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Abstract

This paper explores current trends in religious practice, observance and belief in Ulster Protestantism for elements of continuity and change. Using historical and survey data it is clear that there are strong elements of both. However, Protestant religiosity is not changing to the point that it constitutes secularisation, as sociologists of religion understand it. Nor are new trends in religiosity weakening ethno-national identities in Northern Ireland. This is because political identities are socially reproduced in ways that are independent of their religious roots and are thus unaffected by patterns of religiosity. Likely changes in Protestant religiosity in the future therefore offer no immediate panacea for altering the dynamics of Northern Irish politics. 

Introduction

It is commonplace to argue that Ulster Protestantism is a monolith, striding through Irish history like a leviathan, made stronger by its centrality of purpose and identity (for a recent example see Megahey, 2000).  But it was always more united politically than theologically. Protestant home rulers were insignificant in scale and social position (Loughlin, 1985) and the retention of the Union with Britain has been the idée fixe of Ulster Protestantism for over four centuries, making it one of the defining characteristics of Ulster Protestant identity (see Brewer, 1998). This ensured that politics has always been wrapped up with theology in the Irish Protestant tradition in a way so unlike other parts of the Protestant communion, save perhaps for England itself (Colley, 1992). While there are variations in the way that support for the Union is expressed politically, with contrasts between ethnic and civic unionists (Porter, 1996) and the ‘two traditions’ (Todd, 1987), this does not constitute the same disjuncture that existed theologically.

Theological disputes have been all embracing. Denominational differences were alive for most of the history of Protestantism in Ireland, and we see the reality of these old identities surviving as cultural relics in the modern era in patterns of marriage or cohabitation between Protestant denominations. The 1998 Life and Times Survey revealed that 68 per cent of Church of Ireland respondents still have partners inside the denomination, as do 72 per cent of Presbyterians (see Brewer, 2003a: 36). The debates between ‘New’ and ‘Old’ light theological positions within Presbyterianism (see Holmes, 1981), led eventually to a trial for heresy and no inconsiderable umbrage (and while the charge was unproven, the more conservative element flourished). The presence of British Israelism in Northern Ireland, re-orientating its conventional racial discourse towards a sectarian agenda (on which see Brewer, 2003b) as a rival to covenantal theology in articulating conservative evangelicalism, complicates the theological landscape even more. The hermeneutical problems within Protestantism around the meaning of God’s covenant offer further grounds for theological fracture within Ulster Protestantism, as does the continued resonance in some believers of the mythology that the papacy represents the antichrist (on which see Barkley, 1966; Higgins and Brewer, 2003: 116-20). While it is true that evangelical theology developed hegemony from the mid-nineteenth century as the dominant sacred canopy, following the denominational rapprochement effected by Henry Cooke (on which see Brewer, 1998: 57-60) and as successive religious revivals took increasingly conservative moves (see Hempton and Hill, 1992), evangelicalism is itself fractious. Twentieth-century schisms in Ulster Protestantism – the emergence of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church and the Free Presbyterian Church – are rightward from an already conservative evangelical base. This is why Boal, Keane and Livingstone (1997) characterise the main theological divide in Northern Ireland as one between the ‘conservative’ and ‘liberal-conservative’ evangelical traditions, together comprising what they calculate as three-quarters of the Belfast churchgoers in their sample (1997: 95). The measure of its intensity is reflected today in the struggle to represent the soul of evangelicalism between the liberal-conservative Evangelical Contribution on Northern Ireland (ECONI) and the more fundamentalist Caleb Foundation.

However, while a heritage of theological contestation is evident within the Irish Protestant tradition, the fact that the overwhelming majority of Protestants support the Union regardless of theological disputes speaks to the importance of politics in the formation of Ulster Protestant identity. This only reinforces the argument that religion is epiphenomenal to the conflict, representing the boundary marker of the groups between whom there is conflict over other things. Politics is the substance of the conflict, religion its form. Religion thereby cannot be rendered unimportant. Making religion a sideshow to deep structures is the mistake of many who, rightly, want to assert that the main event is essentially the political nature of the conflict (examples would be Coulter, 1999: 52-9; McGarry and O’Leary, 1995). The high levels of personal religiosity that remain in Northern Ireland against international trends are sociologically interesting, but perhaps less so than two issues that follow on from them. One key task for sociologists of religion is working out what impact religiosity as a personal trait has on maintaining the importance of religion as a social institution in Northern Ireland. This is the orthodox secularisation problem that dominates the sociology of religion. The second task is determining whether changes in patterns of religiosity impact the identity concerns of Ulster Protestants in such a way as to undermine the link between religion and politics. This extends the secularisation debate into political sociology. These are the twin concerns of this paper.  The argument is that while things change in Ulster Protestantism, in many respects they remain the same: changes in personal religiosity and belief are not significantly undermining ethno-national identities for these have become self-sustaining and independent of their religious roots, such that further decline in religious observance and belief, as might be expected in the future, will have few implications for political identities. 

