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Methodological nationalism and the Northern
Ireland blind-spot in ethnic and racial studies
Chris Gilligan

School of Education and Social Sciences, University of the West of Scotland, Dumfries, UK

ABSTRACT
Northern Ireland (NI) has been one of the central issues in Brexit. Yet, it barely
featured in the discussions in the run up to the EU Referendum in 2016. This
blind-spot regarding NI has been a long-standing feature of social science
research on the UK. This article examines the NI blind-spot, with a particular
focus on its operation in ethnic and racial studies. The article examines the NI
blind-spot as a methodological issue, through an application of, and then
critical reflection on, the concept of “methodological nationalism”. The article
also examines the NI blind-spot in relation to two key areas of applied ethnic
and racial studies: immigration and “race relations”. We conclude by
reflecting on the implications of our analysis for ethnic and racial studies in,
and of, the UK.
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The outcome of the referendum on the United Kingdom’s (UK) membership
of the European Union (EU) sent shockwaves around the world. The nego-
tiation of the terms of the UK’s exit from the EU created turmoil in British poli-
tics. Northern Ireland (NI) featured prominently in the Brexit negotiations, and
it has continued to be a source of Brexit-related difficulties after the UK for-
mally exited the EU. The Brexit deal, negotiated by Boris Johnson’s Conserva-
tive government, has resulted in NI having a special position as a region
where UK and EU jurisdictions overlap. Brexit has revealed tensions
between UK state sovereignty and the UK’s commitments under the Good
Friday Agreement. Brexit has moved the question of a united Ireland, and
thus the renegotiation of the Union, from the background into the glare of
public debate. The region has the UK’s only land border with the EU, and
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managing that border may throw up challenges. All these factors make NI a
fault-line in the politics of the UK, post-Brexit (De Mars et al. 2018; Murphy
2021). Yet, NI barely featured in the discussions in the run up to the EU Refer-
endum in 2016. This aspect of Brexit, a blind-spot regarding NI, has been a
long-standing feature of both the politics of the UK and social science
research on the UK (Gilligan 2008, 2017).

This article examines the NI blind-spot, with a particular focus on its oper-
ation in the academic subfield of ethnic and racial studies. The first part of the
article provides some context, by looking at Northern Ireland as a “place
apart” in UK politics. The second part explains what we mean by the “North-
ern Ireland blind-spot” and indicates its prevalence in ethnic and racial
studies. The article then goes on to examine the NI blind-spot as a methodo-
logical issue. The third part outlines ways in which the study of NI is a para-
digm example of examining a topic through the lens of methodological
nationalism. The fourth part explores the paradox that the study of NI
often does not involve methodological nationalism, because it does not
involve study of the UK nation-state, but two entities, Great Britain and NI.
We then go on to examine the NI blind-spot in relation to two key areas of
ethnic and racial studies: immigration and “race relations”. We conclude by
reflecting on the implications of our analysis for ethnic and racial studies
in, and of, the UK.

Northern Ireland as a “place apart”

Ireland was England’s, and then Britain’s, oldest colony.1 Successive English,
and then British, policy in Ireland involved military conquest, expropriation
of land and Penal Laws, which placed restrictions on Catholics, and Dissenting
Protestants, and favoured devotees of the Established Church (Beckett 1969;
Carty 1996). British policy, and the exploitative actions of colonial settlers, was
met with resistance by the native Irish. The Act of Union (1800), which for-
mally changed the status of Ireland, from colony to an integral part of the
UK, was motivated by a desire to bring Ireland under control. This attempt
at incorporation of Ireland, however, was only partial (Keogh and Whelan
2001). By the mid-1800s, the issue of Ireland’s relationship to the Westminster
parliament, what was commonly referred to as the “Irish Question”, had
become a fraught topic (Boyce 1988). The Irish Question was such a
difficult issue for Britain, not just because of the strength of the Irish move-
ment for self-determination, but because the British ruling-class were them-
selves divided over how to deal with the Irish Question (Boyce 1988). By 1920,
the British state was unable to maintain British rule in Ireland. Although
Britain was forced to concede partial control of Ireland to Irish nationalists,
they succeeded in crushing the liberatory impulse within Irish, anti-colonial,
nationalism. The Government of Ireland Act (1920) created two Home Rule

2 C. GILLIGAN



parliaments in Ireland, effectively partitioning the country, and guaranteeing
a pro-British majority in the newly created NI. The Anglo-Irish Treaty (1921)
favoured the more accommodationist wing of the national liberation move-
ment, it was instrumental in sparking Civil War between supporters and
opponents of the Treaty, (Rast 2019). British strategy aimed to contain the
damaging nature of the Irish Question. Central to this strategy of damage
limitation was the treating of NI as a “place apart” (Boyce 1988; Rast 2019).

