Publicly redefining the situation through choreographed public action 

gained some approval within the loyalist community on grounds of strategic 

advantage, and some saw it as consistent with their culture and beliefs. Daryl 

noted an affinity between Protestantism and less coercive measures in his 
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encounters with those who did not yet know what form the public action would 

take:  

The Protestant people, who are mostly churchgoers as I've already said, 
didn't agree with [what they thought would be a blockage of the parade.] I 
went through an awful hard time.  I had people coming up in the street 
saying, “Daryl, you shouldn't be doing this,” and, “You'll lose all our 
support if you do this.”  I was dying to say to them, “Look, there's going to 
be no trouble in Ballyreagh” … but I couldn't. We had to keep our cards to 
our chest to get the media there.  So, whenever the day has gone over 
people were praising it, saying, “Look, boys you've done a really good job 
there.”  

The fact that local Protestants assumed the loyalist residents’ committee was 

going to provoke a potentially explosive confrontation says something about 

previous loyalist conflict methods, but when it turned out that the event was 

persuasive, it earned the support of at least some in the Protestant community who 

were previously wary.  

Several of my contacts in Loughbregan had heard about the action in 

Ballyreagh and demonstrated a consistent understanding of the action itself, but 

their opinions varied. Michael who had contacts with loyalists in Ballyreagh, was 

knowledgeable about the event and was also very complementary of the tactic, 

calling it “an achievement,” mostly because he felt that it properly expressed the 

tolerance of Ballyreagh’s Protestants whom he claimed had never blocked a 

nationalist parade. Harold, on the other hand, was tentative because he felt, “it 

doesn’t come across very well,” anticipating the skepticism of nationalists and 

third parties. Tom simply dismissed it as a “silent protest” and argued that, 

unfortunately, it was only violence that reliably attracted media attention. (He 

apparently did not understand that the media had been present at the action or that 
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a report had been aired on BBC Northern Ireland.) Without more data from 

Ballyreagh, it is difficult to say more about the broader reaction to the loyalist 

residents’ committee, but the interviews collected in Ballyreagh and Loughbregan 

show that several Protestants who were at least familiar with the action developed 

different interpretations of its utility. This suggests that even though the elite 

activists in Ballyreagh choreographed the invitation of nationalist bands to 

resonate with British democratic values, there was not an obvious connection yet.  

Loughbregan Protestants: Avoiding yet Foiling Terrorists  

I have suggested that Loughbregan Orange Lodge’s decision to avoid 

direct confrontation with the nationalist residents’ committee was strategically 

necessary to avoid retaliatory vandalism against local Protestants, but it also 

reflected local Protestants’ British identities and sensibilities. By refusing to 

engage with their opponents in the nationalist residents’ committee, however, the 

Orange lodge diminished the public rhetorical exchange I described above. And 

yet, their decisions were not purely avoidance techniques. The lodge did not 

disband, the remaining Protestants have not moved away, and the lodge continues 

to parade, though sometimes re-routed or abbreviated. Their strategic choices kept 

them engaged in the issue, however marginally, and by continuing to refuse to 

negotiate with republicans, they maintained a balance between a strategic 

imperative and collectively-held principles.  

A press release issued in 1997 by the lodge after the July 12 situation 

demonstrates vividly the Orangemen’s attempts to resolve the forfeiture of their 

parade with their identity as law-abiding British citizens. 
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We, as law-abiding members of Loughbregan LOL [Loyal Orange Lodge] 
123,99 in the light of the civil unrest and the utilization of the forces of the 
Crown and in the interest of peace within our community for this year, 
will reluctantly waive the lawful right to walk through the main street of 
our home town on the annual 12th July morning parade, 1997. We have not 
compromised our lawful right to parade the main shopping street of our 
home town. This action has been taken to avoid the enemies of our 
Protestant heritage being given the opportunity to create a situation 
resulting in civil disorder. We, as members of a very small Protestant 
minority living in Loughbregan, see ourselves as part of a culture which 
has every right to belong to this town and to exercise our lawful right as 
one group of free citizens. We believe in the right of free assembly and 
that necessitates the right to proceed in a peaceable and orderly manner to 
and from the place of assembly, whether it be a church or any other venue. 
No group should have to ask permission from any other self-appointed 
authority to walk the public highways of our land. No one community 
owns the roads of Ulster. However, Loughbregan LOL 123 reserves the 
right to walk this route at a more suitable time of our choosing. All we 
want is to live in peace with our neighbors. We hold that these rights are 
non-negotiable.  

By framing their decision as temporary, the Orangemen attempted to retain the 

notion that while they had cancelled one parade, they had not jettisoned their 

citizenship.  

The same tension was also demonstrated well in a story I gathered from 

one of my contacts on a return trip to the area in January 2002. I discovered that, 

in a previous year, a local Orange leader in Loughbregan agreed with the residents 

that he would personally accept a letter of protest before an annual summer 

Orange parade. When he removed his Orange collarette and made his way up the 

main street to accept the letter from the nationalist residents, he was sent away 

because he was not representing the lodge in an official capacity. According to 

my contact, this was a risky move by the Orangeman because, had the lodge 

                                                 
99 All lodge numbers are random numbers to protect the identity of the participants. 
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known, they might have been upset with him. By removing his collarette, the 

Orangeman was attempting to protect Orange collective identity while exploring 

any advantages that could accrue through interacting with the residents’ 

committee. 

In the interviews with Loughbregan’s Protestants and Orangemen, one 

finds a mixture of defeatism, criticism, sympathy, appreciation for the cleverness 

of the decisions, and even humor. In several instances, the decisions to avoid 

direct conflict in order to protect Protestant neighbors were presented as a virtue, 

and the Orangemen were portrayed as considerate. The three Orangemen I 

interviewed felt that avoiding open confrontation was a necessary measure, but 

they expressed their opinion with a tone of regret, not pride. They did not seek 

conflict with the nationalist residents; they simply wanted to hold their parade. 

However, neither were they willing to negotiate for the right to parade. The tones 

of regret expressed the tension created between the lodge’s need to parade and its 

tactical decisions that were based on the marginal status of Protestants in 

Loughbregan. They would rather have had no dispute at all or would have felt 

more confident in pressing the issue were they not so marginalized in the town. 

Among other Protestants, a sense of sympathy pervaded. Most people 

understood the intimidation felt by the Orangemen, and they understood the desire 

to avoid provoking retaliation against other Protestants in the town. However, 

there was also a considerable degree of appreciation for the wile of stealing the 

residents’ committee’s thunder. By choosing not to parade through the town in 

1996, 1997, and 1998, the loyal institutions “called their bluff.” “[The Orange 
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lodge] just didn’t turn up” and left the residents “just sitting there,” “with egg on 

their face.” “It was a fizzle.” This interpretation prevailed even in some instances 

when the lodge was prohibited from parading by the Parades Commission. 

Surprisingly, there were also those who took a humorous view of the 

situation. Amy, a housewife and part-time teacher, and one of the local Protestant 

clergymen were quite sympathetic with the Orange lodge claiming they were a 

harmless lot. However, they also felt there needed not be a hard and fast trade-off 

between Protestant collective identity and parading. For these two, collective 

identity could be sacrificed if it diminished antagonism between Protestants and 

Catholics in Loughbregan. Amy thus offered a self-effacing humble alternative to 

the local parading dispute:  

I suppose [Protestants are] laughing at themselves that they’ve let it get to 
the pitch that it’s got to.  I mean, probably what they should have done 
years ago was sat down and said, ‘Right, look, these are the marches, these 
are the places we’re going to go.  We’re not going to go where we’re not 
wanted, end of story.’  And if they’d done that, the whole thing would 
have been resolved in a matter of weeks, but they didn’t. 

The local Protestant clergyman expressed sympathy, admiration, and a 

progressive humor in rapid succession during our conversation.  

The protest committee, the residents' committee, was lined up in the upper 
square sort of saying, “They're going to be late...where are they?” [I] 
really thought it was rather clever. … I think it went down well locally.  
The Orangemen were for once not stirring it up, and if these other fellows 
had a cold wait or that sort of thing it would serve them right.  I don't think 
it did the Orangemen any harm at all … I think anything that can cause a 
certain amount of humor probably helps things, if you see what I mean, if 
people begin to laugh at themselves and laugh at other people and that sort 
of thing.  People don’t mind being laughed at as long as it’s not hurtful 
laughter, jeering or that sort of thing.  But, “Okay, you got me that time,” 
doesn't do anybody any harm. … I see no real objection to parading as far 
as that roundabout and coming back to base.  But if that is contentious 
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then it would be better to abandon the parading rather than to risk 
community trouble. 

Both Amy and the clergyman took a humorous approach while proposing that the 

Orangemen should avoid “trouble” at all cost. They did not consider parading 

sacrosanct, though they expressed their affection for the Orange Order.  

Locals Protestants’ assessments of the lodge’s decisions were not all 

positive, however. Some took a defeatist attitude whereby they understood the 

reasoning behind the lodge’s actions but also felt that sacrificing the parade 

through the town was an unfair forfeiture of an important ritual. Michael, an 

Orangeman who lives near Loughbregan and is a member of a nearby lodge, 

called the standoff over parades a “no-win situation,” and yet he also supported 

the lodge’s decision:  

It was a good call that morning, yes … I feel as if nationalism wins either 
way. If you take a stand and make a protest, they say they are intimidated 
and being threatened. If you turn away and walk away, well then you’re 
not going to get your parade. I think it’s a no-win situation, but I think on 
that particular morning it was a good call, because the media were all 
there. 

Though Michael seemed frustrated with the Orange lodge’s position, he attributed 

a persuasive element to the decision to walk away from the center of the town. 

Since the media were present, the lodge’s walking away was at least partially 

transformed from mere avoidance of the nationalist residents’ committee into a 

potential connection with third parties via the media.  

Despite the common expressions of sympathy and support, there were also 

indications that some of Loughbregan’s Protestants were critical of the lodge. 
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Harold and Brenda told me in their interviews that the Orange lodge “took a lot of 

stick about that from our own side.”  

Thus, for some local Orangemen, parading was a significant 

demonstration of British identity, and while they wished to maintain the practice 

in full, they did not feel they could do so given their small numbers. Other 

Protestants held ambivalent views about the lodge’s strategic decisions, 

suggesting that the tension between collective identity and collective action was 

stronger for some than others. Those who felt, for example, that the dispute had 

become humorous also felt that perhaps the insistence on parading or not 

negotiating with residents’ was not worth the trouble.  

The variety of responses among local Protestants suggests that the Orange 

lodge’s tactical decisions were not a perfect match for all Protestants that I 

interviewed. However, there was virtually no backlash against the lodge. Most of 

my interviewees expressed sympathy, if not outright support, for the Orangemen’s 

decisions and regarded the lodge as an important part of the local Protestant 

community. Comments such as Amy’s and the clergyman’s were unusual, and 

most Protestants maintained a positive view of the Orange Order and their own 

community by considering the avoidance strategy clever or noble. 

