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Abstract

During the late 1980s, the British Government announced a policy agenda for
improving inter-group relations between Protestants and Catholics in Northern
Ireland. Paramilitary cease-fires and the signing of the Belfast Agreement in 1998
offered a renewed impetus to this agenda. Recent trends suggest, however, that
Northern Ireland is becoming an increasingly segregated society and that patterns of
division have become ‘ingrained’. The research presented in this paper explores
enablers and inhibitors of cross-community contact in two of Belfast’s most
segregated Protestant and Catholic communities and suggests implications for
current efforts to devise a policy programme that advocates a ‘shared future’.




Introduction

Northern Ireland has always been characterised by a high degree of
segregation between its main Protestant and Catholic communities. This segregation
intensified following the outbreak of conflict in 1969 when, most notably in Belfast,
intimidation of minority communities living in mixed areas led to enforced population
movements into segregated neighbourhoods.

Twenty years on, against a background of a seemingly intractable conflict and
in acknowledgement of the potentially damaging effects of prolonged segregation on
inter-group relations, the British Government in the late 1980s announced a
community relations policy agenda which aimed primarily to increase cross-
community contact in Northern Ireland’s increasingly divided society. The approach
was based on some variant of the ‘contact hypothesis’ (Allport, 1954) which asserts
that guided contact between divided communities under conditions which are
conducive can ameliorate negative social attitudes.

A community relations infrastructure was established to operationalise and

deliver the policy. This included the establishment in 1987 of a Central Community

Relations Unit (CCRU)I. Reporting directly to the Head of the Northern [reland Civil

Service, the Unit was charged with 3 main objectives: (1) To ensure that everyone in
Northern Ireland received equality of opportunity and equity of treatment, (2) to
promote increased cross-community contact and (3) to foster mutual understanding
and respect for cultural diversity (CCRU, 1992). Other major initiatives which
followed in the late 1980s/early 1990s were, the establishment of a semi-autonomous

Community Relations Council, aimed at encouraging those groups that, for political

reasons, might be resistant to accepting funding from a central government unit
(CCRU), and a Community Relations Programme for Northern Ireland’s 26 District
Councils - reflecting a view that Council’s would be best placed to identify need at
local level and respond accordingly. In addition, during the same period, the
Department of Education for Northern Ireland (DENI) established a cross-community

contact scheme for segregated schools and offered financial support for new planned

! Renamed the Community Relations Unit in 2000
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disadvantage, physical or psychological isolation and ongoing intergroup conflict
(Hamiliton, 1995).

Findings

As anticipated, segregation is very much a part of life for individuals living in

Ballybeen and Andersonstown, with majority of a Protestants and some Catholics_

reporting little or no contact with the other religious community. For both

communities, fear, anxiety and suspicion are presented as major psychological

obstacles to intergroup contact. A common thread underpinning negative emotional
responses is a preoccupation with the past and the embeddedness of negative
experiences in memory. Amongst older residents, in particular, incidents of
intimidation and victimisation that sometimes led to community separation in the first
place were cited as justification for retaining a distance from the out-group.
I’ve had bad relations with them in the past. I was put out of my home years
ago and from then on I haven't really had any contact with them (Catholic,
Andersonstown).
My Mother was burned out of North Belfast. At 73 years of age she was
burned out of her house and that whole area (Protestant, Ballybeen).
Younger interviewees and particularly Catholics, also tended to draw on prior
experiences of sectarianism and prejudiced attitudes in predominantly one religion
workplaces to explain their fears of the outgroup. Supporting the distinction made 1n
the theoretical literature, many interviewees indicated a collective dimension to their
past experience, often referring to acts of one community against the other. When
asked if he would consider contact with Protestants, one Catholic male replied,
No chance...people here have too many bad memories. I mean how many
people would you get living here that were put out of their homes that used to
live in Protestant areas? ... Quite a few (Catholic, Andersonstown).
Anger at what had happened in the past alongside fear of engendering similar distress
was salient in responses of those who preferred to associate with coreligionists. The
inability to dissociate from the past, whether at individual or collective level, seems to

be a powerful mediator of willingness or ability to engage with the outgroup.
Although negative past experience is used by both communities to explain fear of
contact, the data also indicate divergent dimensions of anxiety and suspicion.
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respondents attributed negative characteristics to Protestants including “intolerance’,
‘bitterness’, ‘hatred’ and ‘prejudice’. When asked to expand on why he feared contact
with Protestants, one interviewee replied,

You know the thing about Protestants - Protestants are...not all Protestants,

but they are brought up to have hatred towards Catholics. You know it’s kind

of bred into them that Catholics are scum and dirt, whereas Catholics are not
brought up that way. Protestants are taught to hate Catholics whereas

Catholics are not taught to hate Protestants. I would feel apprehensive (Male

Catholic, Andersonstown).