The “place apart” positioning of NI was maintained, through NI being
ignored, by the UK being administered, and legislated for, as if it was the
United Kingdom of Great Britain (Catterall and McDougall 1996). NI became
impossible to ignore when the anti-Catholic policies of the Stormont Govern-
ment were challenged by the NI civil rights movement in the late 1960s. From
this point on the politically divisive nature of the NI issue was contained, by
means of various measures. There was, for example, bipartisan agreement
between the political parties, to support the Government of the day
(whether Labour or Conservative) on NI matters (Dixon 1995). In debates in
the Westminster parliament the NI issue was discussed primarily as a security
issue, with much of this discussion focusing on deaths resulting from violent
conflict (O’Duffy 1996). Under Direct Rule of NI from Westminster, after 1974,
legislation on NI was shielded from parliamentary scrutiny by MPs and
members of the House of Lords (Hadfield 2013). In these ways, the British
ruling-class ensured that the Irish Question did not become the kind of divi-
sive issue it had been during the Home Rule disputes (Boyce 1988).

The public perception of NI as a “place apart”was maintained through rep-
resentations of the conflict in NI as a “terrorist” campaign by the Irish Repub-
lican Army (IRA) and an irrational sectarian conflict between “warring tribes”.
The British state’s role in NI was presented as that of a neutral peacekeeper
that attempted to maintain law and order in the region, by inserting itself
between the warring factions on “both” sides. The UK news media, part of
whose role is supposed to be that of holding government to account, col-
luded in these partisan representations of the region (Rolston and Miller
1996). With the development of a peace process in the 1990s the represen-
tation of NI, in GB, changed. Alongside the representation of the region as
a place of atavistic hatreds, there developed representations of hope, and
peace, and reconciliation. This, more positive, imagining of NI, however, did
not disrupt the “place apart” imagining, as indicated by the marginal position
of the NI issue in the pre-Brexit Referendum discussion (Greenslade 2019).

The Northern Ireland blind-spot

The “place apart” positioning of NI involves conscious, deliberate, actions
designed to hold NI at arms-length from the rest of the UK. In as far as
these actions are conscious, they do not involve blindness. On the contrary,
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they involve an awareness of the dangers that the instability of NI posed, and
continues to pose, for the other parts of the Union and for the UK as a whole.
These actions aim to insulate British politics from those dangers by obfuscat-
ing the place of NI, as an integral part of the Union. These conscious
measures, however, have generated unconscious ways in which NI is a
“place apart”. The absence of NI from the pre-Referendum discussion was
not because it was deliberately suppressed, but because unconscious
habits of thought involved thinking in terms of the UKminus NI. These uncon-
scious habits of thought are examples of what we are referring to as the NI
blind-spot.

We might expect the British state to present a partisan view of NI during
the conflict. They were, after all, consciously trying to maintain British rule
in NI, against the struggle for Irish self-determination. It is also understand-
able that those who have responsibility for governing the UK would want
to maintain the semi-detached position of NI, considering the ever-present
potential for the instability of NI politics to infect the rest of the UK. But,
should we expect something different from scholars?

Taking a partisan perspective is generally considered anathema to scho-
larly inquiry. And we might expect that scholars would try to understand
the British nation-state and society in its entirety, rather than leaving out
its most consistently troubling part. Yet, scholars of British society and politics
have, with a few notable exceptions, uncritically mirrored the UK govern-
ment’s approach. As Boyce notes, of his historian colleagues’ omission of
Ireland from the telling of British history:

British history makes more sense if Ireland is left out, for it can then be seen as
the foundation and growth of an English kingdom which, gradually (if not
always peacefully), incorporated Wales and Scotland into its political, social
and economic system… If Ireland was considered historically at all, it was in
terms of a troublesome and alien irruption into the British body politic.
(Boyce 1988, 13–14)

Boyce’s description of historians applies to social scientists too. NI has been
left out, or ignored, by social science scholars who treat the UK as if it is
Great Britain (GB). When NI is referred to, in scholarly works on British politics
and society, it is commonly represented as an alien place; a violent, religiously
repressive, and historically and socially backward, society. This representation
is commonly made in contrast to GB, as a modern, secular, multicultural,
liberal-democratic society (Little 2004; O’Duffy 1995). Scholars of NI, predomi-
nantly, reinforce the quarantining of NI, by studying it as a society that is best
understood in its own terms (Gilligan 2017; Smith 1999).