Loughbregan’s minority Orangemen admitted they felt fear in the face of 

nationalist protests. However, local Protestants who were most closely associated 

with the Orange Order also managed to interpret the avoidance either in a 

proactive light as clever, because they believed it made the nationalist residents’ 

group look foolish and stubborn, or considerate, because they were trying to 
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protect Protestant neighbors from retaliation. Either way, the Orange lodge’s 

strategic choices were framed as consistent with Orange principles.  As Jim said, 

“You can be a good Orangeman without proving your sectarianism [by forcing a 

parade through Loughbregan].”  

Nationalists / Republican activists in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh: 
Community Organizing 

There appeared to be less dissonance between collective identity and 

collective action strategies among Nationalists in both Loughbregan and 

Ballyreagh  than Protestants and loyalists in these towns. I address these 

nationalist groups together because their tactics and their attitudes were similar. 

The residents’ committee format and protesting parades was consistent with 

nationalist goals, both in terms of equality and a united Ireland. They seemed 

satisfied that their grievances would be borne out in public discourse. There were 

no indications that the work of residents’ committees was out of character or 

unusual for republicans and “strong nationalists.” 

There was less ambiguity in support for their persuasive tactics among 

nationalist and republican activists because the tension was resolved over a long 

period of time. Nationalists developed an awareness of the strategic advantage of 

community-level activism over generations of exclusion from the apparatus of the 

state. Experimentation with persuasive methods has been a long debate within 

nationalism. The debate between the constitutional and physical-force traditions is 

well-documented and extends back more than a hundred years. The Troubles were 

sparked in the midst of nonviolent resistance but turned violent leading to the 

introduction of British troops and the formation of the Provisional IRA. The 
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debate over constitutional politics and armed struggle continued throughout the 

1970s and 1980s and remains today, but those positions have been merged by the 

latest generation of republican politicians including Gerry Adams and Martin 

McGuinness. If anything, the use of constitutional politics has surpassed the use 

of physical force.  

Beneath both stances one finds a long tradition of unarmed community 

organizing within the republican movement that could be identified since the civil 

rights movement in the defense of urban neighborhoods during the height of the 

troubles, support for hunger strikers, and eventually the development of an 

impressive Sinn Féin political machine. Some argue that the development of 

nationalist residents’ committees across the province is also a manifestation of the 

tradition.  

Patrick, from Loughbregan, offered a useful profile to illustrate the 

tradition of politically-oriented community organizing within the republican 

movement. Patrick was raised in an activist family. His father was an SDLP 

politician and had been involved in the civil rights movement and was arrested for 

helping organize a march and voting drive. As a young boy in grammar school, 

Patrick had an insatiable interest in the Troubles and Irish history, and in his 

teenage years, he became involved in the local youth H-block committee in 

support of Bobby Sands and other hunger strikers. He recalled coming out of 

mass when he was fifteen and seeing a poster advertising a parade in a nearby 

town to support the hunger strikers. He and a friend hitchhiked to the town and 

participated. Patrick became very active at that point and took advantage of 
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opportunities to stone the police and participate in rioting. He had disagreements 

with his father, who advocated constitutional politics as the appropriate way to 

pursue the nationalist agenda, but Patrick supported the armed struggle.  

However, he also embraced the dual republican strategy of “the Armalite 

and the ballot box” through his involvement as a Sinn Féin  activist. In the 1990s, 

Patrick said that the armed struggle had reached its zenith, a stalemate with 

British forces. Violence against civilians by colluding loyalist paramilitaries and 

the security forces had reached such a pitch that Catholic communities began to 

turn on the IRA, blaming it for drawing violence from loyalist paramilitaries.  

Now in his forties, Patrick has made a transition from a youth who rioted 

and found the armed struggle “exciting” into an adult who understands the 

importance of community-level organizing. He joined the nationalist residents’ 

committee in part because he felt that local Catholic youth needed a structured 

outlet to channel their anger and frustration. He felt youth involvement in the 

residents’ committee’s work would diminish their chances of committing 

vandalism or worse. “I can understand their anger, I can understand their 

frustration. I mean, in 1981, I was throwing petrol bombs over in the street and 

barricading the road and trying to hijack cars.” He told the current youth,  

You don’t do that there, you do this, because you’re all going to end up 
getting arrested in a couple of weeks time and go to jail, which didn’t 
actually happen, but I remember saying at the time all the young ones are 
going to end up getting lifted, and they’re not going to be fit to cope with 
interrogation, and they’re going to end up in jail for being stupid. 
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For Patrick, socializing youth in the tradition of community organizing was an 

important activity to further the republican agenda and was beneficial for the 

community itself.  

Patrick was not solely dedicated to persuasive methods, though he clearly 

had experience with them through local party politics and community activism. At 

one point in our interview, he told me, “I thought the best protest ever against a 

loyalist parade was turning their backs on them. Lining the street.” Even though 

he supported both coercive and persuasive methods, and he had doubts about 

constitutional politics, he was comfortable with the community organizing skills 

that often facilitate persuasive collective action. Very little was said in interviews 

about involvement in paramilitary violence, and the topic was not pursued for 

security reasons.  

FIELDS OF CONTENTION 

As I have tried to show, there is not a clear line separating identity and 

strategic advantage. Groups’ methods and tactics reflect their history and identity. 

Their repertoire of collective action can be developed over decades and even 

centuries of collective experience. However, collective action decisions are also 

made on the basis of their ability to meet a goal in a particular field of contention. 

Theorists, such as the recently late Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992), have situated social action within fields of action in which actors utilize 

resources or capital within physically and mentally structured relations. Bert 

Klandermans (1992) similarly describes a “conflict system” of allies and 

opponents.   
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Each town in this study represented a different field in which tactics were 

deployed. Thus, loyalists in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh with similar collective 

identities and traditions arrived at different strategies in dealing with their 

parading disputes. One of the primary findings lies in the balance of identity and 

strategic advantage, the latter being informed by an array of impending factors 

that shape the field of contention (Tilly 1978). I will address two: population size 

and external political influence. 

Population Size 

The population size of Protestants in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh was 

perhaps the most important difference between the parading disputes in the two 

towns. In the former, the few Protestants who primarily inhabited a small enclave, 

separate from the other residential areas of the town, felt isolated and vulnerable 

to intimidation. Ballyreagh was, like Loughbregan, a town located in a primarily 

nationalist region, but their majority status within their town gave loyalists a 

confidence that translated into a bold parading strategy. The closer balance 

between Catholic and Protestant populations in Ballyreagh also seemed to 

intensify conflict in the area. 

The Loughbregan Orange lodge’s decisions not to parade or to turn away 

from nationalist protests struck a fine balance in which they were able to maintain 

a semblance of the practice of parading but avoided sullying their integrity, as 

they saw it, by refusing to meet with the nationalist residents’ committee.100 Their 

vulnerability as a small population was a significant factor encouraging them to 
                                                 
100 Though the local lodge had some autonomy, it was also following the policy of the Grand 
Lodge. 



 313

strike a compromise with themselves. They, thus, avoided retaliation and 

maintained a tradition of independence among the few Protestants left in the 

town. Ballyreagh’s loyalists maintained the same refusal to negotiate with the 

nationalist residents’ committee, but paradoxically inspired by their predominance 

in the town and their marginality in the surrounding region, they took a bolder 

novel approach, pre-empting the nationalist residents’ committee in a highly 

intentional attempt to control the definition of the situation.  

Nationalists in both Ballyreagh and Loughbregan were in sufficiently 

superior positions in their towns and the region that they did not need to be 

concerned about retaliation when they demonstrated against parading. While 

Catholics were in the minority in Ballyreagh, it was a sizeable minority (40%), 

and the surrounding region was primarily Catholic and nationalist. The same was 

true for the region surrounding Loughbregan, and of course, Catholics constituted 

the majority there. That sense of security combined with the tradition of 

community activism in nationalist communities made the fit between identity and 

methods closer for nationalist activists than the loyalists in Ballyreagh and 

Protestants in Loughbregan.  

National-level Politics 

Also, the field of contention was not purely local. Beyond the immediate 

rivalries between the Orange Order and residents’ committees lay larger political 

agendas. In Loughbregan, the Orange lodge was bound to a significant extent by 

Grand Lodge policy, (though as Jim put it, “If they said put your hand in the fire, 

we wouldn’t.”) This external influence played a part in the lodge’s refusal to 
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dialogue with the nationalist residents’ committee, a decision that has been firmly 

pursued by Orange lodges in other contentious parading situations across 

Northern Ireland. The local Orange members were, in fact, probably comfortable 

with that arrangement, though when combined with their small population size, it 

limited their tactical choices.  

The loyalist residents’ committee’s actions in Ballyreagh also appeared to 

be influenced by larger political forces. The loyalist residents’ committee was a 

project that had been given the blessing of politicians in the Democratic Unionist 

Party, including Ian Paisley himself, and it was born out of the post-Good Friday 

political situation, in which Protestants, feeling marginalized by the peace 

process, began to see parading as a last stand, especially as they came under 

pressure from nationalist residents’ committees. Close relations between loyalists 

in Portadown and Ballyreagh and, more importantly, the vocal support for the 

Portadown L.O.L. No. 1 by loyalists in Ballyreagh show that, at least for loyalists, 

the parading dispute in Ballyreagh could not be separated from the parading 

dispute at large.  

The nationalist residents’ committee in Loughbregan saw their activism as 

part and parcel of the broader nationalist movement and a direct response to the 

plight of the Garvaghy Road residents. Karen who was not on the committee but 

was a life-long Catholic resident of Loughbregan claimed, “If Drumcree had 

never happened, there would never have been a residents’ coalition in 

Loughbregan making a counter demonstration, nor in any other town really.”  

Nationalists in Ballyreagh also interpreted their activism and the activities of the 
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loyalist residents’ committee in broad political terms. Ruaraí characterized both 

the Drumcree and Ballyreagh disputes as attempts by loyalists and unionists to 

bring down the peace process, and according to his analysis, loyalist activism over 

parades in Ballyreagh was one part of a national campaign to defend parading by 

loyal institutions: 

I think that, in many ways, the parades issue is a political situation, in 
some ways it’s not. They’re two separate issues. But at times, the mood of 
the wider political situation, how things go with parades this summer, … 
You can also understand the context where the “no” camp and unionism 
will see the parades issue as being their last chance to bring down the 
Good Friday agreement.  … If their strategy is to force a march at 
Drumcree and stuff like that, they’ll obviously also look to build some 
kind of a campaign across the six counties and other folks’ places like 
Ballyreagh and stop people marching. 

Ruaraí also interpreted the work of the nationalist residents’ committee within a 

larger political context, even equating it to the constitutional struggle. But, more 

importantly, he likened their work to persuasive political relations developing 

within the peace process.  

What is the parades issue about, if it’s not about people sitting down 
resolving problems and sorting things out in the same way that the 
political situation is about people sitting down resolving the larger 
problem? It’s the constitutional problem, right?  And, the parades issue is 
about sitting down and resolving local problems.  So, the two of them are 
very much interlinked because the same principles underlie the two.  The 
principles of mutual respect and equality, sitting down with somebody 
across a table, treating them as an equal and thrashing out a solution which 
is best for both sides of the community, where nobody’s going to be a 
winner, nobody’s going to be a loser. If that situation could be brought 
about [laughs].  It’s not always easy to do that.  So, they are, kind of, in 
some ways linked.   