Continuity and change in Protestant religiosity

Bruce (2002: 45-59) correctly observes that the idea of a ‘golden age of faith’ is implicated in any discussion of change in people’s patterns of personal religiosity. But while the secularisation debate in Britain involves historical assessment of just how religious people were in the past compared to today, patterns of religiosity in Ulster Protestantism have precluded such a focus because levels of religiosity have remained high. The historical dimension is telling. Some personal recollections of the past have been recorded by Megahey (2000: 68-71) and reveal the extent of personal religiosity historically: the ‘big houses’ taking huge parties to church as if in a solemn state procession; memories of boyhood Sundays where there was a ban on everything except waiting for the next religious exercise; of reading matter restricted to religious books and of households run with such austerity that they could teach Calvin about Sabbath observance. But Northern Ireland has not been immune to broader social changes that impact personal religiosity. Personal recollections are less revealing in this regard than general statistical trends.   

Some statistical snapshots from the past can be presented to capture the picture of decline (calculations are based on figures from Irish Council of Churches, 2001: Appendix 2). In the Northern Irish census data between 1926 and 1991, for example, the numbers disclosing themselves as Anglican fell by 17.3 per cent compared to 14.2 per cent for Presbyterians. Census figures however, are indicative of general population trends more than patterns of religiosity (Rosie, 2001: 58 explains the decline in Protestant census figures largely by demographic changes). But the denominational membership figures are unambiguous. The statistical trends they alert us to are falling numbers in the main Protestant denominations over and above demographic changes, particularly in the Belfast area, the loss of membership amongst the young, the diminishing assimilation of the next generation into the Protestant church and the ageing population of its churchgoers. For example, between 1955 and 1999, adult membership of the Methodist Church fell by 48.4 per cent to 17,000. The decline in overall Presbyterian membership between 1968 and 1999 was 28.2 per cent.  This should be contrasted with the growth of ‘other’ Protestant denominations, particularly the charismatic and new church sector, whose membership rose by a factor of 38 in the twenty-year period between 1980-2000 to now total 3,800, the Pentecostal churches, whose membership nearly doubled in the same period, and the Free Presbyterian Church, the membership of which had risen by a half in the same time, although it remains the case that the growing churches are still numerically small and the declining ones big.

As the main urban centre, and thus the location of those social processes allegedly behind religious decline, membership trends in Belfast are telling.  The Belfast synod of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland has witnessed a drop in personal membership of 62.6 per cent between 1963 and 1999. The figure for the Belfast District of the Methodist Church is 53 per cent, while the Church of Ireland’s Diocese of Connor, which includes Belfast north of the River Lagan (as well as its rural hinterland), saw a decline of 35.3 per cent between 1969 and 1985. Some of this reflects the flight of people from Belfast and the growth of commuting back to its churches, but the ageing nature of Protestant churchgoers in Northern Ireland discloses the extent of the change in membership amongst the young.  As younger people leave the Protestant churches, they are increasingly disinclined to get married according to its rites – in 1995, just over half of marriages in Protestant townlands like Carrickfergus and North Down were celebrated in church and two thirds in Newtownabbey (Rosie, 2001: 60) – or bring up the next generation within it. The number of young people baptised Protestant is declining. Baptisms fell in the Presbyterian Church by 68.7 per cent between 1959 and 1999, to just over two thousand a year, and Sunday School numbers by 49 per cent in the same period. The equivalent figure for Sunday School numbers in the Anglican Diocese of Connor is a drop of 47 per cent to nearly eight thousand. Declining birth rates cannot entirely account for this change.  In order to sustain the religious meaning to the sobriquet ‘Protestant’, it was claimed that secular or unchurched Protestants nonetheless once recognised religious belief as a good thing and that someone ought to believe and thus sent their children along (for example, Wright, 1973: 245-6; Wallis, Bruce and Taylor, 1986: 15-16). But as successive generations of young people were lost to the Protestant church, as parents they are not now sending their own children, widening the church’s loss.

However, there is an inherent fallacy in the golden age of faith argument, in that the starting point used for comparison can be manipulated to shape the conclusions drawn. Time is not the only caveat, for space also qualifies the figures. Any comparison between membership figures in Northern Ireland and elsewhere in the United Kingdom shows Northern Ireland to remain its most religious region, such that the pace of change is much slower and starts from a higher base. Thus, when sociologists of religion discuss these statistical representations of denominational membership in Northern Ireland, it is normally to commend the relative survival of religion and to demonstrate Northern Ireland’s capacity to buck the secularisation trend compared to the rest of the United Kingdom and afar (for example, Mitchell, 2004). Even ardent exponents of the secularisation thesis point to Northern Ireland’s exceptionality (Bruce, 2002: 30-2).  However, looking beyond Northern Ireland’s ‘abnormality’ it is possible to see some evidence of change albeit slower than in Britain. Given the problems with using historical evidence on patterns of religiosity, in that it rarely discloses the meaning attached to observance by members or the different levels of participation, this will be illustrated by means of contemporary survey data. 

