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Introduction 

The conflict in Northern Ireland has consisted of multiple relationships 
between and within groups (sometimes violent, sometimes merely 
antagonistic). By extension a peace process necessitates addressing these 
relationships and transforming them into a mode which is less destruc­
tive. The extent to which the peace process in Northern Ireland has 
accomplished or has intended to accomplish this is debateable but the 
process has fundamentally altered all of these relationships. Indeed, as 
the process has developed, it has created yet another dynamic, as the 
various groups developed a relationship with the process itself. It is that 
relationship which this book examines and in doing so it seeks to link 
the study of Ulster Unionism and the study of the Northern Ireland 
peace process. Too frequently the peace process is considered without a 
thorough understanding of this relationship and, similarly, Unionism is 
discussed as if it exists outside the political changes which have 
occurred since the early 1990s. It seeks to give Unionism a central place 
in this analysis, to understand the relationship between changes that 
are initiated and driven by other political actors and the attitudes of the 
group which is not central to those changes. The focus is on 'formal' 
politics throughout. In other words, the focus is on political parties, 
public intellectuals and politicians. However, in studying these institutions 
and people, the effort has been made to move the focus away from the 
elite leadership, on which some of the most recent studies have concen­
trated (Godson, 2004; Miller, 2005). In addition, the focus is on the 
longer-term processes and how these have interacted and influenced 
the development of the political parties, rather than on the micro-issues of 
the process such as when and how a particular deal or trade-off was made. 

Two main debates have dominated the study of Unionist politics. The 
first is a matter of definition. There is no difficulty defining who Ulster 
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2 Ulster Unionism and the Peace Process in Northern Ireland 

Unionists are; they are primarily Protestants who live in the six north­
eastern counties of Ireland. The greater difficulty is in defining what 
Unionists are and what they want. The second debate concerns the 
divisions within Unionism and, more particularly, how these are trans­
lated into a political dynamic. In both of these debates there is a certain 
level of disjuncture between popular understandings of their importance 
and dynamics and the research-driven academic analysis, although the 
most interesting developments in Unionist politics have occurred when 
this interface has been thoroughly explored, such as the discussion on 
Unionist ideas in Chapter 1. These two questions of definition and divi­
sion are central to the Unionist experience of the peace process and yet 
a thorough engagement with these debates has not been central to the 
analysis of the peace process in general. As we shall see in Chapter 1, 
Unionists were developing their own ideas about the various salient 
relationships involved in a resolution to the conflict but at this stage it 
is worth sketching some of the basic observations that can be made of 
Unionists, concerning their relationship with British national identity 
and key aspects of their traditional political arguments. 

Unionism is, at core, a political idea which is wrapped in identity 
politics. Ulster Unionists are British but the manner in which they have 
expressed their political identity has made them seem curious and odd. 
National identity has been described as more of an emotional than a 
rational concept. Benedict Anderson has argued: 'it would ... make 
things easier if one treated it [nationalism] as if it belonged with 
"kinship" and "religion," rather than with "liberalism" or "fascism"' 
(Anderson, 1991, 5). Therefore it seems more appropriate to examine it 
with reference to its internal structure and terms of reference rather 
than subject it to rigorous academic analysis to find intellectual coher­
ence, as we would with a work of political theory. However, Ulster 
Unionists have conceived their political environment somewhat differ­
ently to an interpretation based wholly on nationalist assumptions. 
This is partly structural, relating to their relationship with British 
national identity, and partly the product of their distinctive political 
thought, which tends to see the political conflict in Northern Ireland in 
a quasi-legalistic manner. This is neatly illustrated by the title of a 
pamphlet written in 1981 which was presented by a group of promi­
nent professional and business people who were, at that time, non­
party political Unionists, The Case for the Unionists (McCartney, 1981). 
Dermot Nesbitt (UUP) further illustrates this: 'Unionists today need not 
be despondent: there is an argument to be made, a case to be won -and 
it can be won' (Nesbitt, 1995, 3, emphasis in original). Conceptualising 
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Unionism as an argument rather than an identity creates difficulties 
when the nature of that identity is investigated. Thus, Unionism 
appears either confused or fractured when asked to define itself 
(Cochrane, 1997) and the range of responses indicates uneasiness with 
definitions based on a national identity. 