According to Ruaraí, parading in Ballyreagh was a microcosm of broader political 

issues and may be part of a concerted effort among unionists in the “no” camp to 
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either scuttle the peace process or assist blocked loyal institutions in other towns. 

However, such charges of a conspiracy also allude to another contentious debate 

surrounding parading disputes: the relationship between nationalist residents’ 

committees and Sinn Féin.  

The nature of the relationships between nationalist residents’ committees 

and Sinn Féin is unclear, much as the relationship between Sinn Féin  and the IRA 

is much-debated. Nationalists in Ballyreagh vehemently denied any formal 

connections between their organization and Sinn Féin, pointing out that one of 

their board members was a committed SDLP party member. Loyalists tried to 

associate Sinn Féin with the nationalist residents’ committee in Ballyreagh, 

saying that a visit to the town by Mitchell McLaughlin, the Chairperson of Sinn 

Féin, launched the organization. In defying those charges, Ruaraí and Mickey 

offered a somewhat confusing account. They claimed that the meeting was setup 

by Sinn Féin and then also claimed that they had been the ones to set it up. 

(Ruaraí said that he was not a member of the nationalist residents’ committee, but 

Mickey was.) 

Ruaraí: They tried to say that Mitchell McLaughlin held a meeting out 
here in Newberry Hall.  Mitchell McLoughlin was here at a meeting in 
Newberry Hall, and it was actually Sinn Féin  organized the meeting.  
[The loyalist residents’ group’s leader] was trying to say, what was it 
again? 

Mickey: They set up the group. 

Ruaraí:  Aye. 

Lee: Mitchell McLoughlin … 

Mickey: Set up this group.   
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Ruaraí: It was an absolute lie.  And said it was part of the strategy to stop, 
to take on loyalism.  I was one of the people.  Joe was there.  We were 
there.  We organized the bloody thing.  Yet, this man who wasn’t even 
there was turning around saying that Ronald McConnell was saying, this 
was said, and that was said.  We challenged him in the papers.  We know 
for a fact that it wasn’t said, because like I said myself, we were there.  … 
Well, how do they put a spanner in the works?  “We’ll say it was Sinn 
Féin.” The big bogeyman over the shoulder kind of thing for loyalism. 

All three gentlemen in the room during the interview were close friends with 

similar beliefs, yet they held membership in different but sometimes overlapping 

organizations suggesting at least the possibility of informal planning and 

strategizing. On another occasion, while I was conducting an interview with a 

Republican in Sinn Féin offices in a nearby town, a republican activist and ex-

prisoner I knew to be involved in the Ballyreagh residents’ committee arrived for 

a meeting. An SDLP politician from a town near Loughbregan claimed in a local 

newspaper that it was Sinn Féin activists passing out leaflets inviting youth to the 

residents’ committee meeting in 1997. (Several of my Catholic contacts expressed 

their frustration that youth were targeted for involvement with the residents’ 

committee.) He also asserted that the public hall had been reserved by a housing 

organization fronting for Sinn Féin. The claims were disputed in the paper by a 

residents’ committee spokesperson. It is such overlapping relationships, or their 

appearances, that have caused many to question the extent to which nationalist 

residents’ committees are a significant part of a province-wide, or rather island-

wide, strategy. 

Activism in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh was not based on local 

grievances alone, and strategic decisions were influenced by external forces as 

well as local constraints such as population size. Each situation carried its own 
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opportunities and limitations. In Loughbregan, several of my interviewees 

claimed or speculated that the life cycle of the republican population was 

repressing activism. As republicans were “pacified” with a rising standard of 

living and professional opportunities, they became less interested in local 

agitation. Kathy, a professional and moderate explained, laughing, “When you’re 

twenty-seven, suddenly the revolution takes second place when you’ve a family to 

think of and a mortgage or whatever.” Áine suggested that internal organizational 

problems and ideological clashes had also affected the work of the nationalist 

residents’ committee in Loughbregan. 

METHODS AND IDENTITY IN A MULTI-DIMENSIONAL FIELD 

One party is obviously not alone in a field of contention. Adversaries and 

third parties must also respond to the tactics that are deployed as long as they 

remain present. The data collected in Loughbregan provides an opportunity to 

assess the mutual interpretation of methods and tactics by opponents in the 

Orange Order and in the nationalist residents’ committee as well as the 

interpretation by moderate Catholics of collective action in Loughbregan who 

constituted a third party to the dispute, though not an entirely neutral one. 

Loughbregan: Adversaries’ Collective Action Tactics and In-group Identity 

If a participant in a dispute strategically appealed to part of an opponent’s 

collective identity, one might expect the opponent to be pulled between a desire to 

fulfill that component of their collective identity while also resisting compliance 

with the adversary.  In the process of interpreting the rhetorical frames presented 

by another party to a dispute, there will be a tendency to reject the frame when it 
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contradicts one’s own view of the opponent, and by extension, one’s own identity.  

This, corresponds with Louis Kriesberg’s (1998) call for research into persuasive 

inducements: “Although persuasive inducements are readily observed in social 

conflicts, the analysis of their role in conflicts has been neglected, perhaps 

because antagonists rarely acknowledge that the enemy has convinced them of 

anything” (p. 104).  

Two responses emerged. First, parties to the dispute would frame the 

opponent as intransigent, nefarious, or devious and overlook persuasive appeals 

that the opponent offered. In this way, parties could dismiss the opponents’ 

persuasive actions as incompatible with their true motives, a feature Bryson and 

McCartney (1994) claim is common in identity conflicts.  

This is an example of a key process in the maintenance of conflict: the 
ability to understand one’s own behavior as self expression and 
opponents’ behavior as a false use of symbols for political purposes. It is a 
recurring feature in all the dimensions of the Northern Ireland situation 
and of many other inter-community conflicts. It allows us to ignore the 
legitimate aspirations and claims of our opponents and to be complacent 
about the darker hegemonic tendencies in ourselves (p. 75). 

Some nationalist residents, for example, interpreted actions of the local Orange 

lodge as intransigent, despite the fact that the lodge refrained from parading 

through the town on several occasions. This was primarily a function of the fact 

that nationalist and republican activists in Loughbregan saw their protest against 

the local Orange lodge as a campaign of solidarity with other high-profile areas, 

such as the Garvaghy Road, that were protesting against the Orange Order. Thus, 

when the local orange lodge in Loughbregan chose not to walk through the town, 

the activists I interviewed continued to consider them intransigent and merged 
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their references to the Orange Order and the local lodge. Áine, one of the local 

republican activists called the parading situation in Loughbregan a “microcosm” 

of the wider conflict despite the fact that the local Orange lodge adopted a policy 

of avoiding direct confrontation with the nationalist residents’ committee.  

Áine also felt that the desire of Orangemen to walk through the town 

(regardless of their actions) was grounds to criticize them for not contacting the 

residents to express that desire.  

Who are [Orangemen anywhere] to dictate to any community who should 
represent them? If the people have elected ex-prisoners, these Orangemen 
should be willing to talk to them, and our view would be that if they were 
sincere about their cultural heritage, and if they are genuinely trying to 
preserve a tradition and are not sectarian, that they would only be too 
willing to consult with nationalist groups and say, “We would like to go 
through Loughbregan because some of us actually live in Loughbregan,” 
which is true, “but we do not want to cause conflict, so can we come to 
some arrangement here?” Like, quite honestly, I think an arrangement 
could be reached in any of the conflict areas. I think yes, an arrangement 
could be reached, but the fact that they will not do this really should 
indicate the sectarian nature of their organization.”  

It was as if the local lodge served as a proxy for local nationalist grievances 

against unionism and loyalism writ large. Patrick, another republican activist 

made similar comments to the effect that he did not really care whether or not the 

local lodge paraded through the town as long as it did not disturb mass or carry 

flags, “but while one of our communities like that in Portadown or Belfast  [is 

under siege] they can’t just expect to walk in here with out any form of protest.” 

At another point he said, “Until they resolve the wider parades issue, there’s 

going to be more and more conflict.” For activists like Áine and Patrick, the 

decisions of the local lodge were less important than the broader political scene. 
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By associating the local lodge with national Orange Order policy, they were able 

to dismiss the local lodge’s actions. 

Another common response (on both sides) entailed downplaying or 

dismissing one’s opponent as irrelevant. Opponents portrayed each other as 

unrepresentative of the local community and therefore not deserving of 

consideration. One local republican insisted that the parades issue would fade 

away since, according to him, youth were becoming less interested in the Orange 

Order. Besides, Loughbregan was a firmly nationalist town; ultimately, 

Protestants’ aspirations would ultimately have little bearing locally or at the 

national level. 

Orangemen that I interviewed also adopted similar interpretations of 

nationalist activists. They portrayed the nationalist residents as republican 

hardliners with close ties to Sinn Féin and the IRA and therefore associated with 

terrorism. The Orange leader named Jim characterized those blocking the parade 

in 1996 as dangerous. “The people who were doing this were the hard-line 

republicans, not the people that I meet everyday … If they would decide a certain 

issue, they would be dangerous you know. That’s why we don’t trust Sinn Féin, 

because we see them as dangerous people.” And, while Jim acknowledged that 

there might be some “rotten apples” in the Orange Order who would participate in 

violence, he contrasted the local lodge and its supporters as “ordinary men and 

women.” “We’re not really involved in paramilitaries and things like that round 

here, you know. Like I never belonged to paramilitaries in my life or anything like 

that, not even a fighting person or anything like that, you know.” The notion of 
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engaging in dialogue with the residents’ committee was a moot point, not only on 

the basis of Orange Order policy prohibiting dialogue, but also because perceived 

ties between republicans and terrorism contrasted fundamentally with Jim’s 

conception of local Orangemen as law-abiding peaceful citizens.  

Protestant interviewees also downplayed or dismissed nationalists as 

irrelevant. When the Orange Order held a district-wide “church parade” in 

Loughbregan during the summer of 1999, the nationalist residents’ committee did 

not protest but simply observed, because the parade was considered a religious 

event. Harold, a local Orangeman in Loughbregan, suggested that a more 

confrontational protest was not held because, “I think they might have a wee bit 

of bother getting support. They’re having to drag people in from other Nationalist 

areas you know? People would tell you that. I don’t know how true it is, but they 

say that you know. There’s not hundreds and hundreds at this meeting. It’s only a 

few trying to stir up a wee bit of bother, you know.” Michael, who is an 

Orangeman in a lodge near Loughbregan, participated in the Orange Church 

parade in Loughbregan and offered a similar assessment in our interview: 

“[Nationalist residents] were just trying to make up a bit of propaganda, but there 

was actually no opposition. I think they couldn’t get enough numbers together.” 

There was little appreciation of nationalist residents’ committee concerns as long 

as the committee could be dismissed as marginal.  