More than a decade ago, Gilligan, pointed out ways in which a blind-spot
regarding NI was evident in the subfield of ethnic and racial studies (Gilligan
2008). If Ethnic and Racial Studies (ERS) can be considered as representative of
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the subfield, then we can see that this blind-spot is still evident in 2021. A
simple word search for the term “Brexit” reveals that, by the end of May
2021, there had been ninety-five articles, and book reviews, that mention
the term. These mentions reflect the broader marginalization of NI in the
Brexit discussion. Of these ninety-five, only twelve also mention the term
“Northern Ireland”. All but one of these twelve either treat NI as a place
apart, or only mention NI in passing. The one exception, ironically, proves
the rule. It is an article that critiques the marginalization of the Irish in
ethnic and racial studies in the UK (Hickman and Ryan 2020). Our article
can be usefully read as a compliment to Hickman and Ryan’s article.

We use the term “Northern Ireland blind-spot” to draw attention to scho-
lars blindness to NI, (as evidenced by ignoring it), and to their treatment of it
as a specific spot, that can be understood in isolation from, or contrast to, its
surrounding area. We argue that social scientists blind-spot regarding NI is a
methodological issue. It can, partly, be overcome by extending our field of
vision, to include NI in all studies of the UK. The blind-spot, however, can
only be partially overcome through panning out. There is a more fundamen-
tal problem with the theoretical lenses that we employ. Many of the concepts
and theories that are employed in the social sciences have been created and
refined in ways which mean that they are not receptive to the information
that is emitted from NI. In the next section, we illustrate the conceptual weak-
nesses that underpin the NI blind-spot, through a critical reflection on the
concept of “methodological nationalism”.

Northern Ireland and methodological nationalism

The concept of “methodological nationalism” is particularly appropriate one
with which to examine what we are calling the Northern Ireland blind-spot,
but not exclusively so.2 It is particularly appropriate because the concept
encapsulates a whole lot that is problematic in social scientific thinking
about nations, nation-states and nationalism (and these latter categories
are fundamental to ethnic and racial studies). The concept of methodological
nationalism has been developed by social scientists, to draw attention to
ways in which nationalist assumptions are embedded into the very
thought structures that shape how social scientists view their object of
study. As Wimmer and Schiller put it:

Methodological nationalism is the naturalization of the nation-state by the
social sciences. Scholars who share this intellectual orientation assume that
countries are the natural units for comparative studies, equate society with
the nation-state, and conflate national interests with the purposes of social
science. (2003, 576)
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Scholars who use the term, for the most part, do not use it merely as a
descriptive term, they also, simultaneously, present it as a methodological
flaw, to be avoided, or overcome (see e.g.: Beck 2007; Wimmer and Glick Schil-
ler 2002). Chernilo notes, however, that despite the overwhelming consensus
amongst social scientists, that methodological nationalism is a flaw to be
avoided, it is still “found in every corner of the contemporary social scientific
landscape” (2011, 100). In other words, methodological nationalism is both
rejected by scholars and remains pervasive in scholarship.

The pervasiveness of methodological nationalism can be seen in the place
of NI in studies of “British society”. Scholars of British society commonly nat-
uralize their object of study, by excluding NI from their analyses. British
society, as Boyce suggests, makes more sense if NI is left out. Those who
study British society and politics persistently treat NI as an appendage, to
be studied separately, as an alien irruption, or as something to be ignored.
In doing so, they are, consciously or unwittingly, conflating the national inter-
est with the purposes of the social sciences. The study of the UK as two enti-
ties, the United Kingdom of (1) GB and (2) NI, is ideological. It involves not
studying the nation-state, the UK, but a saccharin version of it.