The Unionist community has always been more diversified 
concerning national identity than political options for Northern 
Ireland. Opinion poll evidence has consistently shown that, while inde­
pendence has been a significant minority option, the majority of Union­
ists have chosen political options which keep Northern Ireland's 
position within the United Kingdom (UK) intact. In contrast, National­
ists have generally been more divided by options which maintain or 
eliminate the border (Breen, 1996). In a 1978 poll, 39 per cent of Catholics 
opted for devolution with power sharing while 24.9 per cent chose a 
united Ireland. Of the Protestants surveyed, 72.1 per cent opted for 
some version of devolution and 15.6 per cent for direct rule. No other 
option received more than 5 per cent support (Moxon-Browne, 1983, 24). 
In a similar poll in 1996, 63 per cent of Protestants opted for direct rule 
or the British state; 7 per cent chose a continuance of the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement (AlA) and a further 10 per cent for North-South institutions. 
Catholics surveyed, on the other hand, were split between an Irish 
State (32 per cent), joint authority (24 per cent), AIA (14 per cent) and 
North-South institutions (11 per cent) (Irwin, 2002, 131). 

Fifty years of devolved government in Stormont has inculcated an 
insularity within Unionism. Over this period the Unionist case became 
implicit, in that it was no longer seen as important to articulate 
Unionist arguments. Moreover, the end goals of Unionism altered. 
During the Third Home Rule crisis, partition was a means to defeat 
Home Rule but, from the establishment of devolved government in 
Northern Ireland, maintaining partition has become the end goal itself. 
Nevertheless, Unionists have traditionally utilised a number of argu­
ments in defence of the Union, based on religion, British nationality 
and economics (Whyte, 1990). 

However, according to Whyte, the major weakness in Unionists' 
traditional interpretation is that it fails to take account of the division 
within Northern Ireland, and this, for Unionists, makes the conflict 
incomprehensible (Whyte, 1990, 162-3). Indeed, a recurring critique of 
Unionism is the absence of a consideration of Irish Nationalism and 
Unionists' perceived inability to adequately incorporate the minority 
within their discourse. McGarry and O'Leary identify this as the fore­
most defect in conventional Unionist discourse: 'The absence in 
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conventional unionist literature of any significant treatment of the 
Nationalist minority, one which takes seriously its experiences and pref­
erences, suggests profound political prejudice' (McGarry and O'Leary, 
1995, 105). Moreover, both Whyte and McGarry and O'Leary argue that 
the experience of Nationalists, and Unionists' denial of it, during devo­
lution between 1922 and 1972, severely damages the Unionist case 
(McGarry and O'Leary, 1995, 106-11; Whyte, 1990, 164-9). Jennifer 
Todd has analysed how this occlusion has had a negative effect on 
Unionism. Todd has argued that the body of Unionist political thought 
contained tensions and contradictions but these were not necessarily 
logically incompatible. Their problem lay in the challenge that they 
consistently faced in 'the Irish context'. 

The real problem for unionism was always partly occluded within its 
own self-understanding- the existence of Catholics and Nationalists 
within the unionist state. Once Catholics asserted themselves, the 
contradictions between the exclusivist foundations of Northern 
Ireland and its liberal ideals became clear. (Todd, 1993, 207) 

As a slight corrective, infrequently acknowledged in the literature, this 
'political prejudice' is not restricted to Unionism (see O'Halloran, 1987) 
and, indeed, some prominent Republicans are now acknowledging that 
their political ideas and strategy were based on an ignorance of Union­
ists and their political options (English, 2003, 312-13). For example, 
Tom Hartley, a leading Sinn Fein (SF) strategist, has stated: 'In a way we 
made them a non-people ... we didn't even see them as part of the 
problem, never mind as being part of the solution' (English, 2003, 312). 