Loughbregan Moderates as Third Party 

Parades happen in communities, and special effort was made to collect 

interview data from Catholic residents of Loughbregan who were not involved 
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directly in the parading dispute. One of the great disservices to Northern Ireland 

in academic research is the often unintentional representation of Northern Ireland 

as hopelessly divided and pervasively antagonistic. Yet, the Northern Ireland Life 

and Times Survey in 1999 shows that, among Protestants who did not state that 

Northern Ireland should “reunify with the rest of Ireland,” 44 percent stated that 

they “would not like it, but could live with it,” and 25 percent “would happily 

accept the wishes of the majority.” Likewise, among Catholics who did not state 

that Northern Ireland should “remain part of the United Kingdom,” 27 percent 

stated that they “would not like it, but could live with it,” and 68 percent “would 

happily accept the wishes of the majority.”  Thus, taking a look at the views of 

moderate nationalist Catholics in Loughbregan should help provide a more 

complete picture of the parading issue as well as the field in which the conflict 

takes place.  

As an audience to parading disputes, moderate Catholics in Loughbregan 

were presented with the verbal and choreographed rhetoric of the nationalist 

residents’ committee and the local Orange lodge. Their response bears some 

weight in the shape and trajectory of the dispute. Two themes in particular 

emerged from the data. First, moderate Catholics were caught betwixt and 

between their own nationalist identities and their personal backgrounds and 

preferences. Second, moderate Catholics in Loughbregan were not radicalized; 

their interests lay in the peaceful economic regeneration of their town. The 

tendency of some activists, primarily republicans, to enjoin activists from outside 

Loughbregan in the local parading dispute was considered inappropriate. 
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Moderate Catholics were, to some extent, caught in the rhetorical exchange over 

parading disputes. 

In Chapter Six, I suggested that the paradox of repression invoked 

(perhaps unintentionally) by the Orange lodge in Loughbregan played a role in the 

decline of the nationalist residents’ committee, in part because the residents’ 

committee could not gain the support of the broader nationalist community. 

Nearly all Catholics that I interviewed that did not identify themselves as 

Republicans or involved with the residents’ committee expressed sympathy for 

the local Protestants. Most thought the lodge’s parades were few and innocuous 

and that the residents’ committee was pursuing an inappropriate agenda. In most 

cases, voicing support for the lodge did not contradict moderate nationalist 

identity in the way that it would have contradicted the collective identity of 

nationalists and republican activists in the residents’ committee. This suggests 

some match between the lodge’s strategy and the local audience. However, some 

moderate Catholics also felt caught between their collective identity as Irish 

nationalists and their desire to see an amicable end to the parading dispute and 

improvements in community relations.  

Mark was one of those who attended the residents’ committee meeting in 

1997 in order to present the petition requesting that the local lodge be allowed to 

parade. However, in our interview, Mark told me that his views had changed since 

that time. He reflected on the discrimination against Catholics that he had 

witnessed, and he felt the ceasefires diminished some of the shame he previously 

felt about IRA violence. He did not see the local parade as problematic in itself, 
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but like the local nationalist activists, he had come to see the local parade as a 

symbol of Orangeism in Northern Ireland.  

I have to say I changed my mind.  I've wrestled with this for the last two 
or three years.  … I’ve always found it very difficult to reconcile – see, my 
initial reaction to the meeting that was called, was that these are our 
neighbors and friends.  These are people that I know and speak to on a 
daily basis.  … And they’re just walking up the town, and they turn around 
and walk away again, very quiet and dignified. And on that level, I find it 
hard to raise objections, … but think from our point of view, what the 
Orange Order is and what it represents and how terrorists are integral 
throughout society in Northern Ireland … And the whole debacle of 
Garvaghy, et cetera – I have to ask myself, ”Why are my good neighbors 
and friends, decent people, actually in the Order?”  … They are very good 
people, a lot of them, but I believe from what I know, that the Order is 
insidious, unfortunately, and anti-Catholic.  It preserves privilege and was 
influential throughout all areas of employment, all areas of social life and 
so forth, a law unto itself, [it] could cloak it so cleverly at times in 
respectability.  So, I've actually come to the opinion that I think maybe the 
time is [now] for an objection to be made.  Not that I personally object to 
my individual friends and the quiet  [event] they’d be holding, but maybe 
it is time to point out [the problem] to the Orange Order. …  So, you 
know, part of me wants to reach out to all my friends and neighbors, 
people I live near. Better than that, I want to know an awful lot more about 
them, want to share life with them, share a social life or an economic life 
together.  Really together.  But, I still feel that even my individual good 
friends might be in the Order without thinking or just for traditional 
reasons.  Really, the Order itself is something that needs to be looked at, 
and it’s a painful lesson for them to learn maybe: “Please, if we are 
welcome, [we’ll] go, and if we’re not welcome, Why impose?” 

Mark was torn between his desire to live and participate in a culturally diverse 

town, but he also felt that, on principle, he could no longer separate the local 

parade from the historical and political problems he associated with Orangeism: 

protestant ascendancy and discrimination. He was, in a sense, no longer 

responding just to the actions of the local lodge but also to a larger specter. Just as 

the Orangemen and members of the nationalist residents’ committee had to 
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reconcile their collective identities with their tactics, so Mark had to reconcile his 

collective identity as a nationalist, albeit a moderate one, with the rhetorical frame 

presented by the lodge.  

Maeve indicated a similar tension in our conversation. She did not have a 

problem with the local lodge holding their annual parade, but as we talked about 

the local situation, she raised the incidents in 1985 when Loughbregan became a 

test case for loyalists to show that they could parade anywhere. She became 

agitated and expressed her frustration saying, “I think the Belfast comes out in 

me,” her euphemism for a more militant nationalist identity. “I couldn’t 

understand how they allowed the town, a predominantly Catholic town, to be 

completely blocked off.” Maeve was concerned about the inconvenience of the 

town’s becoming clogged with security forces, but she also indicated that the 

incident sparked nationalist tendencies within her. She responded positively to the 

local lodge, but was not able to separate it entirely from collective Orange action 

fourteen years earlier. 

The presence of “outsiders,” especially republicans, was another factor 

that had a strong influence on the way moderate Catholics interpreted the local 

parading dispute. There was a widespread disapproval of outsiders that nearly 

amounted to a taboo.101 Moderate Catholics I interviewed criticized both loyalist 

and nationalist / republican outsiders on the grounds that they did not hold a 

legitimate claim or stake in the dispute. There was a competing identity of town 
                                                 
101  All groups in the town had criticisms regarding outsiders. Protestants did not appreciate the 
fact that many involved with the nationalist residents’ group came from outside of Loughbregan in 
the surrounding district or from Belfast. This only heightened their “siege mentality.” The 
nationalist and republican activists clearly did not approve of British security forces in the town.  
For both sides, outsiders constituted a threat. 
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membership, but it was outweighed by ideological commitments among 

nationalist and republican activists for whom the dispute with the local Orange 

was part of the broader republican struggle.  

Since the 1985 parading dispute, only the local lodge paraded in 

Loughbregan, invoking little criticism about Orange outsiders by moderate 

Catholics, though Patrick and Ralph, two of the Republican activists, said that 

several members of the lodges and bands in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh were 

not local residents but were farmers from outside the town. Large security forces, 

however, accompanying the lodge were often unwelcome.  

The criticism of outsiders among moderate Catholics was a function of the 

way outsiders expanded the field of contention. They pulled in unknown 

contenders and powerful ideologies that moderate Catholics did not share and that 

they believed polarized the community. Seamus explained that outsiders were not 

aware of the personalities, relationships and unspoken arrangements that 

developed between locals living in the same town.  

For example, I don't think anybody objects to local people from either side 
of the community going through their own town in some form or other of 
celebration or traditional activity.  It's where the thing is made into a 
situation to cause dissention, create controversy, by doing things that are 
unacceptable to the other community, on purpose.  And usually, if there 
are outsiders brought in, they're not aware of the sensitivities. They think 
this is a nationalist town or a unionist town and act accordingly. 

They “didn't live in Loughbregan, didn't see [or know] what happened in 

Loughbregan,” as Mark put it. 

June was particularly outspoken about outsiders, and she attributed much 

of the strife in Loughbregan to hard-line republican ideologues who moved into 



 328

the town from Belfast, a trend parades experts told me they had seen happen in 

other towns with contentious parading disputes.102 According to June, “When they 

moved in, that’s when the troubles started round here. The brought their auld 

Belfast politics with them.” Here again, “Belfast politics” refers to hard-line 

republican ideology that Ian, the solicitor, feared could create a “them-and-us 

attitude.” 

Disdain for outsiders played into the Orange lodge’s tactics by magnifying 

the paradox of repression. The idea of the local band being turned away by 

nationalists and republicans who were not from the town did not sit well with 

moderates like June: 

They invited young ones from Landsdale and Murraystown, and what they 
have got to do with Loughbregan town, I don't know. It's because they are 
known to be real hard liners, and it would be good to have them on your 
side. I mean the people in Loughbregan town themselves, not one of the 
few residents who actually live on the [main] street and the shop owners 
object to that band going through the town. Now, I can't say that I would 
want it all sealed off and the [district-wide] Twelfth to be held in it for the 
simple reason that I don't like having to stay in my house to suit anyone, 
but the local band itself have never, ever, ever caused any trouble, ever. 

She also criticized the annual republican Easter parade, arguing that it was not 

appropriate for either side to bring in intimidating outsiders.  

Moderate Catholics, as witnesses to the local parading dispute in their 

town, were part of the field of contention. They were presented with the rhetorical 

                                                 
102 There were indications that additional factors influenced the militancy of newcomers or 
outsiders. Urban versus rural sensitivities are a well-documented distinction (Harris 1972). 
Several interviewees claimed that the age of agitators often played a role. Younger activists were 
believed to be more militant. Kathy, who had experience in the local real estate industry, also 
suggested that the working class newcomers were more militant than the middle-class ones. 
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frames of both nationalist and republican residents and the Orange lodge. For 

most, the Orange lodge was seen in a sympathetic light, and their decisions to turn 

away from protestors were approved but considered regrettable. For these 

townspeople, residence trumped political agendas. Thus, the introduction of 

outsiders into the field of contention by the residents’ committee was considered 

inappropriate and only served to heighten sympathy for the local Orange lodge. 

Expanding the field of contention amplified the lodge’s tactics among moderate 

Catholics who were part of the field of contention as an audience to the rhetorical 

battle between the lodge and the nationalist residents’ committee. 

SUMMARY 

Using ethnographic data collected in two towns with contentious parading 

disputes, I have attempted to illuminate the theoretical relationships between 

collective identity and collective action. The effort has entailed showing ways in 

which collective identity, including a group’s past experience, informs the 

strategic choice of methods and tactics. For loyalist activists and Orangemen in 

Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, principles of democracy and tolerance influenced 

their respective decisions to avoid direct public confrontation and launch a public 

relations initiative. Neither group agreed to participate in dialogue with nationalist 

residents’ committees. For nationalists in both towns, the residents’ committees 

drew on long traditions of community-level organizing within the politically 

marginalized Catholic community.  

