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ABSTRACT

This article investigates the evolving identity narratives articulated by Ulster 
British Protestant civil society actors in the context of ongoing constitutional 
uncertainty and debates around Irish unity. It situates these narratives within 
the broader framework of post-Brexit political realignment and the increas-
ing salience of constitutional change across the island of Ireland. Drawing 
on qualitative data gleaned through a semi-structured interview approach 
with civil society actors, it explores how questions of belonging, sovereignty 
and constitutional fluctuation are being mediated, and argues that Ulster 
British Protestants are engaged in processes of rearticulation and boundary-​
making as they confront the prospect—real or perceived—of a constitutional 
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referendum. By centring on the perspectives of non-state actors, this research 
contributes to a more nuanced understanding of constitutional flux. It under-
scores the importance of identity construction in periods of political transition 
and enriches debates on the democratic legitimacy of constitutional change 
processes in deeply divided societies.

INTRODUCTION

The period since the 2016 Brexit referendum has seen a very significant 
increase in public debate about the possibility of referendums on the creation 
of a new and united Ireland.1 Political unionism has largely sought to avoid 
the public debate, and to deny that there has been any shift in public opinion. 
Yet there are some clear signs of change. While there is no clear majority 
within Northern Ireland/the North of Ireland (NI/NoI)2 at this time, there is 
majority support for calling a referendum, and most polls are now showing 
a growing percentage who would vote for a united Ireland.3 The number of 
those in NI/NoI who define themselves as British has shown a significant 
decline over the past 20 years, with a corresponding increase in those who 
identity as Irish, or who in different ways try to avoid or reject the binary 
divisions of national identity.4 Political unionism now represents just 42% of 
the Northern Ireland population, and there are clearly many people who have 
grown up in a traditional unionist community and family who are at least 
questioning that identity.5

Analysing the nature of such identity shifts and their possible impacts 
on political preferences is, however, challenging in a post-conflict society. 
Attitude surveys can provide only a partial picture when researchers are 
trying to understand complex and potentially controversial social changes. As 

1 John Doyle, Cathy Gormley-Heenan and Patrick Griffin, ‘Introducing ARINS—Analysing and Researching 
Ireland, North and South’, Irish Studies in International Affairs 32 (2) (2021), vii–xvii.
2 The dominant unionist and nationalist communities have preferred vernacular. As such, ‘NI/NoI’ will be used 
in the same vein as Derry/Londonderry as an acknowledgement of both positions.
3 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow and Dawn Walsh, ‘Public opinion on the island: a brief overview 
of Phase One of the ARINS “North and South” project (2022–2024)’, Irish Studies in International Affairs 36 (2) 
(2025), 336–54.
4 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, Northern Ireland Census: main statistics for Northern Ireland: 
National identity (2022), NISRA, Belfast; Paul Nolan, ‘The imprint of finality? Partition and census enumeration’, 
Irish Studies in International Affairs 35 (2) (2024), 23–55.
5 Philip McGuinness, ‘The greening of the others? The destination of Alliance and Green Party transfers,  
1997–2023’, Irish Studies in International Affairs 35 (2) (2024), 99–128. 
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a research tool, asking people to provide an immediate answer to a stranger 
on a question they may never have really discussed before, and where they 
have lived their lives with a very dominant political identity and culture, does 
not provide sufficient time and flexibility to identify potential challenges and 
questioning of dominant narratives. This article uses an approach developed 
by McLean and Syed to explore how individuals construct their own personal 
sense of national identity, with a dominant or ‘master’ narrative.6 Engaging 
in discussion with research participants in this style does not seek specific 
answers to specific questions but rather invites participants to reflect on how 
they relate to social context and changes in a more open way. This approach 
also allows for the exploration of potential minority challenges to traditional 
national identities, seeking to explore how their political views align with or 
contradict the ‘master narrative’ in which they had previously viewed the 
political world.

This article explores whether the ‘master narrative’ of political union-
ism in NI/NoI has been challenged in recent years by political events, and 
whether this challenge is emerging within the Ulster British Protestant 
community. It uses the approach of McLean and Syed to explore the pos-
sible emergence of contradictions between the participants’ political views 
and the ‘master narrative’ of unionism, beyond simple objections to a party 
stance of a given political issue but rather analysing at a more fundamental 
level whether unionism in Northern Ireland is seeing a questioning of dom-
inant questions of national identity, related to the political developments of 
recent years.

The methodological approach of the article is based on lengthy, relatively 
open semi-structured interviews with a group of civil society activists from 
the unionist community in the greater Belfast region. They are small in 
number, and no claims are made that the sample is representative of anything 
beyond those who agreed to take part.

The objective was not to discover the scale of potentially dissenting voices, 
but rather to discuss with people who are not part of formal political struc-
tures or political parties but who are active in their communities, are to some 
degree influential, and certainly through their work and activism are in regular 
contact with members of the wider unionist community. Their views therefore 
are important in giving some insight into how the emerging questioning of 

6 Kate C. McLean and Moin Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives: an integrated framework for 
understanding identity development in context’, Human Development 58 (6) (2016), 318–49: 320–1.
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traditional unionism is being vocalised in the broad unionist community. Civil 
society in this regard is seen as playing the role of a middle layer, not as likely 
to rigidly reflect a specific political view as members of a political party, but also 
operating in some respects above the level of the ‘general public’.

The article is divided into three sections. First it discusses the idea of 
master narratives and national identity and how it can be a useful way to 
think about changing political perspectives in NI/NoI. Secondly, the article 
uses the material from open interviews to explore whether their perspectives 
on the Good Friday Agreement and on Brexit have opened up contradictions 
with their previous unionist ‘master narrative’ for the research participants. 
Thirdly the article discusses the nature of these contradictions and whether 
they are sufficient to open a fundamental shift in identity and political posi-
tion—moving those who were previously pro-Union into a more ambiguous 
and persuadable subgroup.

MASTER NARRATIVES AND NATIONAL IDENTITY

Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson believed that the identity of the 
individual was inextricably bound with that of the community and vice versa, 
in a mutually interlocking process he called psychosocial relativity. He stated 
that one:

cannot separate personal growth and communal change, nor can 
we separate the identity crisis in individual life and contemporary 
crises in historical development because the two help to  define 
each other and are truly relative to each other.7

Based on an Eriksonian analysis, Leondra Onnie Rogers contends that iden-
tity ‘represents the “interplay” of self and society; it manifests where the 
“personal” and “communal,” the “individual” and “historical,” intersect’.8 She 
refers to this symbiosis as transactional, i.e. the interplay between ‘two agents: 
self and society’ in a co-dependent ‘bidirectional manner’.9

7 Erik Erikson, Identity, youth and crisis (New York, 1968).
8 Leondra Onnie Rogers, ‘Who am I, who are we? Erikson and a transactional approach to identity research’, 
Identity 18 (4) (2018), 284–94. 
9 Onnie Rogers, ‘Who am I, who are we?’, 285, 286.
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Through the intergenerational transmutation of stories via co-depend-
ent transactional processes, histories become embodied,10 taking form in the 
‘social life’ around which identities form and develop. Interactions between 
individuals provide scope for the sharing and acceptance of stories that both 
shape and influence narratives in a dynamic manner, permitting the singular 
narrative incorporation into a wider group narrative. McLean and Syed refer 
to this collective chronicle as the concept of the master narrative that expands 
on the link between ‘self and society’. They are ‘culturally shared stories that 
tell us about a given culture, and provide guidance for how to be a “good” 
member of a culture’.11

Identifying with a master narrative, for McLean and Syed, entails a ‘psy-
chological toll’ that can be ‘stifling’ in that it can limit agency. By supressing 
the emergence of different narratives, master narratives ensure that alterna-
tives ‘are literally unheard by a larger audience’, often producing uncritical 
internalisation, which can be passive and unconscious. McLean and Syed 
argue that ‘internalization without negotiation ... serves to perpetuate, and 
even to strengthen, the master narrative’12 at the expense of critical engage-
ment with it. This is most evident in communities who feel marginalised or 
unrepresented.