Social scientists have not, for example, tended to treat the UK as a nation-
state that maintains colonial domination over part of its own territory (McGo-
vern 2015; Newsinger 2001). Doing so would likely be viewed as “ideological”
and, thus, unscientific (Miller 1998a). From the time of deployment of British
troops onto the streets of Belfast and Derry/Londonderry, in 1969, until the
peace process of the 1990s, social scientists, for the most part, colluded in
British state representations of the NI conflict. They espoused “internal
conflict” interpretations, which presented the war as primarily a local
conflict between Irish/Catholic/Nationalists and Ulster/Protestant/Unionists
(Whyte 1990). They uncritically accepted the idea that the British state was
a neutral peacekeeper attempting to maintain law and order and establish
an accommodation between the two sides (Miller 1998a). And they
acquiesced in the British state’s portrayal of Irish Republicans’, self-styled,
armed struggle against British Imperialism, as a terrorist campaign, while sim-
ultaneously ignoring the use of terror by British state forces (Davis 1986).

Northern Ireland and the limitations of methodological
nationalism

The conception of NI in scholarship in the UK, is, paradoxically, both a para-
digm example of methodological nationalism and a refutation of the
concept. It is a paradigm example, because NI is treated in ways that natur-
alize the UK nation-state; GB and NI are treated as natural units for compara-
tive analysis, and; because social scientists uphold “the national interest”
through, for example, presenting an image of the UK as a “normal”,
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“modern”, “liberal democratic”, society. It is also a refutation, however,
because the UK is persistently studied, not as an actual nation-state, (a bor-
dered, sovereign, territorial unit), but instead, as two, usually separate, enti-
ties: GB and NI. Most scholars are not guilty of methodological nationalism,
in the sense that they don’t study the UK as a nation-state.

In trying to account for this paradox it seems useful to identify three, con-
ceptually distinct elements, which continually interact with each other in
practice. These can be characterized as conceptual conflation, the theory–
practice interaction and the contested, (or historically contingent), nature
of nations, nationalisms and nation-states.

Wimmer and Schiller illustrate the conceptual conflation when they
characterize “methodological nationalism” as “the assumption that the
nation/state/society is the natural social and political form of the modern
world” (2002, 302). Wimmer and Schiller are aware that the “nation”, the
“state” and “society” are distinct categories, each of which has its own specifi-
city. In scholarly works, and in everyday usage, the terms are, however, often
used interchangeably. Wimmer and Schiller covered their bases by bundling
the three terms together. Unfortunately, however, one consequence of this
bundling of terms under the umbrella of the concept “methodological
nationalism” is that those who use the concept of “methodological national-
ism” often, unwittingly, allow the ambiguity to reside, unquestioned, within
the supposedly critical concept of “methodological nationalism”. This
unquestioning attitude is partly because the concept of “methodological
nationalism” developed in the context of an increasing scholarly interest in
processes of globalization (Chernilo 2020). Critics of “methodological nation-
alism” have proposed alternative approaches, such as “methodological cos-
mopolitanism”, or “methodological transnationalism”, which bring these
global elements into view (Beck 2007; Faist 2010; Roudometof 2005; Vertovec
1999). The “national” in methodological nationalism is thus employed as part
of a binary contrast with “national” on one side and either “global”, or “trans-
national”, or “cosmopolitan”, on the other. This interest in drawing attention
to global processes has, however, been commonly accompanied by a lack of
critical reflection on the nation/state/society conflation.

The second element is highlighted by Chernilo, when he notes that “meth-
odological nationalism is real and poses real problems – indeed, it can be
found within the social sciences as much as within the social world itself”
(2011, 99). Methodological nationalism is a concept which refers to a social
practice that is undertaken not just by nationalist ideologues, but in the,
often unwitting, banal nationalism embedded in much everyday thought.
Social scientists are not the only ones who treat NI as a place apart, politicians,
public administrators, private corporations and the general public do so too.
The taken-for-granted nature of many “national” assumptions and practices,
mean that getting beyond methodological nationalism requires persistent
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conscious efforts. Methodological nationalism in the social sciences will not
be overcome simply by naming it and shaming it.

The third element is particularly problematic in relation to NI, where the
contested nature of two nation-states, the UK and Ireland, has been a concep-
tual and practical issue since the birth of NI (Hepburn 1980). Scholars who use
the concept of methodological nationalism, in their focus on transnational or
global processes, tend to ignore, or underplay, the internally differentiated
and contested natures of the “nation” (a people), nationalism (an ideology),
the nation-state (a bordered, sovereign, territorial unit) and national sover-
eignty (who has power over the nation-state, and on what terms). NI is a
place where all of these different dimensions of “the national” are contested.