When groups make strategic decisions to employ a new method or tactic, 

it may be influenced by tradition and identity, but it may also require a 
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reconciliation of collective identity with the new strategically advantageous 

method. Ballyreagh’s loyalists were experimenting with a new propaganda 

campaign that was framed as consistent with British principles of democracy and 

tolerance, but it was also an unexpected strategy. Loyalists in the residents’ 

committee had to be convinced of the utility of the new tactics, and Protestants in 

the town were surprised to find that the loyalist residents’ committee would not 

use more coercive methods in protesting against the nationalist parade. 

In Loughbregan, the Orange Order was also put in a challenging situation 

of balancing their principled refusal to enter into negotiations with the nationalist 

residents’ committee, a desire to continue their parades, and a need to escape 

intimidation. Their compromise was a strategy of avoiding direct confrontation 

with the residents’ committee that resonated fortuitously with the sympathy of 

moderate Catholics.  

Nationalist and Republican activists in both Loughbregan and Ballyreagh 

exhibited much less dissonance between their collective identity and collective 

actions because, in 1999, community organizing and public relations had become 

well-integrated into the nationalist ethos. The work of reconciling collective 

identity and collective action had been underway for decades.  

Opponents in parading disputes operate in a field of conflict that includes 

impinging factors such as population size and external influence. Loughbregan’s 

Orangemen, for example, were compelled by their small population size and fear 

of intimidation to avoid direct conflict with the nationalist residents’ committee. 

They were also under order from the Grand Lodge not to negotiate with the 
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residents’ committee. Likewise, the nationalist and republican activists considered 

themselves part of the larger nationalist and republican movement and were 

inspired by that movement to develop their protest against the local Orange lodge 

in the first place.  

Opponents in parading disputes are not the only actors in the field of 

conflict, however. Besides the external forces just mentioned, moderate Catholics 

and nationalists were third parties in the field of conflict in Loughbregan. Like the 

opponents, moderate Catholics were subject to the rhetorical messages put forth 

by the opponents and had to interpret them through the filters of their own 

collective identities. Most Catholic residents were not sympathetic with the 

nationalist residents’ committee’s actions, but some felt caught between their 

experience as Catholics in Northern Ireland and their moderate political views 

that prioritized diversity and positive community relations in the town over 

national political agendas. They reacted especially strongly against the 

involvement of outsiders that injected those agendas into the local scene. 

The data collected in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh do not reveal total 

consensus among the groups’ collective identities or total agreement on their 

collective action strategies. Furthermore, the results cannot be interpreted outside 

of the broader political context. However, interviews with a range of individuals 

have contributed to the uncovering of a tension between collective identities and 

the strategic collective actions that groups employ in conflict situations. The 

process occurs within a multi-organizational field that both inspires and limits the 

methods and tactics that are used.  
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

I have examined strategic collective action choices made by the Orange 

Order and nationalist and loyalist activists in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh 

because they reflect an interesting transformation of conflict methods across 

Northern Ireland and because they provide an empirical opportunity to study the 

discursive links between collective action and collective identity. I have focused 

in particular on the use of persuasion as an inducement in conflict situations. 

Parties to parading disputes addressed adversaries and third parties by choosing 

persuasive collective action methods in attempts to alter their opponents' 

motivations and actions or to enlist the support of third party public opinion. In 

the process, one finds that tactics do not automatically reflect groups’ collective 

identities. For loyalists, the use of persuasion was a new idea. Avoiding direct 

confrontation with nationalist residents in Loughbregan or welcoming opponents’ 

parades in Ballyreagh could easily be interpreted by Protestants and loyalists as 

ineffective at best and potentially cowardly. Yet, my interviewees recognized 

some strategic advantage to their persuasive collective action techniques and 

couched them in positive features of their collective identities. The collective 

work of reconciling strategically advantageous methods with collective identity 

suggests that the types or quality of collective action methods influence the 

reconstruction of collective identity. 
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COLLECTIVE ACTION AND CONFLICT METHODS 

I have used data collected in two Northern Ireland towns and brought 

social movement and conflict transformation literatures together to present a 

useful overlap between these fields. Collective action has, until recently, taken a 

back seat to concerns over social movements' mobilization needs. Meanwhile, 

cultural approaches to collective action research have uncovered complex ways in 

which meaning is constructed, not just by elites but through the discursive 

practices of a wide range of participants. Some scholars have begun to explore 

historical events and collective action as important moments that "punctuate" the 

collective construction of meaning. They provide focal points around which 

meaning is constructed as participants develop interpretations of social action.  I 

elaborate on this approach by proposing that attempts to persuade opponents or 

third parties can be considered part of the discursive process. Research from the 

conflict transformation and conflict resolution fields provide analytical tools that 

distinguish persuasion, coercion, and reward as sources of power that become 

embodied in methods and tactics. By focusing on the use of persuasive methods in 

parading disputes, I have shown that collective action can be designed to send 

messages to opponents and third parties such as the media or potential allies, a 

process in which participants reconstruct collective identities.  

Many methods, of course, are neither purely persuasive nor purely 

coercive (Kriesberg 1998; Sharp 1973), and political groups in Northern Ireland 

often use a combination of methods, though there is an ongoing shift away from 

coercion and toward persuasion.  Even a highly symbolic form of collective 
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action such as parading can contain coercive components, but I have presented 

three ways in which the tactics around parading disputes have been adapted to 

persuasive ends. First, local loyalists and nationalists intentionally used 

persuasive methods to send messages to opponents.  Second, they appealed to 

third parties in order to improve their image and bring pressure to bear on 

adversaries. Third, in one of the cases, the local Orange lodge decided to avoid 

conflict with a nationalist residents' committee. Their tactic of avoidance proved 

persuasive and invoked the paradox of repression as it garnered sympathy among 

moderate nationalist residents. By demonstrating the way in which parading 

events were designed, executed, and interpreted, I have shown that collective 

action methods can serve as mechanisms of discourse and that the type of 

methods are relevant to the transmission of discursive messages. 

Through persuasive collective action, groups participate in a discourse that 

encompasses multiple parties to a dispute and can alter the field of alliances and 

oppositions in which they contend. Loyalist and nationalist activists in Ballyreagh 

carefully choreographed their public actions in order to send messages to each 

other and third parties, such as the media and security forces.  Similarly, 

Loughbregan's small Orange lodge managed to evoke sympathy from moderate 

Catholics in their town and robbed the nationalist residents' committee of some 

advantage. 

Interestingly, parading disputes in these towns reflect a broad shift in the 

mode of conflict in Northern Ireland. During the past three decades, a significant 

but incomplete transformation of the troubles in Northern Ireland has featured 
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increasing attention to the use of nonviolent methods to carry on political 

struggle. Of particular significance has been a widened effort to engage in 

persuasion. The comments of one young Orangeman, presented in a BBC 

Northern Ireland television production on the Orange Order (Devlin 1999), 

illustrate the shift toward more persuasive methods.   

I think the elements within the Orange order who have said really clearly:  
“No surrender. We don’t want to give in to this,” or whatever, I think 
they’re starting to look at things in a different light. And, they’re starting 
to feel like, right, the way we’ve protested over these last few years, it 
hasn’t actually worked. It hasn’t gotten us anywhere. So, I think there’s 
some of them … coming around to [understanding] there’s different ways 
of going about this. We can get our message across, and it’s time to start 
talking to people, start talking to the media.  I think maybe in a way we 
have made a mistake, you know, to say never; we’re never going to talk to 
the Parades Commission.  Never is a long time. 

Although the participants interviewed in the parading disputes in Loughbregan 

and Ballyreagh did not engage in direct negotiations or reach mutually acceptable 

arrangements, the use of symbolic persuasive methods in a public space is itself a 

kind of dialogue. Opponents react and respond to one another through public 

actions and through the media, and as this Orangeman’s comments indicate, there 

can be strategic advantages to doing so. A recent episode of the weekly BBC 

Northern Ireland political talk show, Hearts and Minds, included a segment on the 

Orange Order’s new professionally-conducted public relations campaign, 

indicating that the organization’s exploration of persuasion continues. According 

to the narrator,  

Frustrated by years of bad press, they’ve taken steps to improve their 
media and public image.  It’s too early to predict how this will impact on 
places like here in Drumcree and North Belfast or elsewhere, but it may 
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mark changes, however tentative, in the role and perceptions of the 
Orange Order. 

Such methods are not, however, developed or deployed in a cultural or political 

vacuum. Political opportunities and resources as well as opponents’ mutually 

dependent collective identities will enable and / or constrain the methods and 

tactics they adopt.  

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY AND COLLECTIVE ACTION 

As scholars have come to recognize, collective identity is crucial to the 

mobilization and maintenance of motivated participants. However, collective 

identity also influences the type of collective action that opponents deploy and is 

in turn reconstructed through collective action. Parading as a collective action is 

central to Orange identity (and to a lesser extent to nationalist identity) and is 

expressed through talk about parading as a “tradition” or a “birthright.” 

Republicans similarly express their reverence for the “armed struggle” through 

phrases like “not one bullet,” a refusal to surrender arms. The use of persuasive 

inducements in the hunger strikes has earned an equally sacred place in the hearts 

and minds of republicans.  

Collective action decisions are thus made in the light of group history and 

goals embedded in a sense of collective identity as well as structural opportunities 

and constraints such as demographics and political opportunities. Experts in 

framing processes have specified many ways in which movement elites attempt to 

align movement goals and ideas with the perspectives of potential recruits and 

current members. However, as I have argued, the relationship between action and 

identity is not unidirectional. Strategic imperatives come to bear on the process of 
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creating collective identity. In responding to changing circumstances in conflict 

situations, opponents will consider various collective action methods. They may 

develop and experiment with new tactics, and they may draw on cultural 

resources such as the group’s lore, history, and mythology in the process. When 

methods are novel or innovative, they must be brought into resonance with the 

group’s collective identity or the collective identity can be altered to complement 

the action. In most cases, action and identity probably both undergo some 

transformation.  

The process is of particular interest when organizations deploy methods 

based on persuasive inducements, because the process of disseminating messages 

to opponents or third parties requires groups to publicly articulate their claims and 

aspirations. That process entails making rhetorical claims about the group and its 

opponents, an act that contributes to the reconstruction of the group’s identity, 

especially if the rhetoric becomes accepted in the public sphere (Buckley and 

Kenny 1995). Thus, depending on the method, the message that is transmitted, 

and its reception, collective identity may be confirmed or altered. Some parts of a 

group’s identity might be emphasized over others, for example. 

As the mode of conflict in Northern Ireland has shifted toward persuasion, 

parading has become a site of contention, sometimes violent, but mostly 

nonviolent. During the course of my research I discovered that, in some cases, 

groups have conducted parading disputes with persuasion and strategic avoidance. 