Marginalised subgroups can represent variations of the master narrative. 
When internalisation of the master narrative ‘does not fit their experiences 
… feelings of relative inadequacy’ emerge. As McLean and Syed explain, the 
master narrative ‘can exist at multiple levels and therefore another location 
for deviation—the sub-group level—can tell us more about various social 
categories within a culture’.13 The study of narrative, therefore, ‘provides a 
uniform metaphor for understanding both the [group] and the structure’, rep-
resenting both group and ‘structural factors as storied aligns’.14

When there are inconsistencies between the values and beliefs within a 
group or between groups, and incongruity with societal structures, the dif-
fering or resisting group constructs a separate narrative. McLean and Syed 
call this the alternative narrative15 that emanates from those marginalised by 
group or societal structures in an act of resistance to the master narrative, 

10 Pierre Bourdieu, The logic of practice (Cambridge, 1990).
11 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 320–1.
12 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 334–6.
13 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 330.
14 Emphasis in original.
15 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 320–2.
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thus contributing to group dignity, solidarity and meaning. Indeed, it is 
impossible to create an alternative narrative without a master narrative to 
position ‘against’ or ‘in contrast to’. ‘Negative interdependence’ between 
competing narratives ‘reveals the way in which identity threat occurs by 
mere virtue of the existence of some other group’, thereby constructing 
a ‘zero sum’ contestation. By identification of the opposing faction as the 
‘clear antagonist’, identity becomes ‘constructed always in reference’ to the 
‘other’.16

Identity formation is both a process, which is ‘deeply social and political’ 
and a product of human development, and ‘always constructed from social 
and political locations’. This has implications for ‘power and status at both 
the individual and collective levels’.17 It is through this process of identity 
formation that the narratives of a ‘given social order’ serve the ‘interests of 
those in power’, becoming either ‘reproduced or repudiated’.18

It is at the bifurcation of reproduction or repudiation that Ulster’s British 
Protestants now find themselves. Attachments to differing nations, i.e. Ireland 
or the UK, are at the crux of a historic fissure between Irish nationalism and 
Ulster unionism. National identities are themselves ‘ideological creations 
caught up in the historical processes of nationhood’.19

The problem starts when one expects to find the ‘identity’ within the body 
or mind of the individual. This is to look in the wrong place for the operation 
of identity. As far as nationality is concerned, one needs to look at the reasons 
why people in the contemporary world do not forget their nationality.20

Contemporary unionist identity has been defined by Ireland’s partition, 
creating a redoubt behind which they constructed a society in their own 
image. What Brendan O’Leary calls ‘a new and impregnable Pale’21 reani-
mated the colonial ‘siege mentality’ embodied geographically. ‘Communal 
solidarity’ was ‘an end in itself’. As such it did not require justification ‘in 
terms of other moral principles’:

16 Philip L. Hammack, ‘Narrative and the cultural psychology of identity’, Personality and Social Psychology 
Review 12 (3) (2008), 222–47.
17 Philip L. Hammack and Erin E. Toolis, ‘Putting the social into personal identity: the master narrative as 
root metaphor for psychological and developmental science: commentary on McLean and Syed’, Human 
Development 58 (2015), 350–64.
18 Hammack, ‘Narrative and the cultural psychology of identity’, 224.
19 Michael Billig, Banal nationalism (London, 1995).
20 Billig, Banal nationalism, 7.
21 Brendan O’Leary, Making sense of a united Ireland (Dublin, 2022).
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because that would posit some form of universal morality existing 
outside of ‘our’ community. Therefore, ‘our’ society is not in need 
of its own legitimation, for it is the source of legitimation.22

British Protestant identity became synonymous with Ulster unionism and 
integral to the new Pale in a mutually legitimating symbiosis, explaining why 
Ulster unionism is an ideology ‘primarily polity-centred rather than people 
centred’.23 Communal solidarity built upon the assumptions of perpetual 
dominance within the polity imposed a narrative on northern society as to 
how lives ‘should unfold’.24 As Billig submits, ‘national identity is more than 
an inner psychological state or an individual self-definition; it is a form of life, 
which is daily lived’.25 Narratives, therefore, are not simply subjective inter-
pretations of the past manifest in the present; they are descriptors of a given 
culture, acting as a guide for ‘thoughts, beliefs, values and behaviours’.26 Yet 
contemporarily such narratives are shifting.

Unionist certainties ‘given meaning’ within this ‘particular social ecol-
ogy’27 have undergone significant reassessment. Thirty years of conflict in 
which associated identities and social cleavages calcified required bespoke 
arrangements to rebalance asymmetrical power relations and advance peace. 
This necessitated a ‘strategy for managing difference’ achieved through 
a consociational power-sharing model28 actualised with the signing of the 
Good Friday Agreement (GFA).

Power-sharing post-GFA faced numerous challenges to becoming 
fully embedded. Political stability brought about through the St Andrews 
Agreement in 2006 and cooperative governance between 2007 and 2017 
had rendered the constitutional question all but answered to many. Relative 
internal cohesion at Stormont, however, was no safeguard against external 
developments beyond the control of the Assembly.

Conservative prime minister David Cameron’s decision to hold an ‘in/
out’ referendum on EU membership resulted in the UK electorate choosing to 

22 Billig, Banal nationalism, 162–3
23 Jennifer Todd, ‘Unionism, identity and Irish unity: paradigms, problems and paradoxes’, Irish Studies in 
International Affairs 32 (2) (2021), 53–77.
24 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 328.
25 Billig, Banal nationalism, 69.
26 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 323.
27 Hammack, Narrative and the cultural psychology of identity, 230–2.
28 Christopher McCrudden and Brendan O’Leary, Courts and consociations: human rights versus power-sharing 
(Oxford, 2013), 1–2.
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leave the EU in June 2016. The threads of UK stability appeared to be unrav-
elling as the kingdom appeared increasingly disunited. As O’Leary explains, 
Brexit ‘initially, was a mistaken abbreviation, a misnomer … Yet, as it turns 
out, Brexit is what happened, not a complete UKexit.’29 Ulster unionism 
and the structure became increasingly misaligned, creating an ‘ontological 
insecurity’30 of being neither fully ‘in’ or ‘out’.

Politics became polarised along pro- and anti-Brexit lines against a back-
drop of implacable politics and plummeting living standards. Despite NI/NoI 
voting remain by 56% to 44% it was, like Scotland, leaving the EU regardless. 
2017, coincidentally, ended a decade of political stability as Sinn Féin’s Martin 
McGuinness collapsed Stormont through his resignation as deputy first minister 
amid allegations of DUP financial corruption and disrespect, particularly towards 
the Irish language. Increasingly the DUP was viewed as playing a malign role in 
Westminster. Its strident stance in pursuit of the hardest of Brexits left it accused 
of a sustained assault on the GFA and attempting to reintroduce a hard border 
in Ireland. As post-Brexit negotiations commenced, the European Council (EC), 
that April, formally acknowledged that the GFA ‘expressly provides for an agreed 
mechanism whereby a united Ireland may be brought about through peaceful 
and democratic means’. In that event and ‘in accordance with international law, 
the entire territory of such a united Ireland would thus be part of the EU’.31 A clear 
and unhindered pathway was now presented by the EC to enable ‘peaceful and 
democratic’ constitutional change with guaranteed re-entry into the EU.