In a review of the Northern Ireland Social Attitude Survey in 1991 and the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey in 1998 (see Brewer, 2003a), attention has already been drawn to survey data that confirms the historical trends long established from membership rolls as well as to evidence that might represent the beginning of emergent trends.  A short summary of this data may be instructive, focusing first on contemporary evidence for the well-established trend of decline within the main Protestant denominations. The surveys reveal that while there has been virtually no reduction in the overall proportion of people who admit to identification with a church or in refusals to admit to anything, the number of people identifying themselves as Catholic has risen, the number identifying as Protestant has fallen.  Overall, mainstream Protestantism is still the majority faith, but it is declining rapidly, as is clear from Table 1. 

	Table 1

	Religion of respondents (%)

	
	1991
	1998

	None
	8
	9

	Catholic
	35
	38

	Mainstream Protestant
	47
	39

	Church of Ireland
	19
	15

	Presbyterian
	25
	21

	Methodist 
	  4
	  3

	Other Christian
	8
	12

	Non-Christian
	*
	*

	Don’t know
	*
	2

	Refused
	1
	1


Source: Brewer (2003a: 23)

Demographic factors can explain the rise in Catholics, but the fall in the number of Protestants is not as simple as it seems.  While the mainstream Protestant churches are experiencing continued decline, there is some church switching to other

Protestant denominations. In this respect the ‘other Christian’ category is intriguing. While in gross numbers this category is statistically too small for a detailed analysis of the several small denominations that comprise it, some general observations on the category as a whole are permissible. The category excludes respondents who called themselves non-denominational Christians, reflecting the strong identity of respondents to a range of smaller denominations within the tradition of Reformed theology. Its growth between 1991-8 tends to reflect two well-established trends within Protestantism that are disguised when subsumed within the one category.  The first is the consolidation of conservative evangelical churches as separate denominations, like the Baptists and Free Presbyterians, and the second is the increase in the Pentecostal-Charismatic tradition and independent house churches. Analysis of the religious background of respondents in this category shows they switched primarily from mainstream Protestant denominations. While just over eight out of ten respondents in the 1998 sample were in the denomination of their parents (Brewer, 2003a: 29), reflecting both the stability of denominational choice and the impact of early socialisation on church loyalties, the ones on the move are overwhelmingly mainstream Protestants to the ‘other Christian’ category. Three-fifths of the ‘other Christian’ category came from the three main Protestant denominations (for similar figures from the 1993 Belfast churchgoers survey see Boal, Keane and Livingstone, 1997: 78-9).  But if some mainline Protestants are church switching to alternative Protestant denominations, others are giving up entirely. Fifty-six per cent of those describing themselves as having no religion had mothers who were mainstream Protestant and 46 per cent had fathers from the same background. Only three out of every ten people in the no religion category were formerly Catholic; and only one in twenty from parents who had no previous religious affiliation. 

Those mainline Protestants who remain are increasingly ageing and its age profile is another measure of decline in mainstream Protestantism (for similar figures from 1993 see Boal, Keane and Livingstone, 1997: 77). There are various ways of statistically representing this. Describing oneself as having no religion sharply decreases with age: the young are more likely to have no religion than the elderly. The most popular affiliation amongst the youngest cohort in the sample, 18-34 year olds, was to the ‘no religion’ category; amongst the post 65 year olds it was to mainstream Protestantism. Mainstream Protestant denominations have the least number of the youngest respondents of all the categories. ‘Other Christians’ have the opposite demographic profile, being much younger.  The point is laboured: mainstream Protestantism is not retaining its young people.  

The overall trend within Ulster Protestantism is thus for membership rolls to fall dramatically while identification remains high, but within that for Ulster Protestantism to bifurcate between the declining and increasingly ageing mainline denominations and the more vibrant and growing sectors in conservative evangelicalism and the Pentecostal/Charismatic tradition.  Two different impulses can be seen to undergird this trend and which are masked when disguised as part of the single category of ‘other Christian’. The first is the increasing preference in some former mainliners for the more conservative evangelical theological position, with its emphasis on Biblical inerrancy and traditional worship styles and hymnody (on the meaning of evangelicalism in Northern Ireland see Jordan, 2001). The second is the increasing preference in others for the opposite tendency, the livelier and more youthful Christian traditions, which are evangelical but more Sprit-led than doctrinal and where the personal experience of God is placed above theology and liturgy. Thus, while there is change afoot in Ulster Protestantism in respect to the decline of mainstream Protestant denominations, there is also continuity, in that this decline masks the reproduction of the historical cleavage between liberal and conservative theological positions. However, in now turning to consideration of possible emergent trends, we shall see that the liberal-conservative theological divide is too simplistic for understanding modern Ulster Protestantism.