Many of the Unionist arguments are concerned with legitimising 
Unionism and its place within the UK. However, full appreciation of 
Unionist ideology has to begin with a consideration of the peculiar 
circumstances of Unionism. Unionists are at the centre of two very 
different and complicated relationships. Unionism has been concerned 
with Ireland's relationship with Britain and this has been further 
complicated for Unionists because they have had a parallel, and as 
problematic, relationship with Irish nationalism. In both relationships 
Unionism has been the junior and often neglected partner and it is the 
nature of these relationships that determines Unionism's defence of the 
Union. Unionism may have no place for Nationalists within its political 
philosophy but this does not mean that it is, or has been, unaware of 
their presence; Unionists were all too aware of the divisions within 
Northern Ireland. However, by the early 1990s it was clear to Unionists 
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that they were losing the battle on several fronts and throughout the 
decade there was restructuring of a number of substantial areas. Prima­
rily these were concerned with proselytising the Unionist message but 
there was also a new vehemence about how they tackled Nationalist 
arguments. This will be addressed in Chapters 1 and 2. 

Cochrane has argued that there was an 'identity crisis' among Union­
ists caused by their insecurities and confusion. However, many of the 
problems which have rendered Ulster Unionist identity perplexing and 
awkward have arisen from the tendency to look at Unionism through 
the prism of an Irish Nationalist framework, which shares some of the 
assumptions of primordialist approaches to nationality and emphasises 
certain characteristics of nationhood, such as language, origin myths, 
culture and self-determination (Connor, 1994), thereby failing to recog­
nise the existence of nations within nations, such as Scotland within 
the UK or Catalonia within Spain, which do not always seek the same 
goals or exist within the same statist frameworks (Keating, 2001). 
Unionists certainly display some of these 'primordialist' characteristics but 
it is significant that no one has seriously advanced such an analysis of Ulster 
Unionism and most studies take an implicitly constructivist approach. 

Thus, the relationship between state and nation is crucial and has not 
been thoroughly analysed in the study of nationalism in general 
(Guibernau, 1999; Keating, 2001) and especially in Northern Ireland. 
British national identity does not perform the same functions for Ulster 
Unionism as Irish national identity does for Ulster's Nationalists. British 
national identity has been described as 'banal nationalism', lying 
implicit in public discourse (Billig, 1995) and therefore is not articulated 
in the same manner that Irish Nationalism is and has been. The distinc­
tion between an explicit and an implicit articulation of national iden­
tity has meant that Unionists have had fewer resources to call upon in 
the intellectual conflict and therefore the expressions of Britishness 
seem more crude than those of Irishness. Indeed, this has led Feargal 
Cochrane to argue that the relationship between Britishness and Ulster 
Unionism is poorly and incoherently understood by Unionists and is 
not reciprocated by many in Great Britain who do not understand 
Unionists and have no particular wish for them to remain part of the 
UK (Cochrane, 1994, 1997, 372). Overall, Cochrane sees the connection 
with Britain as a regressive dynamic within Unionist politics, tending 
towards stagnation (Cochrane, 1997, 373). 