The British government paid scant regard, if any, to the effect that Brexit 
would have on the GFA during the referendum campaign. Lack of inter-
est in the intricacies of NI/NoI on the part of Westminster, for Christopher 
McCrudden, has ‘long been a truism’. That it is often diminished to ‘a mere 
sideshow’ is a commonly held opinion he considers ‘to be overly generous’.32 
Compatibility with the GFA, upon which the fragile peace rested and which 
assumed EU membership, was an afterthought that came to dominate Brexit 
negotiations. Constitutional viability began to be questioned. Political vol-
atility intensified by Brexit, and the prospect of a diminution of rights and 
entitlements secured through EU membership, led naturally to the considera-
tion of viable alternatives that would ensure pre-Brexit advantages, creating a 

29 O’Leary, Making sense of a united Ireland, 30.
30 Billig, Banal nationalism, 136.
31 ‘Special meeting of the European Council (Art. 50) held on 29 April 2017’ (23 June 2017), 4.
32 Christopher McCrudden, The Good Friday Agreement, Brexit, and rights. Brexit briefing. Royal Irish Academy–
British Academy (2017), 1–15.
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constitutional pressure point. Pro-Leave unionists felt increased detachment 
from the UK while pro-Remain unionists, and others, questioned the validity 
of the status quo. Within this context of political instability, the case for Irish 
unity was given a significant boost.

As an aspiration, Irish unity has been associated with militant republican-
ism since partition, imbued with emotional attachment and an opaque sense 
of what it meant. As a concept, although it lacks any significant detail, the 
mechanism by which it could be achieved is clear, i.e. via a unity referendum 
as per the GFA. While this was crucial to obtaining republican endorsement, 
the agreement is silent on what the broader process will require before, during 
and after such a referendum, particularly in the event of a pro-reunification 
result. In this regard Brexit has been the catalyst that ignited significant aca-
demic inquiry to concretise, as far as possible, what a process of reunification 
could entail, along with potential implications. The failings of the Brexit 
process provided lessons not to be repeated.

Integral to deliberations around constitutional change is the elemental issue 
of identity, a historic central thread to societal and political discord which 
tends to be simplified to a binary choice in NI/NoI. While closely entwined, 
national identity and constitutional preference are distinct phenomena.

Accepted narratives of competing nationalities, invoking tensions and 
deep-seated enmities among supposedly monolithic groups, ideologically 
eclipse the wider social, economic and political landscape. As Aaron Edward 
explains, the ‘imagined community’ of modern-day Ulster unionism consists 
of numerous ‘forms of unionism and loyalism that run like tributaries into 
a fast-flowing river of British national identity’,33 concealing a multitude of 
nuanced variations.

Party political positions on the ‘national question’ are publicly familiar. 
It is by circumventing these structures and seeking the views within civil 
society that this investigation seeks to illuminate the multiple complexities 
related to any future constitutional change for the Ulster British Protestant 
community. Civil society for the purposes of this inquiry is therefore defined 
as that middle layer of active society: NGOs and community actors, excluding 
party political organisations.

Interviewees were recruited utilising a snowballing method and data 
gathered through a semi-structured interview process. While this sample 

33 Aaron Edwards, A people under siege: the unionists of Northern Ireland, from partition to Brexit and beyond 
(Newbridge, 2023), xix.
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consists of only five participants, it provides a flavour of the nuanced 
variations that exist within the Ulster British Protestant community that 
challenge perceptions of socio-political homogeneity. One-to-one inter-
views were chosen to maintain individual subjective interpretations as the 
focal point. Unencumbered by group dynamics of a focus group approach,34 
for example, or lack of personal interaction through the use of surveys, 
the researcher could draw out insights not possible using such methods. 
Augmented by the semi-structured nature of the process, flexibility enabled 
exploration of issues beyond rigid adherence to the script, while a consistent 
structure provided a degree of sample uniformity. Each interview, therefore, 
had its individual dynamic that facilitated the addressing of core questions 
while also allowing interviewees freedom to offer valuable insights they 
themselves viewed as worthy to share. Information disclosure was at the 
discretion of the interviewee, providing a degree of ‘control over the inter-
action’35 to the participant.

This investigation seeks to establish whether, among this group of civil 
society actors, constitutional preferences are relatively ingrained, inflexible and 
non-negotiable. In particular, this article will explore the veracity of assumptive 
positions based on community background, by exploring the identity narratives 
of those from a Ulster British Protestant civil society perspective, to discuss the 
extent, if any, to which their position on constitutional change has begun to 
alter in a post-Brexit context, and, if there is a sense of change, the elements of 
that change. Within this heterogeneous group the nuances of identity are dis-
cernible, providing personal rather than cohesive group meaning36 which may 
be suggestive of shifts that could impact wider Irish unity discourse.

CHANGING NARRATIVES?

John Dunlop is a retired church minister whose ‘primary identity’ is 
Presbyterian. He recounts being involved in ‘confidential conversations’ with 
‘Sinn Féin in Clonard Monastery with Gerry Reynolds and Alex Reid’, where 

34 Jennifer Todd, Joanne McEvoy and John Doyle, ‘Time for deliberation, not decision, on the shape of a new 
United Ireland: evidence from the ARINS survey focus groups’, Irish Studies in International Affairs 34 (2) (2023), 
122–48.
35 Juliet Corbin and Janice M. Morse, ‘The unstructured interactive interview: issues of reciprocity and risks 
when dealing with sensitive topics’, Qualitative Inquiry 9 (3) (2003), 335–54: 340.
36 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 321.
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the embryonic peace process was facilitated. The IRA ceasefire of 1994 that 
boosted this process was described by James Molyneaux, leader of the Ulster 
Unionist Party, as ‘the worst thing that has ever happened to us’.37 Molyneaux 
concluded that a ‘prolonged IRA ceasefire could be the most destabilising 
thing to happen to unionism since partition’.38 The peace process culminated 
in the signing of the GFA in 1998, democratically endorsed by the electorates 
North and South (71% and 94% respectively).

John explains how ‘that general ambience ... of unionism, its elements of 
not being Catholic … of not being Irish’ in which he had grown up was dissi-
pated post-GFA, when he got ‘a sense’ that ‘part of your Irish identity should be 
affirmed’. One of the benefits of the GFA for him was that North–South travel 
became easier and in turn ‘relationships between people in the North … and 
South were building up’. This led to a recognition of ‘an Irish element’ within 
the ‘unionist–British’ identity for him. He believes that after the GFA ‘people 
began to relax a bit … be a bit more positive about the other community’.

A trade unionist who wished to maintain anonymity, henceforth referred 
to here as ‘Jim’, self-defines as being ‘from the British-Irish community’, dif-
ferentiated from ‘the Irish-Irish community’. He believes organic change has 
been noticeably taking place:

there’s been a loosening … and these are really small things. When 
I was growing up … people going to Donegal for their holidays 
was not a thing, and I mean when I say not a thing, it wouldn’t 
even have been thought of as being a thing.

As McLean and Syed submit, ‘personal narratives are intertwined with 
the balance of master narratives and potential alternatives’.39 Jim equates 
these ‘small things’ with ‘holding Irish passports’ or people from a British 
Protestant background crossing the border and ‘being more adventurous’. 
He comments, ‘when I was a wee lad there’s no fucking way you would 
have been allowed’ to carry an Irish passport, ‘whereas people seem to 
be quite relaxed about that now’. Glen Pollock, RAF retiree and active in 
his community, was ‘brought up on the island of Ireland’ but raised ‘very 
much in the British identity, went to British schools, played British sports’, 

37 Alex Kane, ‘Unionism is facing the greatest crisis in its history’, Irish News, 6 September 2024.
38 Raymond McCartney, ‘We always cling to our own narrative’, Belfast Telegraph, 27 September 2013.
39 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 324.
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therefore ‘culturally’ considers himself ‘British’. He affirms comfort with 
Irish passports. ‘After the Good Friday Agreement, me and all my family 
and my friends have all got Irish passports now. So, I haven’t got a British 
passport anymore.’

According to the 2021 Census, the number of British passport holders has 
declined in NI/NoI since 2011, although it’s still the majority passport. In 
contrast, Irish passports in NI/NoI increased from 375,800 in 2011 to 614,300 
in 2021.40 2022 set a record, exceeding one million applications for Irish pass-
ports in a year for the first time. According to the Department of Foreign 
Affairs, ‘the number of first-time passport applications from Northern Ireland 
and Great Britain was 100,000 out of over 1.15 million total applications’,41 
with significant uptake from strongly unionist postcodes.42 Passports and 
identity, while separate issues, also overlap. While convenience and benefits 
offer an attractive option, Glen maintains his British identity while carry-
ing an Irish passport, feeling that they are mutually exclusive. Embracing 
aspects of Irishness that may have once been inconceivable is now increas-
ingly acceptable, with such discursive positioning potentially strengthening 
or shifting43 reunification discourse.