One of the weaknesses of data that focus solely upon affiliation is that they refer in the first instance only to nominal labels that permit no comment on the level of personal commitment, for affiliation does not itself capture the meaning associated with membership and nominal identification with a church may not impact practice. (There is some suggestion for example, that Catholicism permits greater nominalism and has a stronger residual identity, ensuring that lapsed Catholics are more likely to retain the label than lapsed Protestants, which affects any assessment between them of the degree of change in identification.) Matters of meaning and observance are known as ‘personal religiosity’ and the 1991 and 1998 surveys contained data that touch on these concerns. From this data one can begin to see evidence of emergent trends:

· Reduced levels of religious commitment amongst mainline Protestants

· Declining levels of regular observance and participation in mainstream Protestants

· Increasing uncertainty and ambiguity in what is believed amongst all Protestants

· The liberalisation of Christian beliefs amongst all Protestants

· The declining impact of religious belief on other areas of Protestants’ lives.

Brief data can be supplied on each. 


In 1998, only one in ten mainstream Protestants defined themselves as ‘extremely’ or ‘very’ religious, nearly one-and-a-half times more did so in the ‘other Christian’ category, while two in every ten mainstream Protestants defined the depth of their religious commitment as equivalent to or below that of ‘somewhat non-religious’. The same percentage of mainliners as defined the depth of their commitment as ‘somewhat religious’ defined it falling below that level. Patterns of observance are invariably lower in mainstream Protestants, as shown in Table 2. 

	Table 2

	Patterns of religious observance (%)

	
	
	Mainstream Protestant
	Other Christian

	Church attendance
	
	
	

	At least weekly
	
	29
	49

	At least fortnightly
	
	9
	4

	At least monthly
	
	10
	5

	Less often
	
	23
	12

	Varies too much
	
	8
	2

	Practically never
	
	22
	28

	Prayer
	
	
	

	Several times a day
	
	8
	24

	Once a day
	
	22
	16

	Several times a week
	
	12
	13

	Every week
	
	6
	6

	Less often
	
	37
	21

	Never
	
	15
	21

	Participation in church activities
	
	
	

	Several times a week
	
	5
	8

	Every week
	
	3
	13

	Nearly every week
	
	4
	5

	Less often
	
	45
	36

	Never
	
	43
	37


Source: Brewer (2003a: 27)

When this is placed in the context of an overall decline in observance for all respondents between the 1991 and 1998 samples, even for ‘other Christians’, the patterns evident in Table 2 could well represent the beginning of an emergent trend of high nominal identification but declining participation for all Protestants, mainline ones especially. Practice however, tends to permit little ambiguity: it is either done or not. There are no halfway houses inside churches.  Belief on the other hand, permits much more ambiguity and uncertainty. In this respect, there is strong evidence of change in what Ulster Protestants believe and in the certainty with which they hold it: liberalisation constitutes an emergent trend.  


Between 1991-8, the percentage of all respondents confident to declare that they knew God really existed and had no doubts about it, fell from 61 per cent to 51 per cent.  By 1998, 49 per cent of mainstream Protestants declared such compared to 59 per cent of ‘other Christians’. Confidence is dropping all around, as shown in Tables 3 and 4.  However, perhaps the best demonstration of this is the marked reduction in the number of respondents who understood their faith in terms of a moment of conversion and rebirth. ‘Being saved’ is one of the defining certainties of Ulster Protestantism, but the percentages of people who saw their faith in these terms dropped between 1991-8 from 29 per cent to 12 per cent for mainstream Protestants and from 73 per cent to 20 per cent for ‘other Christians’. The latter is in particular a surprising finding given that both conservative evangelicalism and the Pentecostal-Charismatic tradition, which dominant in the ‘other Christian’ category, tend to define their faith in terms of a moment of epiphany when they were saved. It suggests that uncertainty is characteristic of all Protestants, not just the more liberal ones in the main denominations, which makes the distinction between liberal and conservative evangelical positions more subtle than normally presented, since even the more conservative ones are not immune. One further measure of this is denial of the possibility of the equal value of other denominations or world faiths, normally a sign of conservative evangelicalism.  In order to explore this, respondents were asked to identify which of three statements came nearest to their views, and what might be called ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ responses were offered.  The liberal response – ‘there are basic truths in many religions’ – was supported by 64 per cent of mainstream Protestants and 45 per cent of ‘other Christians’.  The conservative

	Table 3

	Certainty of belief in God (%)

	
	

	
	
	
	Mainstream Protestant
	Other Christian

	I don’t believe in God
	
	
	2
	5

	I don’t know whether there is a   God and I don’t believe there is any way to find out
	