However, recent writing on Unionism has dovetailed with a new 
interest and understanding of the nature and development of Britishness 
(Kearney, 1989; Colley, 1992) within academia, and much of this work 
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indicates that Ulster Unionists are far from aberrant in their views on 
national identity (Longley, 1997, 112-13). There has been an increased 
awareness that 'British history' is not coterminous with 'English 
history' (Pocock, 1975; Harvie, 2004). The influential historical perspec­
tive provided by Linda Colley shows how Britishness was a construct 
built upon other identities, although never replacing them (Colley, 
1992). This has opened new avenues in reflecting how to reconcile the 
'four nations' with the 'one nation'. Hugh Kearney argues that if we 
accept that the UK is a multi-national state then many more 
phenomena are intelligible than is otherwise the case but is uncomfort­
able with the word 'nation'. He prefers to see the history of the UK as 
'"multi-cultural" rather than "multi-national"'. To use the term 'multi­
national' is inaccurate because it 'ignores the unifying factor of 
"Britishness"' (Kearney, 1991). England and the English are now the 
fundamental problem because they, more than the other constituent 
nations of the UK, have to deal with changing identities (Nairn, 2000, 
2001). As Keith Robbins argues, the Irish, Scottish and Welsh, or the 
'peripheral peoples of the state', 'have long experience of schizophrenetic 
identity, with all its joys and difficulties' (Robbins, 1990, 14-15). 

Academic literature on Scotland since the 1990s has pointed to the 
contradiction between the definition of the UK State as a 'unitary' one 
and its multi-cultural/multi-national nature (McCrone, 1997). Authors 
such as David McCrone and Lindsay Patterson have argued that Scot­
land maintained a distinctive 'civil society' from 1707 through separate 
legal, educational and clerical systems which kept alive a sense of Scot­
tish identity (McCrone, 1992; Patterson, 1994). Moreover, the research 
which has been conducted on national identity has explicitly tested the 
extent to which the Scots, Welsh and English have multiple identities 
by asking questions such as, 'Do you feel more Scottish than British?' It 
is significant that we have no such data on Ulster Unionists, despite the 
articulation of identity in similar ways. The Scottish literature is also 
significant in the light that it sheds on the development of the relation­
ship between Scottish identity and British identity. This research has 
argued that the Scots had a pragmatic and contractual conception of 
the Empire and Britain (Walker, 1995; Harvie, 2004). David Miller's 
influential 1978 book, Queen's Rebels, also described Ulster Protestants' 
relationship with Britain in this way and this is widely recognised 
within Scotland. For example, Neal Ascherson observed: 

It [Protestant Ulster] has insisted ... on its 'Britishness'. This is an old­
fashioned use of the term ... The last Britons are to be found in 
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County Antrim or County Down. But the words they use to proclaim 
their Britishness are often Scots. (Ascherson, 2002, 256) 

Ascherson does not give full credit to the range of opinion within Ulster 
Protestants but his observations are nonetheless significant. Unionism's 
'identity problem', and from this discussion it is not at all clear that 
there is one, cannot be analysed in an insular fashion, without refer­
ence to 'the unresolved nature of Britishness itself' (McBride, 1996, 1). 
These ideas have begun to filter into discussions of contemporary 
Unionism (Aughey, 1989; Walker, 1995) but have been more promi­
nent in discussions of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
Unionism (Hennessey, 1993; McBride, 1996). 

Indeed, while Ireland is usually explicitly excluded from discussions 
on the development of Britain because of the existence of a large 
number of people who did not identify with the project (O'Leary and 
Arthur, 1990), this has been to the detriment of a proper understanding 
of the position of the Ulster Protestant. As Keith Robbins argues: 'The 
yearning for an Ireland (and particularly a Northern Ireland) with "Brits 
out" does as much injustice to the complexities of individual identity as 
simple unqualified assertion that "Ulster is British"' (Robbins, 1990, 
15). Those Unionists who have been nudging the ideology in the direc­
tion of a more nuanced understanding of their own identity, which will 
be considered in Chapter 1, have been trying to remove such an asser­
tion from the Unionist lexicon. Therefore, on one hand, this intellec­
tual and political context has opened space where Unionism has been 
able to reflect on its own identity and how it relates to the state in 
which that identity is invested. On the other hand, its ability to fully 
explore these implications has been curtailed because it has not had the 
security so that identity can be fully appreciated. 