On the Good Friday Agreement

On being asked whether in his opinion the GFA delivered, John responds 
‘What was it supposed to deliver?’ What it provided was a ‘framework’ for 
‘people to work … to the maximum advantage’. Jim believes that ‘the difficulty 
for unionism’ is:

that the nationalist community, getting its place in the sun … 
which isn’t about it being treated preferentially, [but] being treated 
equally … has been perceived … within large waves of unionism as 
‘we got beat’.

40 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, Main statistics for Northern Ireland Statistical Bulletin: 
Passports held, 22 September 2022, available at: https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/statistics/census-2021-
main-statistics-for-northern-ireland-phase-1-statistical-bulletin-passports-held.pdf (15 September 2025), 4.
41 Department of Foreign Affairs, 2022 sets new record for Irish passports, 29 December 2022, available at: https://
www.gov.ie/en/press-release/fe216-2022-sets-new-record-for-irish-passports/ (2 September 2025).
42 Belfast Live, ‘10-year stalemate over Maze prison site redevelopment “a monument to political  
failure”’, available at: https://www.belfastlive.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/10-year-stalemate-over-maze-24949814  
(2 September 2025).
43 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 339.
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In 2002, Lizanne Dowds found that ‘only 41 per cent of unionists supported 
power-sharing with the SDLP and a majority (58 per cent) said they sup-
ported power-sharing with neither SF nor the SDLP’.44 Based on this research, 
James McAuley concludes that it ‘is clear that many Unionists are at best 
disillusioned with the outcomes of the GFA’ and as such ‘Unionist opinion on 
any future political arrangements’ is ‘highly divided’.45

Zero-sum perceptions became evident. Colin Irwin found that in October 
1999 49% of Protestants ‘would still vote for the agreement’, dropping to 
36% by February 2003. The same study found that in February 1999 89% of 
Protestants wanted the agreement to work; this plummeted by a third to 60% 
by February 2003.46 Negative perceptions that existed within the unionist 
community towards the GFA were based on difficulty with ‘the “parity of 
esteem” of national symbols demanded by nationalists’, according to Jennifer 
Todd. For unionists this seems ‘to be radically inappropriate. Because their 
concept of order and authority assumes a continuity with the past, the peace 
process … cannot easily be accepted.’ Incompatibility with the unionist nar-
rative and ‘assumptions implicit in the identities’ of their political opponents 
incorporated in the structures of governance have ‘created ongoing political 
crises’.47

Movement in this regard created a reflexive dissonance among many 
unionists. As Dawn Purvis, a notable civil society leader who self-defines as a 
‘loyalist working-class woman’, explains:

It was a political agreement designed to solve a conflict. And the 
conflict was about inequality. It was about discrimination … but 
for loyalism, and for some within unionism, they see equality and 
human rights as a gain for nationalism, they don’t see it as a gain 
for society as a whole … I mean the clue’s in the title, ‘human’ 
rights.

44 Lizanne Dowds, ‘Public attitudes and identity’, in The Constitution Unit, Nations and regions: the dynamics of 
devolution: quarterly monitoring programme: Northern Ireland (London, 2002), 19, available at: https://www.ucl.
ac.uk/social-historical-sciences/sites/social_historical_sciences/files/ni_november_2002.pdf (7 October 2025).
45 James W. McAuley, ‘Unionism’s last stand? Contemporary unionist politics and identity in Northern Ireland’, 
Global Review of Ethnopolitics 3 (1) (2003), 60–76: 65–6.
46 Colin Irwin, ‘Devolution and the state of the Northern Ireland peace process’, Global Review of Ethnopolitics 
2 (3–4) (2003), 71–82: 72.
47 Jennifer Todd, ‘Social transformation, collective categories, and identity change’, Theory and Society 34 (2005), 
429–63: 449–50.
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In this regard, the universality of human rights is something to be resisted, 
giving an indication of the extent of inequality the unionist community bene-
fited from. More recently, the Northern Ireland Protocol (NIP), which was also 
resisted by many unionists, ensured ‘no diminution of rights’48 established in 
the GFA and included in the 2023 Windsor Framework. Sam White, former 
loyalist prisoner and community worker, claims that ‘it’s not accepted’ that 
the GFA has delivered for working-class communities, and consequently that 
it ‘needs to be relooked at’. He believes that with the GFA, ‘there was no real 
reconciliation process, it was only about stopping the violence’; he describes 
it as ‘just a big stopping machine’. The implications were not explained to his 
community, who ‘just went along because of the leadership’:

women would say to me ‘we were dragged screaming and shout-
ing into this’ … they didn’t really understand it, the impact … [it] 
was really going to have … OK, the booklet was handed out … but 
nobody really read it.

He believes that ‘there’s no confidence within working-class communities’. 
He attributes some of this to the hierarchical structure of broader unionism 
along class distinctions. He explains that the problems within his community 
are the same as those in working-class nationalist communities, ‘but the issue 
within loyalism, within unionist communities—we can’t go against the system 
because we want to be part of it’. This succinctly explains the predicament 
for working-class Protestant communities, where loyalty to the structure 
takes precedence. As a consequence, acquiescence not only perpetuates but 
‘strengthen[s] the master narrative’, despite dissatisfaction. Yet adherence is 
precisely why loyalism has a self-limiting ability to alter the structure that 
is simultaneously the basis of its identity and a source of its discontentment. 
Alignment with a master narrative inhibits agency to alter the structure and 
therefore perpetuates it, creating ‘a tension between internal beliefs about 
control and external constraint’.49

Sam’s comments are instructive, highlighting a viewpoint that desires 
peace but suggests loyalists’ rejection of any notion of improvement for 
nationalists that they deem to be at their expense, while depending on the 
‘wisdom’ of their political representatives. As a result, there is a rejection of a 

48 See Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland, Article 2 (1).
49 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 335–7.
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peace deal that required reciprocity. Michael Briggs, a prominent community 
leader in east Belfast, an area steeped in Ulster British tradition, adds:

Protestant communities … have not seen much benefit and I don’t 
really know what that benefit was supposed to be … but there’s 
the loose suggestion that it was different [for Catholics]. I know 
loads of people who say now that if the Good Friday Agreement 
came along tomorrow they would vote No.

There is a consensus within this cohort that the ending of violence was pos-
itive, but there are mixed responses in relation to the GFA’s implications for 
personal and communal life. Then, according to John:

Brexit comes in, and what Brexit does in my opinion is to throw a 
hand grenade into the middle of these three sets of relationships 
inside the North, between North–South … East–West ... all of 
those issues are now fraught with post-Brexit problems and … in 
many ways [we are] in a more difficult situation than we were in 
before Brexit.

On Brexit

Brexit has created considerable difficulties for unionists because it was a 
British and not a UK exit, as O’Leary accurately points out.50 By support-
ing Brexit, political unionism enabled a weakening of the UK construct, with 
little remorse from Westminster, who essentially judged unionists as part of 
the people of Ireland51 and deemed them expendable in order to ‘get Brexit 
done’.52 Dawn believes that ‘Brexit was an unmitigated disaster for unionism 
… [and] for peace on this island’, placing the blame on ‘the Tory party’ and 
the DUP. ‘I don’t think I, or many others, will ever forgive the Tory party for 
what they have done … to this place … to the country.’ Arlene Foster, then 
DUP leader, had initially supported a Brexit that gave NI/NoI dual market 
access to the UK and EU, eventually U-turning. According to Dawn:

50 O’Leary, Making sense of a United Ireland, 30.
51 Billig, Banal nationalism.
52 BBC News, ‘General election 2019: What does “Get Brexit done” mean?’, 6 November 2019, available at: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-50222315 (8 October 2025).
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For them to now argue that this wasn’t the way they wanted it to 
work out, for goodness sake, Brexit was pin the tail on the donkey 
… The DUP knew fine rightly … they were hoping that the border 
would go back to where it was … They wanted a strong fortress 
built again because up until that point quite frankly the border had 
become irrelevant … Cross-border relations were good.