In Ballyreagh, both loyalist and nationalist residents’ groups attempted to redefine 

the conflict situation by persuasively choreographing their collective actions. By 
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“welcoming” a nationalist band into Ballyreagh, loyalists and Orangemen 

projected an image of tolerance and followed it with a prepared and public 

interpretation of the event. They hoped actions like this would improve the 

Orange Order’s image and produce significant gains for the unionist cause.  

Likewise, in another example I provided, nationalists demonstrated their ability to 

act responsibly by dispersing after a parade. In this case, like the loyalists’ 

choreography, they sought to steal any opportunities for their loyalist opponents 

or the police force to criticize them as irresponsible or incompetent. By agreeing 

not to march through Loughbregan, the local Orange lodge managed to enhance 

the sympathy of some local moderate Catholics while they avoided potentially 

dangerous direct confrontations with the local residents’ committee.   

In each of these cases, tactics were adopted because they offered a 

strategic advantage. However, interviewees also interpreted the actions in ways 

that allowed them to view the tactics as consistent with their group’s identity, 

despite the fact that they could easily have been interpreted as weak or as 

surrender. Loughbregan’s minority Orangemen admitted they felt fear in the face 

of nationalist protests, but interestingly, local Protestants also managed to 

interpret the avoidance either as clever, because they believed it made the 

nationalist residents’ group look foolish and stubborn, or considerate, because 

they were trying to protect Protestant neighbors from retaliation. Either way, they 

framed their strategic choices as consistent with their principles as Orangemen.  

As Jim said, “You can be a good Orangeman without proving your sectarianism 

[by forcing a parade through Loughbregan].”  
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Similarly, Ballyreagh’s loyalists hoped to portray nationalist residents’ 

committees across Northern Ireland as intransigent in contrast with the “tolerant” 

Orangemen who “invited” the nationalist parade through Ballyreagh. The Orange 

Order has often based its right to parade in British citizenship, and by 

emphasizing their tolerance, these loyalists situated their collective action tactics 

within familiar narratives of modern British democracy, against which they 

contrasted republicanism. 

Ballyreagh’s and Loughbregan’s nationalist and republican activists were 

under less pressure to reconcile their collective identity with the persuasive work 

of the residents’ committees as such techniques have been more common over the 

course of two decades since the hunger strikes. They characterized their protest 

against loyalist parades as a part of the larger republican struggle for a united 

Ireland, which included both physical force methods and persuasive ones like the 

hunger strikes.   

Groups’ subjective interpretations of others’ tactics and methods are also 

filtered through the lens of collective identity that includes the experience of 

living in a divided society, a certain version of history, and convictions about 

configurations of right and wrong, good and evil. In each case, the groups tried to 

associate their opponents with negative impressions of larger political 

movements. For Orangemen, nationalist residents’ committees were fronts for 

“fascist” terrorist organizations such as the IRA. For nationalist residents, the 

Orange Order represented British imperialism and a corrupt political arrangement 

between Protestants and the British state. 
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In short, the social construction of conflict over parades is, in part, the 

product of the innovation, deployment, and interpretation of collective action 

events. Tactical decisions reflect unique sensibilities, but those decisions do not 

always align perfectly with the group’s collective identity and must be reconciled 

before and after the tactic is deployed. 

SOCIOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

The research presented here makes several contributions to the 

sociological enterprise: it conceptualizes conflict as relational, brings together 

collective action and conflict research, and suggests directions for future research 

that could open the field in new directions.  

In Chapter Two, I adopted a Simmelian approach to conflict and proposed 

that while conflict is certainly based on competition for limited resources and 

mutually exclusive goals, it turns out that conflict is also often waged over 

intangibles such as identity or the ability to express identity publicly. (Much of 

the debate over legitimacy in Northern Ireland revolves around the display of 

flags and emblems, for example.) Collective identities such as unionism and 

nationalism are intimately tied to the pursuit of “real” resources, such as a 

culturally representative government, but the competition for those resources 

occurs within a field of relationships. Thus, Bourdieu emphasizes the “primacy of 

relations” and claims that players in a social field “collude” with one another 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:15, 99). 

The conflict is carried out between social actors, and at the heart of the 

process, meaning is communicated, and opponents define themselves in relation 
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to one another. Thus, for Protestants in Ballyreagh and nationalist and republicans 

in both towns, their commitments to “tolerance and compassion” and “dialogue” 

were enhanced by their respective perceptions of their opponents as intolerant.  

However, as in any set of social relations, perceptions are constantly up 

for renegotiation. Kriesberg’s use of the term “inducements” as a source of power 

in conflict situations captures the idea that groups are social actors in relationship. 

Webster’s Dictionary defines the verb “induce” as: “to move by persuasion or 

influence; to call forth or bring about by influence or stimulation” (Mish 

1985:615). When applied to social groups, to “call forth” or “bring about” 

attributes a measure of agency to the object of attention. Groups can try to access 

that agency through rational or emotional appeals or through “stimulating” their 

opponents with fear or reward.103  

By presenting an analytical scheme with which to categorize collective 

action methods and by demonstrating the discursive nature of choreographed 

collective action events as well as the mutual dependence of opponents’ collective 

identities, I hope to have introduced at least two tools from the study of conflict to 

the study of collective action.  

Directions for Scholarship 

Research that incorporates the quality or kind of methods into the study of 

collective behavior may ultimately address a range of important issues such as 

                                                 
103 In those instances where one collective opponent eliminates the other, through genocide 
perhaps, the relationship ceases to exist as does the conflict unless a third party intervenes or seeks 
to punish the offender. Otherwise, elimination is the ultimate form of avoidance.   
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how groups arrive at the use of certain strategies and methods,104 the relations of 

multiple actors in multi-organizational fields, the implications of collective action 

for mobilization and participation, and the relationships between collective action 

and movement successes. 

Historical and cultural factors are bound to constrain the range of methods 

groups use, but they can also provide sources of inspiration for clever innovations. 

Future research could specify the circumstances under which various types of 

choreographed collective action prove most effective and why. Additional case 

study work could also document the hurdles groups must overcome in switching 

from inducements of persuasion and reward to coercion or vise versa. Earlier 

work from the resource mobilization perspective has argued that SMOs’ 

organizational and ideological features determine the type of tactical innovation 

that can occur (Morris 1984:284), but more recent work also claims that there is a 

collective cultural process by which SMOs arrive at a consensus about what is 

psychologically and ideologically possible. Anne Kane (2000) has conducted such 

an analysis of discursive battles within the Irish land movement that resulted in a 

constitutional strategy to win the restoration of land rights to farmers.  

At a different level of analysis, individual’s biographies may predispose 

participants to pursue some methods over others or to participate or not depending 

on the methods the movement uses. The emotional nature of collective action 

itself is also likely to have profound effects on individuals who participate in 
                                                 
104 See Anne Kane's (2000) analysis of discursive battles within the Irish land movement that 
resulted in a constitutional and nonviolent strategy and that in turn led to the restoration of land 
rights to farmers. Earlier work from the resource mobilization perspective has argued that SMOs’ 
organizational and ideological features determine the type of tactical innovation that can occur 
(Morris 1984:284). 
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collective action events, either inspiring them and deepening their commitment or 

alienating them. My conversations with Protestants in Loughbregan indicated that 

some took a certain pleasure in having behaved "cleverly" by avoiding open 

confrontation with nationalist protestors. Patrick’s youthful participation in 

hunger strike demonstrations had an energizing effect in his life and seemed to 

inform his desire to recruit local youth once he had assumed a position of 

leadership as an adult in local republican circles. Thus, a choice of methods might 

play a role in recruitment and the internal meaning construction of a movement. 

Certainly, the armed struggle and various forms of martyrdom have become 

central to republican identity and the recruitment of new volunteers. 

Additional attention should also be given to the fact that conflict scenarios 

are multi-organizational fields in which a range of opponents and audiences 

interact in the process of conducting and socially constructing conflict. In 

Loughbregan and Ballyreagh, for example, opponents in parading disputes made 

strategic decisions based on the actions of their opponents as well as other factors 

such as the availability of media coverage (in the case of Ballyreagh). Thus, the 

configuration of opponents in the field will inform the development, choice, 

deployment and effectiveness of collective action methods. To the extent that 

leaders rationally seek to develop strategies to their best effect, they will 

inevitably do so with the weaknesses and strengths of their opponents in mind as 

well as the availability of indigenous and third party support.   

Finally, social movement and collective behavior scholars should marshal 

the research suggested here and join with conflict resolution scholars in 
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addressing the effectiveness of various methods and combinations of methods for 

reaching movement goals as well as implications for the outcomes of conflict 

scenarios. My examination of local parading disputes in Northern Ireland does not 

offer the scope necessary to make an authoritative assessment of constructive or 

destructive outcomes at this stage in Northern Ireland's history.  However, I hope 

I have demonstrated that some local parading disputes reflect a much broader, 

though perhaps temporary, shift away from violent methods toward persuasion in 

the form of constitutional politics and community-level activism. If opponents can 

consolidate the shift at both the political and grassroots levels, Northern Ireland is 

more likely to develop a stable arrangement of coexistence.  

TRANSFORMING ACTION AND IDENTITY IN INTRACTABLE CONFLICTS 

If scholars can better understand how collective actions and identities 

reinforce and transform one another, we may learn how organizations contribute 

to the tractability or intractability of ethnic conflicts. If it is true that identity 

shapes action but is also formed in action, then one might guess that a change in 

strategy could correspond with a change in identity and a change in the mode of a 

conflict. As Kriesberg (1998) and Deutsch (1998) suggest, a change in tactics can 

produce a change in the direction of a conflict toward a constructive or destructive 

outcome. Of course, there is a difficult chicken-and-egg problem implicit in 

determining whether a change in identity leads to a change in action or vise versa.  

Identity and action are so closely related that they are difficult to distinguish, and 

in this project I only make such causal attributions cautiously, if at all.  I merely 

hope to show that a change in tactics holds a significant relevance to identity 
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reconstruction.  Theoretically, persistent fluctuations at the nexus of collective 

action and collective identity could, incrementally over time and “deep” in the 

grassroots, influence the trajectory of an identity conflict toward constructive or 

destructive outcomes.   

Understanding this process can ultimately have implications for the way in 

which conflict management is approached in ethnic situations.  Patrick G. Coy 

and Lynne M. Woehrle (2000) have taken on exactly this task in their book, 

Social Conflicts and Collective Identities.  In their conclusions, they call for 

further research into the ways in which the shifting of identities and group 

boundaries can influence the trajectory of conflicts.  I consider the research 

presented here a modest answer to their call, and I offer an elaboration of the 

policy implications of the research in Appendix B.   

For a start, we can distinguish between the types of actions groups employ 

in conflict situations, and we can begin to uncover the ways in which collective 

identities influence the design of strategic collective action events and vise versa. 