NI is a place where there are numerous, differently “imagined”, nations
(Anderson 1991). The “Irish” and the “British” people are the most obvious,
but there is also differentiation within these categories, (different imaginings
of Irish and British), and overlap between them (ways in which people identify
as British and Irish) (Gallagher 1995; Nic Craith 2002; Todd 2015). There are
also people who identify as neither British Unionists nor Irish Nationalists,
but as “other” (Hayward and McManus 2018). And there has been discussion
about whether the growing immigrant population can assist in further break-
ing down the Irish/British binary, or whether “other” is a residual category
that is marginal to Northern Irish society and politics (Gilligan, Hainsworth,
and McGarry 2011). NI owes its existence to a clash of nationalisms, and
the conflict between British and Irish nationalism has been a persistent,
and sometimes violent and deadly, presence since its birth (Hepburn 1980).
NI is also a key element in tussles over whether the UK is a Union state, in
which the different component parts have both significant autonomy and
a say over the overall governance and direction of the whole, or a unified
state, in which sovereignty is not pooled between the constituent parts
but centralized at Westminster (Bulpitt 1982; Kenny and Sheldon 2020;
Rosie and Hepburn 2015).

The concept of methodological nationalism draws attention to the deeply
embedded nationalist assumptions in social science thinking. Thinking about
methodological nationalism in relation to NI, however, reveals that, paradoxi-
cally, a nationalist assumption is to not think in terms of the actual nation-
state, the UK, but a safer, more partial version of it. Ignoring, or quarantining
off, the ambiguous position of NI in the UK, creates blind-spots in our under-
standing of the UK nation-state. Acknowledging the ambiguous position of
NI, in our scholarship, and attempting to bring this into our understanding
of UK politics and society, will push us to think in more sophisticated and mul-
tifaceted ways about the UK. Doing so seems important at this historical
moment, when numerous aspects of the national are being contested. NI is
intertwined with many of these, such as Brexit; the future of the Union; the
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resurgence of the far right; populist nationalism; reassertions of national
sovereignty; nostalgia for Empire, and; anti-immigrant hostility.

In the next two sections, we try to illustrate some of the problems that the
NI blind-spot has created, and continues to create, for any attempt to under-
stand the UK nation-state. We do so by looking at two key areas of applied
ethnic and racial studies of Britain: immigration controls and “race relations”.

Immigration controls and the Northern Ireland blind-spot

From the time that the Irish Free State came into existence, in 1922, the UK
government has thought about Ireland as two separate jurisdictions (UK
and Southern Ireland) and as an island neighbour (Ireland), when thinking
about UK immigration policy. The Home Office and their counterpart in
Dublin, the Ministry for Home Affairs, had an informal policy of intergovern-
mental cooperation, and the two states ensured that parliamentary legis-
lation enabled free movement between the two jurisdictions, mutual
recognition of each other’s citizens and coordination of immigration controls
(e.g. keeping out “undesirable aliens”). One rationale for this cooperation, on
the Westminster side, was the pragmatic benefits of treating the island of
Ireland as one entity for immigration purposes. Free movement between
the two jurisdictions was suspended at the outbreak of World War Two.
The controls that were introduced, however, applied to the island of
Ireland, not just the Irish Free State. After the war the two states resumed a
reworked version of bilateral cooperation, to facilitate free movement of
each other’s citizens between the two jurisdictions. This informal arrange-
ment came to be referred to as the Common Travel Area (CTA) (Ryan 2001;
De Mars et al. 2018).

The NI blind-spot in immigration policy has played a role in making the
Irish, partially, White in UK ethnic and racial studies. Hickman (1998) notes
that the Irish were made subject to immigration control in the first draft of
the Commonwealth Immigrants Bill, in 1962, but were excluded from the
final draft of the Bill and from the legislation, the 1962 Commonwealth Immi-
grants Act. The dominant interpretation of this exclusion, she notes, has been
that it both provides “conclusive proof that the intention and likely effect of
the Bill would be to discriminate against immigrants from the New Common-
wealth and Pakistan” and that “the Irish were excluded from immigration con-
trols because they were white” (1998, 299). She argues, in our view
persuasively, that although the first of these claims is undoubtedly true,
the second is highly questionable. “The reasons that the Irish were excluded”,
she argues, “were far more complex than the colour of their skin” (1998, 300).
Two of the reasons that are particularly pertinent to us here are the UK gov-
ernment’s concern that it would be impractical to have immigration controls
on the border on the island of Ireland, and the NI government’s opposition to
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immigration controls between NI and GB (Hickman 1998; Ryan 2001). In 1962
the UK government was faced with a similar dilemma to the one they have
faced with Brexit, the practical and political difficulties of having a border
on the island of Ireland, or in the Irish Sea.