As Jim bluntly put it, ‘when they [the DUP] came out ... on the side of Brexit, 
I really believe them fools thought that that meant a hard border’. Brexit, in 
this regard, was opportunistically a re-retreat behind an ‘impregnable Pale’ 
that did not materialise. He points out that ‘there shouldn’t be any problem’ 
with trading relationships within the same state, which is logical, but adds, 
‘it comes back to that contradiction that they [unionists] see themselves as 
part of the UK when it fucking suits them and when it doesn’t suit them, 
they’re not’. Sam contends that many ‘voted to come away without realising 
the impact it would have … you could have read it’. He believes Brexit was 
‘one of the worst things that could ever have happened to Northern Ireland’, 
a barrier to peace that ‘went over people’s heads, people didn’t care about it’, 
suggesting that Brexit was a political rather than a civil society consideration.

The NIP emerged during Brexit negotiations attempting to uphold the 
integrity of the GFA while delivering on EU exit commitments. For John, 
it was ‘a consequence of Brexit [and] an attempt to solve a problem’. NIP 
negotiations were to have significant adverse effects on unionism, and were 
‘another disaster’ for Dawn, which ‘has diluted the constitutional position of 
Northern Ireland within the Union’. For her:

it’s the tail wagging the dog within unionism now … they’re using 
language I heard in the 70s, ‘The government sold us out … this is 
a slippery slope … this is a stepping stone.’ And I’m going, ‘Catch 
yourself on, what about the principle of consent?’

John describes Brexit and the NIP as ‘a rallying point to bring diverse groups 
together in opposition to something’. Such was the depth of feeling on the 
NIP within unionism that Sam believes society was ‘on a knife edge’ because 
of it. Michael submits:

I don’t think people fully understand what the protocol means 
and I think that, dare I say it, has unionism powered it down to 

[9
6.

45
.4

0.
98

]  
 P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
25

-1
2-

30
 0

9:
24

 G
M

T
)



Hartley—Ulster’s British Protestants and Constitutional Flux    371

the lowest common denominator as ‘your country is gonna disap-
pear’? Sometimes I think that unionism has done that and there’s 
other times I think they have tried not … I’m just never really sure.

Political unionism exploiting the insecurities of its electorate through ‘the 
politics of fear’, as Dawn commented, was raised several times by contribu-
tors as heightening confusion and insecurity. Michael argues that ‘Brexit and 
the protocol’ are ‘all about the turf now’, connected with the GFA, which was:

the start of losing the turf ... I think the thing about the Good 
Friday Agreement is that it took the guns off the street, stopped 
people being killed … that’s a good thing ... But in terms of the rest 
of it ... I don’t think it has done much.

He adds:

I heard someone actually saying … they never really seen them-
selves as having to stand up and fight for their country but they 
are willing to do it now … ‘Brexit, the threat from the protocol has 
brought it to me that this is about the turf.’

In this regard, the GFA is linked to losing politically and territorially, a dis-
possession inextricably linked with nationalist gains. Discursive positioning 
framed as endangering stability represents a shifting master narrative from 
one of strength to vulnerability.53 On this, Andrew White concludes that:

the foundationalism of traditional unionism that was already on 
the wane when the Anglo-Irish-Agreement was signed, has been 
ended for good with the signing of the Belfast Agreement in April 
1998.54

Fighting to defend ‘the turf’ is weighted with colonial connotations and fear 
of a reverse colonisation. Michael adds, ‘What has come to the fore for people 
is Brexit … people are seeing it as the last Bastille-type thing for unionism’, 

53 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 339.
54 Andrew White, ‘Is contemporary Ulster unionism in crisis? Changes in Unionist identity during the Northern 
Ireland Peace Process’, Irish Journal of Sociology 16 (1) (2007), 118–135: 131.
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suggesting that an acceptance of the loss of unionist ‘foundationalism’ is yet 
to embed.

Jim takes a less ominous view, stating that while the NIP may be a problem 
for small businesses in terms of ‘supply’, he sees the associated violence and 
agitation as ‘minor irritants’. He believes that the protocol is ‘more than likely 
to lead the political development away from Britain’. In ‘day-to-day con-
versations’ he hasn’t heard anyone ‘up in arms’ about it. This suggests that 
hostility towards the NIP is not widespread but rather concentrated within 
specific constituencies, particularly loyalism. The NIP was an economic trade 
issue portrayed by unionists as a lessening of their Britishness. The ordinary 
man and woman in the street had little knowledge or interest in its intricacies. 
as it did not affect their day-to-day living much. Unionist grievance was based 
more on principle than on actual impact.

Threat to identity is often raised from within loyalism and unionism 
regarding any measures they deem to be diluting their position within the 
UK. Polity-centric identity, founded at partition, guaranteed privilege, which 
may help explain the strong attachment to an unalterable status quo. Cast 
adrift by their dispassionate government, unionist insecurity was reinforced 
as Westminster did not fight ‘with equal tenacity’ to retain NI/NoI as they 
did with Scotland. Having been ‘ceded’ to the EU, the ‘special pain’ produced 
by Brexit is viewed through the prism of a ‘loss of territory which is situated 
within the imagined homeland’.55 Unionism is undergoing something of an 
Eriksonian ‘identity crisis’ in that the master narrative it has invested in is no 
longer in alignment with reality. Having been discarded by Britain, which left 
the EU with NI/NoI remaining under bespoke EU Single Market and Customs 
Union arrangements, exposes a fragility through the unrequited nature of the 
relationship. As McLean and Syed explain, dominant narratives ‘derive their 
strength’ by constraining and confining alternatives,56 with Brexit as a cata-
lyst in eliciting reinterpretive analyses.

For Glen, Brexit has been a ‘friggin [sic] disaster’ and ‘just bad news’. He 
remarks that ‘Brexit’s brought up … a lot more divisions in the loyalist com-
munity’, adding ‘I see where they’re coming from; if your identity is under 
threat then people start kicking off.’ A border down the Irish Sea, he believes, 
‘is seen as us being further isolated from the United Kingdom’. As a result of 

55 Billig, Banal nationalism, 75–6.
56 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 336.
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Brexit, he states that ‘quite rightly Sinn Féin are saying … we should have a 
border poll now, you’re better off in the EU’.

CONSTITUTIONALLY PERSUADABLE?

Against the backdrop of Brexit, former British prime minister Gordon Brown 
lamented that he ‘didn’t think we [UK] could go as far backwards as we’ve 
gone’.57 Dawn adds to a sense of impending doom as she envisages ‘disinte-
gration’ as the future of the UK, precipitated by a Brexit driven by English 
nationalism. She believes there are many ‘unionists … so disillusioned by 
unionism and the DUP in particular, that they’re going, “You know, anything 
would be better than this now.”’

In 2024 Lucid Talk found that 62% of people would support rejoining the 
EU, up 6 percentage points from the original 2016 Brexit ‘remain’ vote of 56%. 
In the same poll 38% said they would support Irish unity now or in the near 
future (one to ten years), while an additional 14% would support unity in 
eleven to 20 years’ time,58 illustrating majority support for unity within the 
next 20 years. Lucid Talk’s winter tracker 202559 found that the gap between 
support for remaining within the UK and supporting Irish unity had nar-
rowed to single figures for the first time (48% to 41% respectively). Support 
for unity is higher among the middle class (46% to 42%) while support for the 
Union is higher among the working class (49% to 43%). Jim contends that:

the unionist middle class, provided … their … lifestyles aren’t 
affected in any way, I think they’d be quite happy to go along with 
a united Ireland ... If you’ve got significant element of the middle 
classes onside with you, you’re probably in business.