Since the 1980s most analyses of the Northern Ireland conflict have 
treated ethnic and national identity as the main division in Northern 
Ireland, and proposed solutions of the conflict have involved various 
mechanisms of reconciling or balancing these identities. The Belfast 
Agreement of Good Friday 1998 reflected these intellectual trends and 
stated clearly that it was necessary to recognise political identities as 
part of a resolution to the conflict. The difficulty in defining Unionism 
and Unionist identity complicates the idea of an easy symmetry 
between Unionism and Nationalism and therefore has made the search 
for peace more difficult. Therefore, understanding Unionist identity, 
how it has changed and how it responds to change is an important part 
of understanding the origins and nature of the peace process. Moreover, 
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the Agreement and key documents relating to it such as the Downing 
Street Declaration (DSD) all tackle these questions of definition as they 
all propose some answer to the 'constitutional question'. We shall see 
throughout this book that a recurring theme of Unionist dissatisfaction 
with various political initiatives lies in the definitions of Unionists, the 
Irish Nation and the various recognitions of national identity. These 
identity and ideational issues also form the background to other aspects 
of the peace process, such as changing relationships with Irish Nationalism 
and the political and legislative changes resulting from the Agreement. 

If definitions form the backdrop to the discussion, the question of 
Unionist division has more immediate importance for how we examine 
the politics of Unionism and it should therefore be a crucial question 
for the analysis of the peace process. How has the peace process affected 
the dynamics of Unionist division? And, conversely, how has Unionist 
division affected the dynamics of the peace process? The central argu­
ment of this book is that the peace process has affected Unionist divi­
sions to a greater extent than vice versa. In particular, the peace process, 
through the Agreement, has defined how Unionists relate to one 
another (see Chapter 4) and has fundamentally altered the dynamics of 
party competition (Chapter 5). These two factors have allowed signi­
ficant party political realignments to occur. This picture is substantially 
different to the research that had been conducted prior to 1998, which 
emphasised social and cultural factors to Unionist party competition. 

Unionists are aware of their divisions and this is evident in the desire 
for Unionist unity. This desire is a recognition of the deep divisions 
within the Unionist community; divisions of a 'political, cultural, class, 
regional and denominational nature' (English and Walker, 1996, ix). 
The fact that these divisions exist is unsurprising because Northern 
Ireland is undoubtedly a divided society and, in political science litera­
ture, resembles an unranked ethnic group system (Horowitz, 1985, 21-4), 
where each of the two communities in Northern Ireland is, essentially, 
a distinct societal structure, although there is a level of integration 
between the two communities (Ruane and Todd, 1992). Unionism obvi­
ously conforms to this model in that its divisions are largely the 
product of an internally differentiated community but the difficulties 
that organised Unionism has found in negotiating and accommodating 
these divisions are derived, in large part, from the fact that its political 
circumstances have forced it to try and suppress the natural diversity 
inherent within the Unionist community. 

Unionism has, at least in organisational terms, been a reluctant 
participant in creating a society that is divided into two competing 
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nationalisms. In the formative stages of the Home Rule crises in the late 
nineteenth century, Unionist political organisations had to be forged 
out of pre-existing political structures rather than around a nationalist 
project. Political Unionism was an umbrella organisation, the Ulster 
Unionist Council (UUC), and was created by another umbrella organi­
sation, the Orange Order, explicitly to represent the various groupings 
in Unionist society. The priorities of Unionists in the late twentieth 
century have been to ameliorate differences which are essentially polit­
ical in character. The fracturing of the organisational monolith of the 
Unionist Party occurred in the late 1960s and early 1970s as the 
Unionist government was unable to adequately meet the demands of 
the civil rights protests and the Unionist hardliners (Mulholland, 2000). 
The Unionist Party was able to maintain control of a growing number 
of ginger groups within the party when it was in power. Once Stormont 
was prorogued the party fractured and by the time of the Ulster 
Workers' Council strike there were five political parties appealing to a 
Unionist constituency (the Alliance Party of Northern Ireland (APNI), 
the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), the Unionist Party of Northern 
Ireland (UPNI), the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and the Vanguard 
Unionist Party (VUP)). It was from this time that the remaining UUP 
members became known as Official Unionists. It was not until after the 
Constitutional Convention in 1975 that Unionist party politics settled 
into two main parties - the UUP and the DUP, and the Alliance Party. 
The UUP, VUP and DUP had formed a coalition to contest those elec­
tions but when William Craig advocated a coalition with the Social 
Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) Vanguard lost the support of the 
other parties and the electorate. Since the paramilitary ceasefires in the 
1990s we have seen another proliferation of Unionist parties. However, 
while two of these parties, the Progressive Unionist Party (PUP) and the 
now defunct Ulster Democratic Party (UDP), were self-consciously 
catering for a working-class Protestant constituency, and McCartney 
and his United Kingdom Unionist Party (UKUP) claim to be the reposi­
tory for a liberal Unionism, Unionism has not split into its ideological 
parts. 