If I have been successful, this dissertation offers a useful framework, inspired and 

illustrated using data from parading disputes in Loughbregan and Ballyreagh.  
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Appendix A: A Brief Summary of Politics in Northern Ireland 

Figure A.1, below, offers a rudimentary guide to the basic political 

terminology that I use in the dissertation. The distinctions between nationalism 

and republicanism or loyalism and unionism are often not clear, and usage is 

contested, changing from context to context (Bryan, 2000:15), but I offer a brief 

explanation here for readers uninitiated in Northern Ireland politics (cf. McGarry 

and O'Leary 1995; Ruane and Todd 1996). In its broadest sense, nationalism, 

refers to the universe of political positions that advocate a united Ireland. More 

specifically, "nationalist" refers to those people, primarily Catholic (See Table 

A.1), whose political goals emphasize civil equality, a position inspired by 

historical discrimination against Catholics in Ireland.  

 

 Catholic Protestant No religion* 

Remain part of the United Kingdom 16 87 65 

Reunify with the rest of Ireland 48 3 10 

Independent state 18 4 12 

Other answer 2 2 5 

Don’t Know 16 4 7 

Table A.1: Percentage by Religion in 1999 of Attitudes Toward Northern 
Ireland’s Long-term Policy  

* (N=2200) Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (Queen's University Belfast 
and Ulster 1999) 
** “Other religion” and “Don’t know” constituted <1% and 3% respectively of 
the total sample.  



 347

Many nationalists value Gaelic culture and a united Ireland but tend to 

prefer pluralistic and democratic political means. "Republicans" are nationalists 

who insist on equality and a united Ireland but have been willing to use both 

violent and political means to further their cause, as well as engaging in the 

political process. In this dissertation, I use the broad sense of the term nationalism 

or name both nationalists and republicans at the same time when I refer to 

nationalist residents' committees. However, I will also refer to republicans when 

individuals have connections to republican organizations such as Sinn Féin, the 

Irish Republican Army (IRA) or to radical elements in local nationalist politics.  

Nationalist 
(constitutional)

Republican
(physical force and/or 
grassroots activism)

Unionist
(constitutional)

Loyalist
(physical force and/or 
grassroots activism)

 

Figure A.1: Northern Ireland political terminology and conflict methodology 

Though the analogy is not perfect, nationalism is to republicanism as 

unionism is to loyalism. In its broadest sense, "unionism" refers to a commitment 

to Northern Ireland's remaining in the United Kingdom.  In its particular sense, 
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unionism refers to a stance institutionalized in political parties (e.g. Ulster 

Unionist Party and the Democratic Unionist Party), primarily made up of 

Protestants (see Table A.1), that focus on Northern Ireland's membership in the 

United Kingdom, British identity, and more importantly, the relationship to the 

crown (Hennessey 1996; Miller 1978; Ruane and Todd 1996). "Loyalism" refers 

to a political ideology and cultural stance, held by many Protestants who insist on 

Northern Ireland's remaining part of the United Kingdom while also defending 

Protestant culture and identity. Loyalists' cultural commitments may include 

Protestant evangelicalism and a contractual or covenantal view of their 

relationship to the British crown (Brewer and Higgins 1998; Whyte 1990). Like 

republicanism, the term "loyalism" often refers to extreme unionists, sometimes 

including paramilitary organizations. (However, in the peace process, 

contemporary working-class republicanism and loyalism have both exhibited an 

openness to constitutional politics.)  I will tend to refer to "unionism" as a branch 

of constitutional politics, and reserve "loyalism" for activists such as loyalist 

residents' committees and the Orange Order. I will now return to parading and 

provide the reader with a brief introduction to parades. (In Chapter Three, I 

describe parades in more detail, and I offer some brief historical background.) 
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Appendix B: Policy and Pragmatic Concerns 

“But if we grant that symbolic systems are social products that contribute to 
making the world, that they do not simply mirror social relations but help 
constitute them, then one can, within limits transform the world by transforming 
its representation” - Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:15). 
 
"A man who cannot change his mind cannot change anything." - George Bernard 
Shaw 

In extreme conflict situations, groups can become so polarized that the 

conflict itself becomes a fundamental element in groups' inverse identities. 

Adversaries' identities can become defined in such a way that they are mutually 

exclusive of one another, indivisible and non-negotiable.  The groups' identities 

become inseparable from the conflict that can then only be seen in zero-sum terms 

paralleling definitions of "us" and "them."  Using this calculus, any gain by one 

side amounts to an unacceptable loss by the other side. To each group, it seems as 

if their very existence, in a metaphysical sacred sense, is under threat. Such 

groups respond defensively and further modify their own symbolic model to 

distinguish their opponents in even more stark terms, justifying more extreme 

action against the opponent (Brewer and Higgins 1998; Coy and Woehrle 2000; 

Kriesberg, Northrup and Thorson 1989; Northrup 1997; Tajfel 1981; Waddell and 

Cairns 1986).   

Such conflicts are called "intractable" because the vicious cycle involving 

identity and action described here becomes almost seamless. As Terrell Northrup 

(1992) points out, a cultural "collusion" can develop between adversaries in ethnic 

conflict.  By defining themselves and each other primarily in terms of the conflict, 

they collude with each other in perpetuating the psychological bases for 
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destructive conflict. Political struggles that center around core group identities, 

such as those in Northern Ireland, Israel and Palestine, Rwanda, and the former 

Yugoslavia, are known to be particularly contentious and susceptible to 

intractability (Cairns 1994; Kriesberg 1998b; Northrup 1989). 

Are there not ways in which an intractable conflict can be made tractable?  

Can the downward spiral of identity and action be modified such that opposing 

groups' identities are not radically polarized and goals are not viewed as zero-sum 

issues around which negotiation is impossible? The difference between 

intractability and tractability is not a binary proposition (Nagle 1989; Thorson 

1989); rather, the two represent poles of a continuum. The sociological challenge 

lies in discerning the processes that mediate between tractability and 

intractability.   

So, what do the social sciences have to offer? In particular, what does 

social movement scholarship have to offer, since social movements and their 

organizations play a crucial role in conflict in Northern Ireland? In time, 

sociologists’ contribution may come through understanding the transformation of 

opposed collective identities through popular participation in social movements’ 

conflict activities. However, scholars are still a considerable way from being able 

to make that contribution. First, we must develop ways of talking about and 

researching the relations between collective identity and collective action within 

multi-organizational fields. 

A growing field of research into conflict methods suggests that intractable 

conflicts can be made tractable and coexistence made possible through the 
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strategic use of nonviolent tactics.  Institutionalized peace processes are 

absolutely vital to the process, but grassroots transformations will also be 

required. I propose that the relationship between action and identity among SMOs 

constitutes a significant part of the process in which a conflict might become 

tractable.  As I have proposed in this dissertation, changes in conflict strategies 

and methods require adjustments in opponents’ mutually dependent collective 

identities. If such a change could be encouraged toward the effective use of 

nonviolent methods, the polarization between opponents’ collective identities 

could be diminished to the point of tractability. 

Scholars of nonviolent methods are already familiar with the relationship 

between nonviolent methods and cognitive phenomena. “Nonviolent struggle 

employs social power to ‘work’ through and affect human minds” (Bond 

1992:55).  Scholars of nonviolent action argue that nonviolent methods may be 

successful through substantially limiting an opponent's options or persuading and 

converting their collective will.  Thus, conversion, as Sharp (1973) calls it, has the 

potential of paving the way for greater cooperation and solidarity between 

opponents (Bond 1992).  The nature of various conflict methods can influence the 

attitudes and worldviews of participants in conflicts.  Terrell A. Northrup (1997) 

asserts, “In fact, the process of nonviolent action can in itself become a source of 

identity transformation that has the potential for leading to powerful political 

change. Current identity theory has not yet accounted for the contributions of such 

moves toward transformation, integration, and conciliation” (p. 241).  I consider 

this dissertation research a response to her call for research. 
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Yet, despite the integrative potentials of methods that employ persuasive 

inducements, their use is often novel and / or overshadowed by deeply held 

prejudices or antagonism.105 Although the participants interviewed in my parading 

conflicts did not engage in direct negotiations or reach mutually acceptable 

arrangements, each side expressed discontent in ways that avoided the extreme 

polarization that accompanies violence or coercion.  Indeed, the use of symbolic 

persuasive methods in a public space could legitimately be understood as a kind 

of dialogue. Future research will hopefully be able to make more authoritative 

assessments of the relationships between methodology and conflict resolution and 

reconciliation in Northern Ireland, but this case study, for the moment, provides 

one opportunity to examine closely the use of persuasive methods within a 

conflict that has often been considered intractable but has recently shown 

significant signs of transformation.  

How might transformations of collective action and identity promote the 

transformation of conflicts toward constructive outcomes in which opponents 

come to mutually acceptable arrangements? The bottom line is a cessation of 

violence and a willingness to engage in dialogue and compromise. Already, there 

is substantial public support for dialogue. The RES report (Ward, McDade and 

Marches 1997) revealed that, for both Protestants and Catholics, the highest 
                                                 
105 In some cases, constructive methods do not inevitably lead to constructive outcomes, and 
destructive methods do not inevitably lead to destructive outcomes.  Instead, combinations of 
constructive and destructive methods lead to constructive or destructive outcomes.  The reason for 
this may lie at least partially with the fact that many methods are neither purely persuasive nor 
purely coercive, and even then, participants in conflicts may use a combination of methods in their 
attempts to reach their goals or protect their interests (Kriesberg 1998; Sharp 1973). This 
strategy has been used widely by political movements in Northern Ireland, though there is an 
ongoing shift away from coercion and toward persuasion.   
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ranked option for parading organizations to take when opposed was to meet with 

their opponents in residents’ organizations (p. 31).  Clear majorities of Catholics 

(97 percent) and Protestants (83 percent) encouraged marchers and residents to 

reach a negotiated accommodation (p. 34). Ninety-four percent of Catholics and 

72 percent of Protestants felt that “all disputed parades should be subject to 

mediation” (p. 37). 

I propose that the development of more openness and closer relations is 

encouraged as soon as groups move toward persuasion and reward and away from 

avoidance and coercion, especially violence. This can occur through formal 

negotiation and mediation or through the choreographed collective action that I 

document in this dissertation. Again, I agree with Simmel: “If, however, there is 

any consideration, any limit to violence, there already exists a socializing factor, 

even though only as the qualification of violence” (p. 81). Less polarized 

identities can then develop.  

The depth of conflict transformation depends on the extent to which the 

opponents undermine each others’ stereotypes through the use of persuasive 

methods. The potential for substantial transformation of conflict comes if, and 

when, nonviolent strategies produce enough new meaning along the lines of 

tolerance, as in the Ballyreagh case. If Buckley and Kenney (1995) are correct 

that the rhetorical images groups project become part of their collective identity, 

then they may become committed to the new identities. Thus, if Orangemen 

repeatedly present themselves as tolerant for strategic advantage, they may find 

themselves trapped in their own rhetoric and compelled to, in a sense, fulfill their 
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own labels. If these trends become widespread, a new environment is created that 

in turn promotes the use of nonviolent strategies of conflict and so on. The effect 

may be limited since the use of violence, at least in Northern Ireland, tends to be 

cyclical. Over time, however, one would hope that the return to violence could 

become less frequent and less intense as parties become less polarized. 