Interestingly, 3% of self-defined unionists support reunification.
As Dawn describes, alignment with the master narrative is no longer 

absolute because of its structural outworking as demonstrated by Brexit. As 
such, incongruent impressions bring ‘discomfort … when the individual and 

57 Financial Times, ‘Gordon Brown: I really didn’t think we could go as far backwards as we’ve gone’, 14 April 
2024.
58 LucidTalk, ‘LucidTalk NI “Tracker Poll” – Winter 2024’, 23 February 2024, available at: https://www.lucidtalk.
co.uk/news/lucidtalk-ni-tracker-poll-winter-2024/ (27 August 2025).
59 LucidTalk, ‘LT – Belfast Telegraph NI “Tracker Poll” – Winter 2025’, available at: https://www.lucidtalk.co.uk/
news/lt-ni-tracker-poll-winter-2025/ (20 August 2025).
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the structure do not align’, bringing ‘the master narrative into relief’.60 In 
the context of disillusionment with post-Brexit realities, Dawn was asked 
whether this would amount to her supporting constitutional change as a 
means to return to the EU, and replied ‘not on its own’, basing her view on 
nationalist lack of willingness to ‘make Northern Ireland work’. As a conse-
quence, ‘Why would they have any desire to see unification work except if it’s 
in their own interests?’ Dawn frames reunification as a singularly nationalist 
project, which is exclusionary of non-nationalists, adding ‘seeing devolution 
work … would certainly give me hope that any future change in the constitu-
tional position would be nothing to be frightened of’ as the language of fear 
emerges. Despite this, she welcomes the opportunity to hold a unity referen-
dum and ‘would call one tomorrow’:

But the wider community it’s ‘no, no, no’. And again, it’s that fear 
… because ‘they’ want it, ‘we’ don’t, that attitude. Whereas I’m 
of the opinion, just have it. Get it over and done with ... We can’t 
reconcile ourselves in six counties, how are going to reconcile our-
selves with another twenty-six … They just don’t want a border 
poll because they see it as Sinn Féin pushing for one.

Dawn is no advocate of reunification but neither does she explicitly reject it 
outright, adding ‘The first referendum was that Northern Ireland should stay 
until people voted otherwise. If people vote otherwise, then so be it.’ Sam 
adds:

Some representatives within unionism are just so much peeved 
off by what is going on that they are willing to see what a shared 
island would look like … the majority of people that I know are the 
‘don’t knows’, [they want to know] what it [reunification] would 
look like.

He considers constitutional change in terms of the benefits for future gen-
erations, asking ‘What does a shared island look like? Why can we not have 
the conversations? Let’s talk about it.’ He adds that a group of ‘ex-combatants 
and ex-prisoners’ from east Belfast went south ‘and all of us agreed that we 

60 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 327.
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should be having more conversations around it [reunification]’. A willingness 
to discuss constitutional change is expressed by those seemingly stridently 
against it.

This is a significant contribution from a self-identified loyalist regarding 
potential reunification. At the time of the interview this may have appeared 
unprecedented, but several significant developments have taken place since. 
In September 2022, Kyle Paisley, son of Ian Paisley, gave a submission to 
the Oireachtas Consultation Committee on the Constitutional Future of the 
Island of Ireland. In September 2023, founding member of the DUP Wallace 
Thompson stated in an interview that a ‘new Ireland’ was ‘inevitable’.61 In 
June 2024 David Adams, a former member of the Ulster Political Research 
Group, spoke at the Ireland’s Future conference in Belfast. Admittedly, all of 
the above could be legitimately considered outliers, yet they may represent 
an emerging subgroup with a resistant alternative narrative62 from within the 
British Protestant tradition, perhaps indicative of the 3% pro-unity unionists 
mentioned above.

Shibboleths are being challenged organically: as Sam points out, ‘You’ve 
people changing religion down round Dublin, leaving the Catholic Church 
and moving into a more … Protestant belief, Baptist Churches, really con-
fusing.’ The 2022 census in the Republic shows a decline in Catholicism and 
a growth in those of ‘no religion’ and in some smaller Protestant denomi-
nations.63 The 2021 census in NI/NoI was also a major milestone for societal 
change, showing more Catholics than Protestants for the first time. For Dawn, 
‘I think people saw it as inevitable and something that’s coming and some-
thing that people need to recognise and to get to grips with’, adding to an 
already complex potential pre-unity referendum dynamic.

In 2007 Andrew White wrote of ‘the constitutional status of Northern 
Ireland’ being ‘precarious … dependent as it is on the numerical superior-
ity of unionists’. Therefore, any rise in the Catholic, nationalist population 
increases unionist insecurity.64 If White is correct, then ‘unionist insecurity’ 
has been heightened by the demographic shifts expressed in the 2021 census, 
the political shift after the 2022 Assembly election that returned Sinn Féin as the 
biggest party, and the revived campaign for a unity referendum. As McLean 

61 Belfast Telegraph, ‘“New Ireland” is inevitable, DUP founder tells Sam McBride’, 9 September 2023.
62 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 320.
63 Central Statistics Office, ‘Census of Population 2022’, available at: https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/population/
censusofpopulation2022/ (3 September 2025).
64 White, ‘Is contemporary Ulster unionism in crisis?’, 129.

[9
6.

45
.4

0.
98

]  
 P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
25

-1
2-

30
 0

9:
24

 G
M

T
)



376    Irish Studies in International Affairs   

and Syed point out, ‘facts on the ground … are not easily ignored, dismissed, 
or revised’.65 For Jim, nationalism has:

a coherence … what [it] is saying is these are abnormal arrange-
ments, here’s our recipe for normalising those arrangements 
because in an all-Ireland state everybody’s going to have a say in 
electing the government.

For Jim, this is an option unavailable to the NI/NoI electorate in the current 
dispensation because ‘the government of the state is whoever forms a major-
ity at Westminster, not Stormont’. Irish nationalism states ‘We don’t fucking 
wanna elect the British government … That’s fair enough but they weren’t 
even given the choice anyway … all the power lies at the centre.’ He adds:

the biggest right you’ll ever exercise as a citizen … is the right to 
cast the ballot for who is going to fucking govern you, end of story 
... but if you don’t have an actual avenue in actually electing a 
government, then in a sense you’re in an ice age.

This, for him, is a unifying bond, ‘the one thing that every unionist, nationalist 
has in common’ and ‘that’s a massive thing, regardless of anybody’s identity’. 
By supporting the retention of existing constitutional arrangements, is one 
wilfully accepting a significant democratic deficit? This participant believes 
that most people have ‘social democratic instincts’, regardless of ideological 
positioning. Undoubtedly, there exists within NI/NoI politics a progressive–
hardline dichotomy, and increasingly political unionism has become affiliated 
with the latter, particularly the DUP as the lead party of unionism. The DUP 
vote share dropped by 8.5 percentage points66 in the 2024 general election, 
and the fractures within unionism have become ‘more pronounced in the 
wake of Brexit’,67 as the DUP now faces a credibility problem in being pro-
Brexit and a de facto NIP implementer.

65 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 336–7.
66 BBC News, ‘Northern Ireland Election 2024 results’, available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2024/
uk/regions/N92000002 (2 September 2025).
67 Claire Rice, ‘Northern Ireland and the 2024 general election results’, Centre on Constitutional Change, 15 July 
2024, available at: https://www.centreonconstitutionalchange.ac.uk/news-and-opinion/northern-ireland-and-
2024-general-election-results (15 September 2024).
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Despite schisms within unionism, Jim outlines the challenge for 
‘nationalism–republicanism’:

Unionists will stay unionists ... it’s pointless sort of going … let’s 
have a ‘hug at home’ competition and these people will suddenly 
… be singing the Soldier’s Song ... They’re going to stay as they are.