The academic debate has tended to focus on what these constituent 
parts of Unionism might be. Feargal Cochrane argues: 

Unionist ideology contains diverse interest groups with little in 
common other than a commitment to the link with Britain. While 
this position remains relatively cohesive during periods of constitu­
tional crisis when they can articulate what they do not want ... the 
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coherence of the ideology begins to disintegrate when unionists are 
forced to establish a consensus for political progress. (Cochrane, 
1997, 35) 

We should not be surprised that different social groupings and interest 
groups want different things and undoubtedly the divisions are an 
important dynamic of how Unionist politics functions. Cochrane 
argues that the differences in political culture between the two Unionist 
parties are reflected in their style of politics and their analysis of their 
political situations. However, outlining and delineating these divisions 
is insufficient because Unionists are acutely aware of their variation and 
there have been attempts to either eliminate or nullify internal divi­
sion. For instance, the major division within the Stormont cabinet was 
the importance of prioritising measures to maintain Unionist cohesion 
(Bew, Gibbon and Patterson, 1996), and anthropological research on 
the Orange Order has argued that this was the main function of the 
Order and was achieved through layers of representation (Bryan, 1998, 
2000a, b). 

Nevertheless, the majority of research on Unionism has been 
concerned with delineating the complex ideological web of Unionism. 
The seminal work in this regard is Jennifer Todd's 'Two Traditions in 
Unionist Political Culture', which, while published in 1987, is still the 
dominant model for political researchers. Todd identified two ideolog­
ical traditions in Unionism based on different primary imagined 
communities and different conceptions of political life. Ulster 
Loyalism's imagined community is Ulster, its connection with Britain is 
conditional, and religion and politics are inextricably linked; the Ulster 
British tradition's imagined community is Great Britain and it professes 
liberal political values (Todd, 1987). This duality not only seems more 
comprehensive than other accounts aimed at distilling an 'essence' of 
Unionism (Coulter, 1994) but also seems to simplify a more fluid 
Unionist political discourse and reduces essentially political disputes to 
cultural structures (Doyle, 1994). Unionist political ideology is more 
integrated, or perhaps has become more integrated, than Todd's model 
allows and a political dynamic is discounted altogether under this 
dualist approach. Arthur Aughey, for example, has argued that Unionist 
political thought has centred around two ideas: the fact of the Union 
and its durability (Aughey, 1997; 2001a), and as Bew and Patterson note: 

Although the history of Protestant politics and ideology is replete 
with divisions on democratic and class issues, on the national 
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question ... there is no significant intra-Unionist division- the liberals 
and the neanderthals make common cause. (Bew and Patterson, 
1987a, 45) 