In relative terms, these negative stereotypes are given expression in behaviour
patterns that some Catholics can distance themselves (and their community) from,

If there was a woman married to a Catholic fella in our district when the

troubles came they were never put out, but if you had a Catholic boy in the

other [Protestant] estate, he was burned out. Our crowd would never have
done that (Catholic, Andersonstown).

Seemingly regardless of their asymmetrical basis, the negative perceptions that
Protestants and Catholics hold of each other are commonly articulated in terms of
how they perceive expressions of cultural identity by the other community. In both
Ballybeen and Andersonstown, flag-flying, cultural festivals and symbols, the
wearing of football supporter strips, expressions of language diversity are all
interpreted by those who fear the outgroup as further justification for that fear. They
are seen as the outgroup asserting itself and engaging in threatening behaviour
towards the ingroup. In reference to a Saint Patrick’s Day event in Belfast, one
woman stated:

I wouldn’t go to it and have green, white and gold shoved in my face...I would

be offended (Protestant, Ballybeen).

Interestingly, though, many of those who were engaged in ‘cultural’ activity
did not conceive of their actions as intimidatory or threatening and found it difficult to
reconcile ‘other’s’ interpretation of them in these terms. In reference to the 12" of
July Orange Parades for example one Ballybeen woman said, ‘sure it’s just a good
day out — it shouldn’t offend anybody’. The knowledge that such events are perceived

as offensive by the outgroup is explained by the ingroup as reflective of ulterior

motive. Some older residents in Ballybeen for example‘suggested that there had been

B

a time when 12 of July festivities had been enjoyed by many Catholics. The
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really. If you learn about it and hear about it, it just gives you a whole new

insight (Protestant, Ballybeen).

In a similar vein, there was some evidence to support research indicating

beneficial effects from vicarious experiences of friendship (Dovidio et al, 2003;
Wright et al, 1997). As the following discussion shows, simply having friends who
are already in contact with outgroup members can help individuals become more
discriminating in relation to the outgroup.

How do you feel about your friends having friends from the other community?

It wouldn’t bother me in any way, no.

Do you think it makes you more tolerant?

Yeah. Idon’t know. Just maybe if there’s something on the news about a

particular area or something and you would go, ‘Sure that’s a dive up there’

or something’. They would say, ‘They 're not all tarred with the one brush.

There are different ones and there’s ones that are basically just like us’. I

think friends that have Catholic friends would stick up for them more, you

know ...trying to get it through that they 're not all tarred with the one brush
and trying to get me to understand ‘They 're not all like that you know".

(Protestant, Ballybeen).

The ability to discriminate between different ‘types’ of out-group member is it
seems an important building block for intergroup relations. Interviewees in
Andersonstown were, on the whole, much more amenable to cross-community contact
and accepting of mixed relationships than those in Ballybeen, and often this was
attributed to an acknowledgement, based on experience, that the other community
cannot be treated as a monolithic block. The idea that there are ‘good and bad’ is
pervasive in many interview transcripts, and seemingly opens the possibility for the
development of affective ties. In Ballybeen, (though not exclusively) where fewer
interviewees had any outgroup contact, there was a greater tendency to demonize the
whole of the Catholic community and on this basis, to eschew opportunities for

contact.

Conclusions
This research set out to explore enablers and inhibitors of cross-community
contact in some of Northern Ireland’s most segregated and divided societies with a

view to making suggestions that might usefully inform the deliberations and actions
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and the sanctions that will be applied in respect of failure to comply with the Statutory

Duty. Our data underline the tensions between the policy objectives of a ‘shared’ and
‘diverse’ society. In Northern Ireland where segregation is the norm (particularly
amongst lower socio-economic groups) one community’s expressions of diversity are
seen as infringing on the rights of the other to live in a society free from fear. The
ideas of ‘shared’ and ‘diverse’ are not mutually exclusive, but hard decisions need to
be taken at all levels of government regarding the points of conceptual inter-face and
the ramifications for action. For example, does a shared society promote neutrality, as
has been the case in the workplace (see Osborne & Shuttleworth, 2004) or does 1t
embrace cultural pluralism, as has been the case in support for independent schools
and the development of diverse (but largely exclusionary) cultural traditions (Irish
language/Ulster Scots). Or is there some way of accommodating the tensions inherent
in these apparently contradictory agendas? Identity theory would suggest that a
common identification with a shared future, where both communities accept that the
achievement of a lasting peace will be dependent on them acknowledging and
responding to their interdependence, may go some way to facilitating the latter.

This message may have permeated the thinking of the policy makers - the
concept of a Shared Future, which can be traced back to the Belfast Agreement,

represents a significant policy reorientation. The community relations agenda that was
formerly more about the management of community relations in a divided society,
now promotes an alternative ‘shared’ society. However, there is little evidence that
residents in communities such as Ballybeen and Andersonstown conceive of a society
that can be different from their divided and segregated reality, and perhaps herein lays

the real challenge for Government.
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