	
	5
	5

	I don’t believe in a personal God, but I do believe in a Higher Power of some kind
	
	
	5
	6

	I find myself believing in God some of the time but not at other times
	
	
	10
	6

	While I have doubts, I feel I do believe in God
	
	
	28
	19

	I know God really exists and I have no doubts about it
	
	
	49
	59


Source: Brewer (2003a: 24)

	Table 4

	‘Definite’ belief in Christian tenets (%)

	
	
	
	Mainstream Protestant
	Other Christian

	    Life after death
	
	
	38
	59

	    Heaven
	
	
	47
	60

	    Hell
	
	
	39
	58

	    Miracles
	
	
	19
	37


Source: Brewer (2003a: 25)

position – ‘there is truth only in one religion’ – was endorsed by 17 per cent of mainstream Protestants and 29 per cent of ‘other Christians’ (Brewer, 2003a: 25).


The final potential trend is the privatisation of religion, its inability to impact on other aspects of believers’ moral and social lives.  Religion appears not to be the ‘master status’, as Weber would say, that structures everything about the lives of believers. For example, data show that religious affiliation has marginal impact on feelings of trust in key social institutions, like Westminster, business and industry, the system of law and order, education and the like (Brewer, 2003a: 30). One might expect this when nominal identification to a church is the independent variable, but even high levels of personal religiosity do not bequeath any more trust in social institutions than amongst the non-religious. On a whole raft of moral and social issues addressed in the 1998 survey, such as attitudes towards crime, sex and sexuality, marriage and working mothers, denominational influences were weaker than the effect of high levels of religiosity, but even the ‘extremely’ and ‘very’ religious had attitudes not too dissimilar from the non-religious (for example, see Brewer, 2003a: 30-4). This is in part because the non-religious were themselves quite conservative – which again reduces the saliency of any simple understanding of the liberal-conservative divide in Northern Ireland – but also because the effect of denomination and religiosity is mediated by a range of factors in the personal and social lives of respondents that undercut the impact of faith. For example, whatever other factors are at play, denomination and religiosity appear not to structure attitudes to tax evasion. Only 22 per cent of mainstream Protestants considered it ‘seriously wrong’ in 1998, virtually the same as the non-religious; ‘other Christians’, the more conservative category on all moral and social issues, had a surprisingly low 29 per cent believing it ‘seriously wrong’. This rose to merely 35 per cent in those with high personal religiosity. Some tenets of church teaching impinge therefore only on the highly religious, and even then, not on the majority of those with strong religious convictions. Liberalism in social behaviour is, of course, not unrelated to liberalisation of belief. Thus we might expect that as Ulster Protestants undergo further liberalisation of Christian belief, both in what they believe and the certainty with which the hold it, liberalism in behaviour will increase. 

Again there is both continuity and change in this. Liberalism in behaviour is what every fundamentalist and conservative evangelical congregation has railed against since the Reformation. It has made Ulster Protestantism schismatic; hermeneutical disputes over theology might be the discourse in which schisms have been managed in the past, but it is social behaviour proscribed by Scripture that is used as the evidence. Schisms continue – most recently in the large Crescent Pentecostal Church in Belfast – but separatism from society is their main hope of stemming the tide of apostasy (insulation by isolation is even more apparent in US fundamentalism). But change is obvious arising from the long-time inability of conservative evangelical churches to prevent the erosion of the Sabbath and to impose restrictions only on their own membership. These data suggest that perhaps now they are less able to do even this; their own members are under the domain of a myriad of influences besides religiosity in the determination of their behaviour and attitudes, like mainstream Protestants. Free Presbyterians might ban line dancing at social functions but intensifying their separatism by narrowing the boundaries may in the end either close the circle around fewer and fewer people or, as this data suggests, result in the liberalisation of even conservative evangelicals. This has occurred already in their attitudes, for example, towards women in the church (on which see Porter, 2002), and further liberalism in social behaviour might be expected. 


To sum up, while nominal identification with Protestantism remains high, mainline Protestantism in Northern Ireland has rapidly reducing members, although growth is evident in other Protestant denominations. However, patterns of personal religiosity for all Ulster Protestants are being affected by broader social changes, manifested in growing uncertainty in their Christian principles, declining practice, liberalisation in beliefs and attitudes and liberalism in behaviour. Mainline Protestant denominations are speeding apace on these changes but the other Protestant churches are also subject to similar processes. Yet perspective distorts the degree of movement. Things are changing if one contrasts modern-day Ulster Protestants with their forebears, but there is appearance of great continuity compared to what is happening to co-religionists in Great Britain (see Bruce, 1995; Bruce and Alderdice, 1993; Davie, 1994, 2000). However, if we take as our focus Ulster Protestantism in its own terms, it becomes important to assess what effect these changes in personal religiosity are having in believers’ individual lives.  They provoke two questions. Are changes in personal religiosity impacting the social importance of religion, and thus constituting secularisation, and are they affecting people’s ethno-religious identity and thus weakening the link between religion and politics?  