This 'thick' interpretation of Unionism is ultimately more sophisticated 
than those interpretations which build on the ethnic conflict literature 
and which try to interpret party competition within Northern Ireland. 
Paul Mitchell has described the party system in Northern Ireland as 'an 
ethnic dual party system'; essentially two systems operating in tandem­
one for Unionism and one for Nationalism (Mitchell, 1995) - and 
therefore it accords closely with Horowitz's unranked ethnic group 
system. Competition between the two Unionist parties is, for Mitchell, 
identifiably ethnic, perhaps more so than within Nationalism, as he 
argues there are real and ascertainable differences between the two 
Nationalist parties, such as electorates, politics and tactics (Mitchell, 
1995, 782). Thus, the changing fortunes of the DUP from the early 
1980s, when its fortunes declined after it captured SO per cent of the 
Unionist vote, are explained in political and not social or economic 
terms: 

The DUP has ultimately suffered from the ineffectiveness of its rejec­
tionist stance. While the belligerency and theatricality of Paisley's 
opposition to Irish Nationalism has sustained his personal popularity, 
his party has fallen further behind the UUP. The DUP's tactics in 
trying to 'defend the Union' have been seen to be inept, unsuccessful 
and even counter-productive. (Mitchell, 1995, 785) 

Indeed, the limited literature on voting behaviour in Northern Ireland 
would tend to endorse a rational choice model. Knox, Mcllheney and 
Osborne found: 'The social and economic profile of the UUP and DUP 
voter, although not merging was at the very least converging.' Thus, it 
was suggested, 'the unionist electorate's expectations of these parties is 
not the extent to which they are staunch defenders of the Union, since 
it is assumed that both are, but their success in building a constitutional 
framework for Northern Ireland' (Knox, Mcllheney and Osborne, 1995, 
93-4, emphasis in original). This is supported by research by Ian McAllister 
who found that 'party has a consistently important influence in 
predicting Protestant political beliefs and preferences' (McAllister, 
1983a, 281). 

There are therefore two debates in the academic literature on 
Unionist divisions but little engagement between them. One addresses 
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the social and cultural divisions within Unionism in general and the 
other focuses on the nature of party competition. The problem with 
both these debates is that the first neglects the importance of electoral 
competition while the second neglects the importance of cultural divi­
sions. There are further problems with the literature on Unionist polit­
ical parties in that, generally speaking, it is outdated.1 This book goes 
some way to rectifying this problem by treating the political parties and 
their organisation seriously and examines in depth how the political 
parties function, how they perceive themselves and how they have 
developed. This is a key part of the overall book, which examines the 
politics of Ulster Unionism with reference to a political dynamic; in 
other words, how political debates, political behaviour and party 
competition are affected or determined by political circumstances 
rather than by ideological and cultural structures. This is not to deny 
the importance of, for example, differences in perceptions of national 
identity. Rather it argues that these are insufficient to explain the 
dynamics of Unionist politics because of the nature of the political 
circumstances of Northern Ireland since the AlA. 

The structure of the book 

Most of these debates and discussions have been overtaken by events 
since 1998, as political change has raised a series of other questions. 
However, they remain pertinent in explaining the shape and substance 
of Unionist politics post-Good Friday Agreement. The most important 
discussion is the relationship between Unionists and the process of 
change which occurred since the mid-1980s. There have been many 
studies since 1998 that have outlined Unionist dissatisfaction with 
political developments but the framework for the period prior to 1998 
remains undeveloped. The 1998 Agreement significantly changed 
Northern Irish politics but in many ways the main questions remained 
the same: Would Ireland be united? Could Nationalists and Republicans 
find an agreed space with Unionism in Northern Ireland? Each chapter 
of this book addresses key questions about the relationship between 
Unionism and this process of political change. Chapter 1 discusses 
developments in Unionist ideas from the AlA. These developments 
have been seen as crucial in changing the Unionist interpretation of the 
direction of politics in Northern Ireland and therefore providing a 
rationale for participation in the negotiations of 1996-8 and the 
conclusion of the 1998 Agreement. Chapter 2 examines the Unionist 
interpretation of the AlA, which was an important staging post for 