The NI blind-spot in the social sciences continues to be a problem for
understanding UK immigration policy. This can be seen in the discussions
around Brexit. Numerous scholars have noted the links between racism,
anti-immigration sentiment and Brexit (see e.g.: Evans and Mellon 2015; Gil-
ligan 2018a; Virdee and McGeever 2018). In this scholarship, however, there
has been very little mention of NI, the one part of the UK that shares a
land border with the EU. Those scholars who do mention NI, often danger-
ously misrepresent the CTA as meaning that there is free movement of
people between the UK and Ireland (see e.g.: Menon 2019; Ramsay and Bick-
erton 2018). The idea that the CTA allows free movement of people is a myth.
It needs to be dispelled.

The CTA allows free movement of Irish and British citizens, between the
two jurisdictions. This means that, for Irish and British citizens, the vast
majority of the time, crossing the border between NI and the Republic of
Ireland is as easy as crossing the border between England and Wales, or Scot-
land. The CTA, however, only covers British and Irish citizens. Non-EU citizens,
(and with racial profiling, UK and Irish citizens who may “appear” to be non-
EU citizens), have been subject to immigration checks in NI for years (Latif and
Martyrnowicz 2009). Even before the UK had formally exited the EU, EU citi-
zens are being subjected to more immigration control measures in NI. Home
Office figures show that in NI, in the period 2012–19, Romanian nationals
were stopped more than any other nationality (1,313, followed by 1,299
Chinese nationals), and of those Romanians stopped 17 per cent were
arrested (Fagan and Butterly 2020). Other Home Office data show a significant
increase in EU citizens from Eastern Europe being detained at the immigra-
tion facility at Larne. In 2011 0.2 per cent of those detained at Larne House
were from the East European countries that joined since 2004, in 2014 the
figure was 6.5 per cent, in 2015 it was 10.3 per cent, in 2016, the year of
the referendum, it was 22.3 per cent (Gilligan 2018b). So, even before the
UK has formally left the EU, NI was already becoming a frontline for immigra-
tion control in the UK.

For decades UK immigration officials have collaborated with their Irish
equivalent, the Garda National Immigration Bureau (GNIB), and two police
forces, Police Scotland and the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI).
This collaboration, Operation Gull, involves immigration checks on both
sides of the land border in Ireland, and on the “border” in the Irish Sea
(BrexitLawNI 2018). The legal basis of many of the immigration control
measures is dubious. The PSNI and immigration officials have been accused
of racial profiling at ferry ports and airports (Latif and Martyrnowicz 2009).
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And the PSNI and immigration officials have been accused of misusing Sche-
dule 7 of the Prevention of Terrorism Act for immigration control purposes
(CAJ 2018). These immigration control measures are not just being enacted
at the border. The UK’s Counter Terrorism and Border Security Act 2019 c3,
gives immigration officers considerable power to stop, question and detain
anyone “at a port or in the border area”, in other words they do not have
to be crossing the border, simply being “in the border area” is sufficient
(UK Government 2019, Chapter 3:Schedule 3, Part 1, (2), (a)). The UK govern-
ment have also been building up their immigration enforcement infrastruc-
ture, including recruiting more immigration officers, in NI (Gilligan 2018b).
And immigration enforcement in NI has been the most intense of anywhere
in the UK. A recent investigation by journalists found that, during the period
2012–16, NI had the third highest number of Home Office immigration checks
in the UK, after London and Manchester. This was despite the fact that NI is
the region of the UK with the second lowest percentage (after Wales) of
non-UK and Irish citizens. These figures show that, proportionate to immi-
grant population, there were, (prior to the EU referendum), more immigration
checks in NI than anywhere else in the UK (Fagan and Butterly 2020).