Protestant religiosity, secularisation and group identity

The debate in the sociology of religion about secularisation in Northern Ireland is at root a debate about the link between religion and politics, which is best considered within political sociology, for it is Northern Irish politics that keeps religion alive. However, such a statement requires unpacking. In approaching Northern Ireland, secularisation theorists like Bruce (see for example 1998: 55-95, 2002: 30-2) argue that it is in part because religion finds other work to do than relating people to the supernatural that it survives so tenaciously. An important part of that work he understands as the management of the threat to ethnic identity posed by ‘the other’. In a colonial society originally divided along religious lines and where religion thereafter stood in to represent other structural divisions (on this point see Brewer, 1998; Ruane and Todd, 1996), ‘the other’ has become reduced to the Catholic-Protestant divide. Where religion gets wrapped up in ethnic defence in this way, the very act of defending ethnic group identity maintains religion as the key boundary marker of it.  

Further unpacking reveals religiosity to be yet more solidly grounded in politics. The violence used in ethnic defence has tended to reinforce identities by polarising people, thus giving religion as the boundary marker a seemingly impenetrable and absolute quality, like race, even though religion is socially constructed and contingent (on the differences between the two markers see Brewer, 1992; McVeigh, 1995). Moreover, the violence caused a democratic deficit in Northern Ireland with the collapse of Stormont that was partially filled by the churches, allowing them to maintain a public role that seems to further reinforce the importance of religion in defining group identity. And in as much as the conflict is between groups marked by religion, it is conducted by some protagonists in ways that use religion as a resource and its resolution has been affected in ways that address religiously marked inequalities, all of which reproduces religion as the boundary marker and leaves the impression that it is absolute. Therefore, evidence for the existence of secularisation in Northern Ireland assumes an edge that arcane debates within the sociology of religion about secularisation normally lack, for it touches on possible changes in identity formation and the link between religion and politics and thus on the prospects of reconciliation. While the devout place hope in religious revival to guarantee peace, many others await secularisation.

Changes in Protestant religiosity represent the privatisation of religion. As a process, secularisation in part consists of the withdrawal of religion from the public to the private sphere, there to compete with an array of personal and family recreational pursuits to effectively disappear or be reduced either to ‘believing without belonging’, as Davie puts it (1994, 2000), or to become a private practice that will have variable effect on the rest of one’s personal life but none at all in the public sphere.  Where religiosity survives at all, privatisation for most people involves the hermetic sealing off of religious affiliation from other social behaviour (although for some Protestant sects, like the Plymouth Brethren and Covenanters it means withdrawal from politics and society to concentrate solely on piety). As we have seen, trends in Protestant religiosity involve a decline in the impact of religious affiliation on other areas of believers’ lives. However, this trend alone does not constitute secularisation for there has been no associated withdrawal of religion from the public sphere. There has been no rise in unbelief in the last decade, hardly any diminution in the numbers of people identifying with a church, nor, outside of mainline Protestants, any great evidence of church switching as a barometer of dissatisfaction in the equilibrium between the demand and supply of religious rewards and compensators (which is the thrust of the rational choice approach to secularisation, for a critique of which see Bruce, 1999). Even so, what is critical to secularisation is the loss of social significance to religious institutions as a result of the withdrawal of religion from the public sphere (which is the thrust of the orthodox model of secularisation, see Wilson, 1966).  On this matter there is no evidence of secularisation: continuity not change rules this dimension of Ulster Protestantism. 


Two points can be made about the continued social role of religion in Northern Ireland. Protestant religious institutions still play an important public role, and religion remains as a critical resource used by Ulster Protestants for a variety of different purposes (Davie, 2000 and Jenkins, 1996, stress the importance of setting these qualitative measures alongside survey data). For both reasons, religion resides as much in the public sphere as in people’s privatised personal lives. Churches perform their public role overseas and at home, but leaving aside missionary work overseas undertaken through various para-church organisations and through the missionary arm of the main Protestant churches themselves, Protestant churches within Northern Ireland play a visible public role. Unlike the Catholic Church, there is no role for the Protestant churches in the provision and administration of education, but Protestant churches are involved in social welfare through charity work and participation in community development schemes, notably housing and in rural regeneration. They are prominent in the public sphere through their role in Protestant cultural life, such as their integral place in the parading tradition (on which see Fraser, 2000) and through the uniformed organisations for young people. The latter has knock-on effects for their role in sport for example, notably through the Boys Brigade Local Football Leagues and ex-Boys Brigade Football Leagues for adults, with all teams needing to be at least nominally affiliated to a congregation. By virtue of its involvement in public affairs, the church’s voices are heard on a range of public issues, but invariably it is in politics that the Protestant churches remain most visible in the public sphere. Churches helped to fill the void created by the democratic deficit, much as they did in South Africa. There is church involvement in peace and reconciliation initiatives and several liturgies exist for ecumenical services (for a study of grassroots Christian peacemaking in Northern Ireland see Brewer, 2003c). There is involvement as well with constitutional politics through the connection with Unionism, and with mass protests through involvement with the parading organisations, that goes much wider than Drumcree (on which see Bryan, 2000) but is perhaps unfortunately symbolised by it (see Storey, 2002).  