This raises an important point that is consistent with counter-argumentation 
to the conciliatory rhetoric from the pro-united Ireland camp that is per-
ceived to be persuading unionists not to be unionists. Seeking to impress on 
unionists that their thinking is based on delusion serves only to antagonise. 
Acceptance of that elemental position, therefore, is an essential starting point 
for any debate concerning constitutional change in this regard. How two 
competing nationalisms can reach constitutional consensus is the primary 
question, which in a reunification scenario will involve significant renego-
tiation of the two. Reticence towards unity from within a largely pro-Union 
cohort is unsurprising. John believes that ‘It is far too early to even try to have 
a border poll’, which ‘would be a very divisive exercise.’ Michael states that 
‘We don’t need a border poll. Why do we need to have it?’ He adds, however:

half a bit of me would say if there’s gonna be a border poll, fair 
enough. We have to be democratic about it … we gotta take what 
the outcome is. You know for those people including myself that 
voted yes for the Good Friday Agreement … you knew it was there.

He continues:

if there was some guarantee that we weren’t gonna lose out 
because we are Protestants, that somebody somewhere wouldn’t 
see it as an opportunity to historically get back at us [then perhaps 
reunification could be reluctantly considered].

According to McLean and Syed, ‘narrative, by definition, implies subjectivity, 
malleability and flexibility’ that construe both the person and the structure 
as dynamic.68 Michael suggests that with the appropriate safeguards and 
protections his constitutional position may be flexible. As Sammy Douglas 

68 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 322.
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comments, ‘fear of a united Ireland’ in which people would ‘probably live 
quite peacefully’ is centred on the process of ‘becoming a united Ireland’ 
rather than its actuality.69 Sam adds to the sense of Michael’s sense of concern, 
which he concentrates on Sinn Féin, based on:

the fear factor within ex-prisoners and ex-combatants, we’re going 
to be persecuted … And that’s not the way it’s going to be, that’s 
nonsense. But that’s how people think … that Protestants will be 
persecuted.

The notion of nationalists ‘getting back at us’ represents a persecution 
anxiety70 whereby roles will be reversed and the once dominant will become 
the dominated, accompanied by all the indignities and discrimination asso-
ciated with that. This recurring theme, coupled with the ever-present fear of 
British government betrayal that pushes unionists towards reunification, was 
exemplified by the Tory government under Boris Johnson. As Sam points out, 
‘Johnson done what he wanted to do and that’s the biggest disaster … the 
protocol … more or less moved [NI/NoI] towards … a united Ireland.’ In Sam’s 
opinion, this left the door open for British government perfidy to advance 
reunification:

What’s really going on here? That was the start of it and that’s 
what made people wonder where we’re going … It’s not about 
Britain leaving the EU ... it’s about getting rid of Northern Ireland.

Upholding their pledge to facilitate a unity referendum will be read as the 
British attempting to ‘get rid of Northern Ireland’. Such an announcement 
would have a seismic impact and be seen as proof positive of treacherous 
intent that would shake the foundations of British Protestant identity: a ‘his-
torical development’ could trigger identity crises.71 The unilateral top-down 
approach adopted by the British government regarding Brexit has created 
a historical intersection in which the transactionality of unionist identity72 
within the UK is disoriented, increasingly uncertain of ‘who we are’ and, 

69 Susan McKay, Northern Protestants: on shifting ground (Newtownards, 2021), 161.
70 Fintan O’Toole, Heroic failure: Brexit and the politics of pain (New York, 2018), 92.
71 Erikson, Identity, youth and crisis.
72 Onnie Rogers, ‘Who am I, who are we?’.
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importantly, ‘who we will become’. Despite political unionist positioning, 
Sam believes ‘the majority of people don’t want a hard border, who would 
want [that] again? Not a chance of it.’ Glen’s views on Sinn Féin are intrigu-
ing, as someone from a staunchly loyalist background:

I would consider voting for Sinn Féin if they wouldn’t keep on … 
commemorating IRA parades and things. I can see why they do 
it because they represent that community ... my brother [said] … 
if you sit down and you take away Sinn Féin’s name and you put 
their policies alongside the DUP’s, Sinn Féin would be far more 
attractive in their policies.

Now within a middle-class designation, Glen asserts that he could be per-
suaded to support a unity referendum: ‘I would be open to it because you 
know they’re more progressively thinking ... And I’m sure there are a lot 
of Protestants that are completely disillusioned with people like the DUP.’ 
He believes the DUP ‘are stuck in their 1970s thinking’; this, together with 
‘more progressive politics’ in the Republic, would lead him to consider ‘a 
united Ireland’. A renegotiation ‘between master, alternative, and personal 
narratives’ is occurring in which a ‘process of structural–individual rela-
tions’73 impacting on wider community relations is being contemplated that 
could include constitutional realignment. Jim describes the status quo as ‘this 
fucking Toyland’, which ‘can only breed sectarianism’. He argues:

I can go, ‘God and Ulster and see them fucking Fenians, are bas-
tards, I want every one of them dead’, and all that. But when it 
comes down to it then, hang on, your kids, what sort of school 
are they going to? What sort of house you gonna live in? ... even 
though that might be a heartfelt belief of yours, maybe there’s 
other things that I need to be looking at here.

Master narratives, according to McLean and Syed, are simultaneously rigid 
and compulsory. Ideological unionism is therefore founded on the primacy of 
maintaining Union with Britain, while political differences inevitably emerged, 
coalescing on this singular notion. When viewed through McLean and Syed’s 

73 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 331.
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narrative framework, mainstream debate regarding reunification, by virtue 
of its openness, equates to an acute weakening of the unionist master nar-
rative that derived its strength through not accommodating alternatives and 
ensuring that those viewpoints were literally unheard by a larger audience.74 
Furthermore, the ‘question of the future of Northern Ireland’ is now situated 
within a UK of ‘growing constitutional and regional tensions’.75 Exacerbated 
by Brexit, ‘a united Ireland’ is now perceived more likely ‘including by the 
plurality of Unionists’,76 precipitating significant inquiry into identity and 
constitutional reconstruction. The once sacrosanct loyalty to maintaining 
Union with Britain within the Ulster British community is now incongruent 
with the personal narratives of some of those who were previously its most 
ardent defenders. Indeed, David Adams stated in an Irish Times interview in 
September 2025, ‘I now believe that a new Ireland is where the future lies, and 
has to lie.’77

CONCLUSION

In seeking to make sense of the conversations within this article the researcher 
uses the idea of master narratives as articulated by McLean and Syed. As they 
point out, using a narrative approach allows ‘individuals to communicate 
their life concerns and experiences in their own words’, highlighting the sub-
jectivity of context.78 Reunification from a British Protestant perspective here 
suggests a possible renegotiation of the intersection between the personal 
and the historical.79

Opinions expressed in this research by civil society leaders were not con-
strained by party political dogma, and therefore a ‘freer space’ was available 
to openly engage with the nuance and complexity of views within the current 
constitutional juncture. It is precisely because of this that civil society actors 
are playing, and will play, a pivotal role in any process of constitutional 

74 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’.
75 Eileen Connolly and John Doyle, ‘Brexit and the Northern Ireland Peace Process’, in Federico Fabbrini (ed.), 
The law & politics of Brexit: Volume III: The framework of new EU–UK relations (Oxford, 2021), 85.
76 Katy Hayward, Milena Komarova and Ben Rosher, ‘Political attitudes in Northern Ireland after Brexit and 
under the Protocol’, Ark, Research Update 147 (May 2022), 5.
77 Seanín Graham, ‘“We should all be ashamed”: ex-loyalist paramilitary sees North’s future in a “New Ireland”’, 
Irish Times, 15 September 2025.
78 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 337.
79 Onnie Rodgers, ‘Who am I, who are we?’.
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change. The broader Ulster British Protestant identity narrative is demonstrat-
ing, slowly and perhaps incrementally, a level of flexibility that challenges the 
monocultural, hegemonic, traditional Ulster unionist worldview.