The policy implications may mean educating opponents in disputes about 

the effectiveness of nonviolent alternatives such as persuasion and reward for 

pursuing their goals. Here again, the goal is not to avoid or immediately resolve a 

conflict. Instead, one attempts to change the nature of the relations of the 

opponents by encouraging the use of nonviolent actions that allow groups to 

express their identities and aspirations while avoiding the polarization that 

accompanies violence.  

Some will suggest that I am promoting the status quo by seeking dialogue 

and compromise. In these situations, the more powerful opponent will inevitably 

take advantage of the less powerful who has laid down his or her arms. This is 

certainly a primary concern among republicans who are being asked to destroy 

their weapons before their political participation is finally assured. However, this 

view unnecessarily equates power with violence, a lesson that republicans (and 

maybe loyalists and unionists) have begun to learn. Nonviolent resistance can be 

an immensely effective tool in seeking justice (Zunes, Kurtz and Asher 1999). It 

can even involve coercion when necessary, but is less likely to produce the 

downward spiral of retribution that characterizes intractable conflicts. So, I do not 

call on opponents in conflict situations to abandon their causes, merely that they 
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adopt nonviolent methods in hopes that they may eventually find a path of 

coexistence that allows them to maintain the acceptable integrity and expression 

of their collective identities. 
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Appendix C: Consent Form and Interview Guide 

 
Community-level Conflict in Loughbregan / Ballyreagh 

Lee Smithey 
 

Introduction Guide / Consent Form 
 

Hello.  My name is Lee Smithey, and I am a graduate student at the 

University of Texas in the United States.  Thank you for taking the time to meet 

with me.  Before we begin talking, let me tell you what the following interview is 

about.  I am conducting a research project for the completion of my degree at the 

University of Texas and I have decided to study how conflict is conducted in a 

couple of towns in the [county] area. 

I am trying to understand what kind of effect different conflicts in 

Loughbregan/Ballyreagh have on communities and relations between 

communities in the towns. 

Before we begin talking about the topic, let me share some things with 

you.  I am going to ask you to answer several questions and describe your 

thoughts and opinions.  It would be very helpful if you could answer the questions 

as best you can, and let me know if any questions need clarification.  You do not 

have to answer any questions you do not like, and you can quit the interview 

whenever you want.  

All of your answers will remain anonymous.  I will be the only person 

who knows any information you share.  The interview should not take longer than 

an hour and a half, and I would like your permission to tape the interview. 
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Community-level Conflict in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh 

Researcher:  Lee Smithey 

Statement of Consent 
 

I understand that by signing this I am agreeing to participate in an interview with 

Lee Smithey.  I know that I can stop the interview at any time and that I can 

decide not to answer any questions I do not like.  I understand that my identity 

will remain anonymous as will any information I give about myself or anyone 

else. 
 
   
Print Name   
   
   
   
Signature  Date 
   
Address: (so that I can send a thank-you letter)   
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Interview Guide 
 
Interviewee:  ID #   
Referred by:  

 
Address:   
   
Phone:   
   
Date:   
Start time:   
Finish time:   
 
 
I. Background Information 
 
(Introduce myself and research.)  
 
Tell me a bit about yourself. 
 
Have you always lived in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh? 

 If NO: When did you move to Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?   
 
Are you involved in any organizations here in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?  

If YES:  
• Which ones? 
• How did you come to be involved in them? 
• Tell me about them.   

 
II. Locale: Town History / Community Relations 
 
Please tell me about Loughbregan/Ballyreagh's history.    What is its reputation? 
 
Is the town polarized into only two communities or are there more?   

What are they? 
 
How would you describe relations between Protestants (Unionists / Loyalists) and 

Catholics (Nationalists / Republicans) in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?  
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 Have Catholics been treated fairly in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?  
 Have Protestants been treated fairly in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh? 
 
What are the most contentious issues between Protestants and Catholics?  
 
III. Local Disputes 
 
Since I’ve started my research here in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh, I have learned 
about some conflicts over the past few years.  I’d like to ask you about them.   
 
PARADING IN LOUGHBREGAN  
 
Tell me about this situation in which 
the Orange Order wants to walk 
through town on traditional holidays. 
 
 
What do you think about the way in 
which:  

• the residents attempted to 
block the parade in 1997 
and 1998? 

• the Orange Order walked 
in the opposite direction to 
get on their buses 1998 

• the Orange Order turned at 
the roundabout instead of 
going past the chapel 1999.

• the residents have staged 
peaceful protests alongside 
the parade route in 1999? 

• the petition that was 
circulated 2 years ago 
requesting that the Orange 
be let through. 

 
 
 
 
For each:  

PARADING IN BALLYREAGH   
  
Tell me about this situation in which the 
Orange Order and nationalists groups 
want to walk through town on traditional 
holidays. 
 
What do you think about the way in 
which:  

• the [loyalist residents’ 
committee] representative and 
other Orange representatives 
invited the Catholic parades into 
the town with their 
demonstration? 

• the RUC conducted itself? 
• the Catholic community 

conducted itself? 
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Do you approve or 

disapprove?  Why?  
How did you come to know 

about this conflict?   
Were you involved?  
If so, how were you involved?  

 
 
What do you think about the comment 
by the RUC superintendent that 
Loughbregan's Royal Black 
Preceptory parade on July 25 should 
serve as a model for Catholic parades 
in Ballyreagh on August 15.  
 

"[The] Chief Inspector …, of 
[the local] RUC, praised both 
marchers and the population 
of Loughbregan.  He said the 
Black men behaved 
respectfully and with dignity, 
while the people of the town 
responded with tolerance and 
goodwill . . . 'The 
Loughbregan parade on 
Sunday passed off without 
incident.  There was little 
disruption to traffic or to the 
town's folk.  This march is 
really a yardstick for what will 
happen in Ballyreagh on 
August 15." 

 
Regarding parading in Loughbregan 
in general: 
 

Have community relations in 
Loughbregan benefited 
or suffered as a result 
of this conflict?  
How so?  

For each: 
 
Do you approve or disapprove?  

Why?  
How did you come to know 

about this conflict?   
Were you involved?  
If so, how were you involved? 

 
What do you think about the report in the 
[local paper] about the parade? 
 

 
 
 
 
"Sunday's Nationalist band 
parade through Ballyreagh 
passed off without incident, with 
each side congratulating their 
respective supporters for 
ensuring the day remained 
trouble-free.  Nine protestors 
from the [loyalist residents’] 
group stood in silence as the 
parade approached, before 
moving aside to let the bands 
make their way through the 
centre of the town."  

 
 
 
 
 
Regarding parading in Ballyreagh in 
general: 

 
Have community relations in 

Ballyreagh benefited or 
suffered as a result of this 
conflict?  
How so?  
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What is the best way forward with 
regard to parading in Loughbregan? 
 
What would have been the preferred 
outcome for Protestants (Unionists / 
Loyalists)? 
 
What would have been the preferred 
outcome for Catholics (Nationalists / 
Republicans)?  
 
What would be the best outcome for 
all sides at the same time? 

 
What is the best way forward with regard 
to parading in Ballyreagh? 
 
What would have been the preferred 
outcome for Protestants (Unionists / 
Loyalists)? 
 
What would have been the preferred 
outcome for Catholics (Nationalists / 
Republicans)?  
 
What would be the best outcome for all 
sides at the same time? 

 
IV. Drumcree  
 
How do you feel about the way Drumcree passed this year?   
 
What do you think about the way in which . . . .  

• the Orangemen conducted themselves? 
• The RUC conducted itself? 
• the Orangemen only marched a small contingent down to the 

barricade 
• Harold Gracey addressed the Orangemen and promised to 

leave Drumcree if the day turned violent 
• the Orange supporters dispersed? 
• the RUC set up security measures 
 

For each: 
Do you approve or disapprove?  Why?  
How did you come to know about this conflict?   
Were you involved? If so, how were you involved?  

 
Regarding Drumcree in general:  
 

Were there any repercussions that you can think of from Drumcree in 
Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?   

Have community relations in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh benefited or 
suffered as a result of Drumcree this year? How so?  
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What would have been the preferred outcome for Protestants (Unionists / 
Loyalists)? 

 
What would have been the preferred outcome for Catholics (Nationalists / 

Republicans)?  
 
What would be the best outcome for all sides at the same time? 

 
 
What effect did Drumcree have on the peace process and the dispute over the 

Good Friday Agreement? 
 
Some would say that the nationalist residents' groups are Sinn Féin creations.  Is 

this true? 
 
Have Loyalist residents' organizations been created by Loyalist parties? 
 
V. Outcomes 
 
Do community relations need improvement in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?  

 
If YES:  

• What specific areas need improvement? 
• How could community relations  be improved?    
 

Are community relations improving or deteriorating? Why? 
Are Protestants/Catholics in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh likely to integrate more in 

the future? 
   

 If NO, why not?  What would keep this from happening?  
 If YES, what forms of integration are more likely and why?  

 
Do you have any regular contact with any of the … [residents, Orangemen, 
Orange supporters, community development committee, loyalist residents, 
nationalist residents]?    

 
 If YES, what kind of contact?   For how long?    How did it begin?  

 
Have the events that we talked about earlier had any effect on how you view 
Protestants, Loyalists / Nationalists, Republicans, Catholics in 
Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?  How so?  
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Do you see yourself having more contact these days with 
Protestants/Catholics?   In the future?   Why?    

 
Do you feel that contact with Protestants/Catholics threatens or enhances your 
community's identity?  

If NO, is this a new development?   
If YES, what would make it so that more contact did not threaten your 

community's identity?   
 
Do you feel that contact with Loyalists / Republicans threatens or enhances your 
identity or your community's identity?  

 If NO, is this a new development?   
 If YES, what would make it so that more contact did not threaten your 

community's identity?   
 

VI. Political and Religious Identity 
 
With which political party are you most comfortable?  
 
What are your views on the constitutional issues in Northern Ireland? 
 

Do you attend a church in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?   How often?   Which 
one?    

 If NO, do you identify yourself as Protestant, Catholic, or other? 
 
VII. Local and National Level Conflict  
 
Do party politics and the negotiations surrounding the Good Friday agreement 

have any effect on Loughbregan/Ballyreagh?  
 
Do events in Loughbregan/Ballyreagh have any bearing on the peace process?   

How so?  
 
Are you optimistic or pessimistic about the peace process?    Why?  

What do you see as the outcome?   
 
How did you vote in the referendum? 
 
What role does religion play in conflict in Loughbregan / Ballyreagh?     

In Northern Ireland? 
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VIII. Snowball Sampling 
 
With whom else would you recommend that I speak? 
  
Whom else do you know that has been closely involved with these events that we 

have been discussing? 
 
Who are some people who might not be directly involved but would know about 

the events? 
 
Would these people be willing to speak to me?   
Would you be willing to contact them to find out? 
 
IX. Wrap-up 
 
Is there anything you would like to ask me? 
 
Exit 

Thank you very much.  I truly appreciate your help, and I enjoyed talking with 

you.  If you have any questions later or upon reflection would like to update the 

interview, please feel free to give me a call at the Cairndale YMCA, or you can 

page me. [I provide the respondent with a business card].  
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