These multi-faceted engagements in the public sphere are so obvious as to need no more comment but they are suggestive of the myriad uses of religion as a resource in the public sphere, which are perhaps less evident; religion gives meaning, motive and moral justification to behaviour in public life. Religion is used as a distributive mechanism by the state in the allocation of socio-economic resources but is itself a resource used by the devout and the secular alike as best fits their advantage. For example, religion is used as a resource by devout sections of Ulster Protestantism in claims to their social virtue in order to define them as somehow special. This may be understood as being ‘the elect’ by dint of Calvinism, as modern members of the lost tribe of Israel, as within British Israelism, as inheritors of the land of Ulster as God’s promise to them, as with covenantal theology, or simply, amongst the pious, being ‘saved’. Both secular and religious politicians and groups use religion as a resource to mobilise general support amongst the Protestant community for political positions, invoking themes within Ulster Protestant history, theology or religious practice in order to garner Protestant support. These themes may involve the articulation of anti-Catholicism in the public sphere by using religion to construct boundaries around ‘the outsider’ and to unite Protestants (on which see Brewer, 1998; Brewer and Higgins, 1999), or religious iconography and symbolism for purposes of attracting support amongst Protestants around a political position. Religion has thus been invoked for example, both to undergird the Good Friday Agreement and to undermine it.  Religion is also used as a resource in the public sphere for the rationalisation of social and political action. For example, politicised Protestant preachers use it as part of their vocabulary of motives in accounting for forms of social behaviour, such as toward ‘community relations’ and inter-personal contact with Catholics. The use of religion as a resource to legitimate violence, notably amongst those paramilitaries with an evangelical disguise such as Tara and the Loyalist Volunteer Force, is apparent. It can also be deployed to achieve the opposite political effect, attempting to undercut the recourse to violence by appeals to religious themes, reflected in the litany of condemnation of Loyalist violence by mainstream Protestant church leaders uttered atrocity after atrocity.  In this respect, it has been used as a resource in the management of public emotions provoked by atrocities and tragedies (similar to the death of Princess Diana or the Dunblane tragedy in Britain, see Davie, 2000). 

Religion remains in the public sphere as a resource also because it continues to be involved in identity formation. ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ may not be absolute notions like biological categories, existing instead as contingent social constructions, but they are still the terms used by most people to understand their group identity. As with all social categories, other things get attached to them that religion then comes to symbolise, such as national identity and origin, cultural difference and language (this is well understood in sociology as a feature of categorisation, see Jayyusi, 1984). Even though cultural differences are small (Akenson, 1988), they are perceived to make all the difference to membership of the group. Religion as a social category therefore speaks of more than theology; it tells us about ethno-national identities.  And these identities are relatively stable, only slowly being affected by changes in religiosity in the private sphere. Evidence for this can again be taken from social attitude surveys.

One measure is the political affiliations of Northern Irish Christians. Between the 1991 and 1998 surveys some polarisation has occurred, caused paradoxically by different reactions to the paramilitary ceasefires and the negotiations leading up to the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, in that those who abjured either Unionist or Nationalist labels declined markedly, as shown in Table 5, and the fault lines that 

Table 5

Political identifications (%)

_____________________________________________________________________



            Catholic          Mainstream 
‘Other Christian’ 
None

                                                            Protestant 


            
        1991     1998
1991      1998      1991   1998       1991   1998   

Unionist      
         1            1             75          75          51       65           22       29

Nationalist              51          61            0           1             0         0            7         11

Neither                    48          35           25          23          47       32           72       57

Source: Northern Ireland Life and Times survey, 1998; Northern Ireland Social Attitude Survey, 1991. Figures have been rounded and exclude ‘don’t know’ and ‘not answered’.

remain in Northern Irish politics are plain in that in 1998 three-quarters of mainline Protestants were Unionist, nearly two-thirds of Catholics were Nationalist. Over half of those with no religion still described themselves as neither, although this fell from 1991, which suggests not only that they reject institutionalised religion they renounce the political identifications conventionally associated with it. Two-thirds of the ‘other Christian’ category identified themselves as Unionist, an increased proportion compared to 1991, which shows the diversity of this category and suggests that church swapping for at least some mainline Protestants also involves a marked change in political identification; the conservative evangelicals in this category are the ones most likely to retain Unionism as their political loyalty.