The GFA, a political configuration to manage a divided society with ‘loyal-
ties to the British and Irish states’ and their respective ‘national communities’, 
was praised as a ‘balanced settlement’ that treated ‘different communities 
… with equality and justice’.80 The social consequences of equality run con-
trary to the maintenance of privilege, producing a narrative within the British 
Protestant community that frames this in terms of erosion of culture and 
identity.81 The ‘pain of parity’ appears problematic for some.82

Developments related to the peace process and Brexit have unsettled the 
‘traditional narrative’ of Ulster’s British Protestants and have been a catalyst 
for a ‘paradox of negotiation processes’.83 While reunification was generally 
considered a Sinn Féin/republican project, there were undoubtedly pro-Union 
participants in this sample who were relaxed about, at the very least, talking 
about it, contrary to public political positioning.

Sequential constitutional uncertainty has created a state of ‘confusion 
and schism’, apparent from the fledgling peace process, leaving unionism 
‘increasingly fragmented’.84 While many wish to maintain the Union, lack 
of reciprocation of their loyalty to the British government has upended their 
‘traditional life-course’. The 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement, which gave the 
Republic of Ireland input in the affairs North of the border for the first time, 
much to the consternation of unionism, was symbolic of ‘a wider shift in 
British and Irish politics that could not be reversed’.85 This shift continued in 
1993 with the British government stating in the Downing Street Declaration 
(DSD) that it had ‘no selfish strategic or economic interest in Northern 
Ireland’.86 As a consequence, the inhabitants of NI/NoI have been ‘identified 
as part of the “the people of Ireland”, as compared with the “the people of 
Britain”’87 by consecutive British governments.

80 Jennifer Todd, ‘National identity in transition? Moving out of conflict in (Northern) Ireland’, Nations and 
Nationalism 13 (4) (2007), 565–71: 565.
81 McAuley, ‘Unionism’s last stand?’.
82 Dominic Murray, ‘Introduction’, in Dominic Murray (ed.), Protestant perceptions of the Peace Process in 
Northern Ireland (Limerick, 2000), 3–4.
83 McAuley, ‘Unionism’s last stand?’.
84 McAuley, ‘Unionism’s last stand?’, 60.
85 White, ‘Is contemporary Ulster unionism in crisis?’, 131.
86 Joint Declaration on Peace: The Downing Street Declaration, 15 December 1993.
87 Billig, Banal nationalism, 76.
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The GFA, essentially the constitution for NI/NoI, was a continuation of 
the ‘no selfish strategic or economic interest’ precedent set by the DSD, later 
momentarily endangered by Brexit. However, the realpolitik of the EU exit 
determined that the GFA was to be protected in all its parts, as reflected in the 
NIP and more recently in the Windsor Framework. While the British govern-
ment recognises in the latter document ‘that the unionist community has felt 
that their aspirations, identity and economic rights under the Belfast (Good 
Friday) Agreement have been undermined’,88 it also reiterates the require-
ment ‘to give equal weight to all three strands’89 of the GFA while ‘avoiding 
a hard border on the island of Ireland and supporting North–South cooper-
ation’.90 Regardless of the pronouncements of differing British governments, 
this remains the legally established position currently. In the absence of a 
UK–EU renegotiation it will remain the case.

Polity-centricity91 within a UK construct is a foundational component of 
Ulster unionism that is legitimating and reassuring. Crucially, the decoupling 
of national identity and political ideology allows constitutional preference to 
be considered without the loss of fundamental aspects of personal identity. 
Furthermore, the GFA recognises ‘the birthright of all the people of Northern 
Ireland to identify themselves and be accepted as Irish or British, or both’.92 
As Richard Humphreys submits, barring any intergovernmental amendment 
to the GFA, any future Irish government would be legally obliged to give 
effect to the GFA in all its parts in a unification scenario.93

For some within this group the GFA has softened an oppositional stand-
point, allowing for an exploration of aspects of identity that were immersed 
in conflict. As a consequence, some of the interviewees were willing to engage 
in debate regarding constitutional change while not necessarily supporting 
it. Indeed, many were disillusioned with political unionism, led by the DUP, 
which repelled naturally ideological unionists who were pro-EU and anti-
Brexit. Moreover, several of the contributors were open to discussing viable 
alternatives to the status quo, allowing room for ‘forces of both destruction 

88 HM Government, The Windsor Framework: A new way forward, 3, a.
89 HM Government, The Windsor Framework, 3.
90 HM Government, The Windsor Framework, 6.
91 Todd, ‘Unionism, identity and Irish unity’.
92 GFA, ‘Constitutional issues’, 1 (vi).
93 Richard Humphreys, Beyond the border: the Good Friday Agreement and Irish unity after Brexit (Newbridge, 
2018).
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and creation’.94 Being open to discuss reunification depending on wider polit-
ical and social conditions does not equal support for it, but constitutional 
preference may be not as rigid as widely presumed, as reflected in the conver-
sations with this group of civil society leaders.

On the cusp of potential constitutional change, an ontological insecurity is 
understandable. The British government’s view of NI/NoI as expendable during 
Brexit is exacerbated by the decline of ‘numerical superiority of unionism’95 
and a resurgent political nationalism. Ambiguity has created potential for 
national identity and constitutional preference to be disentangled, allowing 
for the consideration of new constitutional futures that break with tradition. 
The ‘causal interrelations between official ideology’ and ‘self-reported cate-
gories of identity’96 are undergoing a period of reassessment, amid this period 
of constitutional fluctuation, rooted in the GFA and hastened by Brexit.

What served to unite unionism in a ‘purposeful sense’97 has now been 
undermined by Brexit. Unable to return to the halcyon days of Stormont and 
bereft of any coherent vision of the future based on the spirit of the GFA, 
political unionism has allowed space to emerge for some British Protestants 
to redefine their identity and constitutional preferences more in keeping 
with their ‘social democratic instincts’. While the reunification alternative 
is on the Ulster British Protestant fringes, it may be drawn into the centre 
by accumulative disillusionment with political unionism and the search for 
constitutional certainty. According to Ruane and Todd, ‘Protestant identities 
vary considerably, as do their motives for wanting the Union’,98 which may 
be negotiable, as this study suggests, through a willingness on the part of this 
civil society cohort to discuss reunification.

On an incremental positive trajectory, support for Irish unity is situated 
within an evolving public discourse that demonstrates identity narratives 
shifting in ‘a dynamic and interactive process’.99 As the identity narratives 
of political unionism do not neatly align with some British Protestants here, 
Irish unity could create a dynamic of ‘reconciliation and reconstruction’ of 

94 McAuley, ‘Unionism’s last stand?’.
95 White, ‘Is contemporary Ulster unionism in crisis?’.
96 Todd, ‘National identity in transition?’, 570.
97 Brian Walker, ‘1641, 1689, 1690 and all that: the unionist sense of history’, Irish Review, spring–summer (12) 
(1992), 56–64.
98 Joseph Ruane and Jennifer Todd, ‘Irish nationalism and the conflict in Northern Ireland’, in David Miller (ed.), 
Rethinking Northern Ireland (London, 1998).
99 Todd, ‘National identity in transition?’, 570
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respective narratives ‘from negative to positive interdependence’.100 A con-
stitutionally curious Ulster British Protestant narrative may move from the 
edge of the spinning wheel of cultural unionism, becoming increasingly 
mainstream, ‘or they may spin off, leaving the original master narrative in 
place—rigidly holding to the centre’.101

In examining identity narratives within the context of constitutional flux, 
this article has drawn upon the narrative identity framework advanced by 
Kate McLean and Moin Syed to illuminate how civil society actors within the 
Ulster British Protestant community are making sense of a potential unity 
referendum. Emphasis on identity narratives as a meaning-making process 
provides a nuanced lens through which to understand the stories people tell 
about themselves, their communities and the state. By foregrounding nar-
rative construction as both an individual and a collective act, this study has 
shown how constitutional visions are embedded within evolving identity tra-
jectories that are reflexively constructed, contextually situated and deeply 
implicated in political futures. In this light, constitutional preferences emerge 
not merely as political positions but as expressions of situated narrative iden-
tities shaped by memory, experience and the desire for coherence in uncertain 
constitutional times.

100 Hammack, Narrative and the cultural psychology of identity, 233.
101 McLean and Syed, ‘Personal, master, and alternative narratives’, 325.