However, party identification does not tap the strength of ethno-national identities. Fortunately, some issues broached within the survey come near to doing so.  Mixed marriages are a case in point. Between 1991 and 1998, the proportion of respondents who were married or living with someone of the same religion dropped only slightly from 92 per cent to 83 per cent; religion clearly still matters in one’s choice of partner for eight out of ten people. A small majority of respondents (51 per cent) feel that most people in Northern Ireland would ‘mind a lot’ or ‘mind a little’ if a family member married someone from a different religion.  Forty three per cent think that most people would ‘not mind’.  However, as is usual in survey questions like this, people are more willing to attribute socially unacceptable views to others than admit to them themselves, so only 26 per cent say that they personally would ‘mind a lot’ or ‘mind a little’.  The 1998 survey offers a further opportunity to assess the extent to which change in personal religiosity is impacting ethno-national identity.  Respondents were asked several questions with respect to ‘community traditions’ (something, however, which includes ethnic minority traditions as well). Respondents were asked, for example, to record their level of agreement with the following statements: ‘I have my own cultural tradition and see no need to take part in any others’; ‘Different cultural traditions enrich us all’; ‘My cultural tradition is always the underdog’.  These may reflect something of respondents’ feelings towards their group inasmuch as cultural tradition is group oriented and reflects what Brubaker (2002) recently referred to as people’s sense of groupness. For the purposes of this argument it is useful to contrast the views within Ulster Protestantism, as in Table 6. This clearly shows that groupness amongst practising Protestants, while still very strong, is weakest amongst mainline Protestants,
 precisely those who have

experienced the most change in personal religiosity, measured in the liberalisation of Christian belief, the degree of religious commitment, level of observance and practice and liberalism in attitude. Table 6 makes this point in another way. Those people with 

Table 6

Views on community traditions (%)

_____________________________________________________________________





Mainstream 
‘Other Christian’ 
None

                                                  Protestant 


I have my own tradition

‘Strongly agree’


10.1

17.4

5.8

‘Strongly disagree’


3.3

0.5

10.4

Tradition enriches all

‘Strongly agree’


6.6

3.8

9.2

‘Strongly disagree’


5.3

10.3

8.5

My tradition is underdog

‘Strongly agree’


4.2

6.0

4.6

‘Strongly disagree’


7.3

3.3

12.4

Source: Northern Ireland Life and Times survey, 1998.

no religious identification, overwhelmingly former mainline Protestants who have given up entirely rather than church switched, while still having a strong sense of groupness, are the least group oriented. In this respect, the emergent trends in personal religiosity discussed earlier, which pointed to measures of decline in mainstream Protestantism, suggest another possible emergent trend: that weakening personal religiosity will slowly impact on people’s sense of groupness to eventually affect identity formation.

Conclusion

It would be wise not to exaggerate the extent of change in ethno-national identities implied by this data. The measure of groupness can be challenged, groupness and ethno-national identities are not equivalent terms, and the data disclose that the overwhelming majority of people, even those with the weakest personal religiosity, still have strong senses of group identity. Ethno-national identities remain fairly stable, although where there is change in people’s senses of groupness it is found most amongst those undergoing changes in their patterns of personal religiosity.  There is a good reason why ethno-national identity is largely independent of religious identification, belief and observance in this way, for it has become independent of its religious roots and is now reproduced by other processes. Religion still represents other lines of structural differentiation but social processes now work independently of religion to structure religiously marked group boundaries. This is encapsulated well by the story told by Sir Fred Catherwood (see Thompson, 1996). A group of Protestant women were besieging a local hotel where a British government minister was speaking. One of the minister’s aides came and remarked that while he was not a Christian himself, he knew that Christians were supposed to love their enemies, upon which the women shouted in unison that they were not Christians but Protestants. Ulster Protestantism is given meaning not so much by its religion but by the other lines of structural differentiation that religion represents. Weakening of ethno-religious identities in Northern Ireland therefore will not be grounded in the anticipated – and on the whole likely – reduction in religious identification, belief and observance but in all those other structural processes that now reproduce religiously marked ethno-national identities independently of the performance of religiosity (for a study of what these processes are in both Northern Ireland and South Africa see Brewer, 2003d). In the short term therefore, we can expect continuity more than change in Ulster Protestant identity formation.  Herein lies a general sociological lesson. Religiosity is a form of performative behaviour and the performance of religiosity is less important to the process of identity formation than the social structural factors that elide with religion as an identity marker. 
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� It is taken that stronger senses of groupness are reflected by strong agreement with the statements that I have my own tradition and My tradition is the underdog and strong disagreement with the statement Tradition enriches us all. Weaker senses of groupness are taken to reflect the reverse.
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