Already, just a few months into the UK’s exit from the EU, the “Irish border”
issue has become politicized. At the end of January 2021, the EU’s European
Commission signalled its intention to control the movement of Coronavirus
vaccines across the Irish border, from the EU to the UK. The Commission
quickly backtracked from this announcement, but that wasn’t sufficient to
contain the damage (Sheehy 2021). Ulster Unionist politicians stepped up
their campaign against the Northern Ireland Protocol, which provides the
legal basis for the checks on some goods at the Irish borders (McCormack
2021a). Opposition to the Protocol was central to the deposing of Democratic
Unionist Party (DUP) leader, Arlene Foster, and her replacement by the more
hard-line Edwin Poots (McCormack 2021b). The actions of politicians have
been paralleled by Loyalist paramilitary activities. In January 2021, death
threats were made against staff working on border checks at the Port of
Larne (BBC News 2021a). In February, a body which represents the three
main loyalist paramilitary groups in NI, announced that it was withdrawing
its support for the Good Friday Agreement, in opposition to the Protocol
(BBC News 2021c). In April widespread rioting broke out in Loyalist areas
across NI, with opposition to the Protocol being cited as one of the reasons
for the riots (Hirst 2021). Opposition to the Protocol, from within NI, was
implicitly endorsed by the UK Government, when they unilaterally eased
restrictions on the movement of some goods across the Irish Sea in March
(Campbell 2021). The UK government has continued to play hardball in nego-
tiations with the EU over the Protocol. By the end of May, one seasoned
reporter described the discussions as being in a “dangerous standoff”, with
Lord Frost, the UK negotiator using the possibility of loyalist violence in NI
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in the summer as an implicit threat in negotiations with the EU (Connolly
2021).

At this stage, the focus is on the Irish Sea controls, not the land border, and
on the movement of goods, not people. There is no guarantee, however, that
the issue of immigration controls will not become politicized. For Ulster
unionists the Protocol is an existential threat to the place of NI in the
Union. Their concern is not about what form the border should take. That
concern is simply a manifestation of their anxiety about the meaning of Brit-
ishness, and NI’s place in it. It is not difficult to imagine this anxiety becoming
linked up with concern about immigration. Several anti-immigrant commen-
tators have identified the Irish border as a weak spot, (a so-called back door),
in the UK’s immigration system (Hill 2019; Migration Watch UK 2018). And an
EU Commissioner, (and former Irish Minister), previously expressed concern
that border towns in the Republic of Ireland could become the “new
Calais” (McDonald 2016). The potential for politicization of immigration is
increased by the Nationalist/Unionist political divide on Brexit (BBC News
2021b; McCann and Hainsworth 2017), by the divergence between the
Nationalist and Unionist parties on the issue of immigration and by the sig-
nificantly more anti-immigration stance of Unionist parties (McGarry, Hains-
worth, and Gilligan 2008).

Northern Ireland and “race relations” in the UK

UK “race relations” policy has also been shaped by the NI blind-spot. The gov-
ernment of Northern Ireland helped shape the development and framing of
UK race relations policy in twomain ways. It secretly, and successfully, lobbied
to restrict the terms of the UK’s first Race Relations Act. The NI government
were keen that the Act should not apply to NI, and they wanted religion to
be excluded as a “racial” criterion, (“colour”, “race” and “ethnic or national
origins”, were the criteria which were eventually written into the Act)
(Dickey 1972). The NI government was aware of the dangers of a “race
relations” framework being applied to NI. In 1963, W. R. Boyd, of the Northern
Ireland Labour Party, had proposed a Racial Discrimination and Incitement Bill
in the Stormont parliament. The Bill proposed to prohibit discrimination on
grounds of “colour, race or religion” in NI (cited in Osborne 1982, 332). The
fear of the NI government was that any such legislation would be used by
Catholics in NI, to launch legal challenges to the anti-Catholic (sectarian) pol-
icies that were institutionalized in the running of NI, both in official Stormont
government policy and in many everyday practices (Crangle 2018). The UK
government was aware of demands for anti-discriminatory legislation in NI,
the NI-based Campaign for Social Justice (CSJ) had been lobbying the UK
Prime Minster for legislation that would outlaw religious discrimination (De
Fazio 2012; Purdie 1990). The exclusion of NI was thus, not because the
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legislation was less relevant to NI, but because it would have called into ques-
tion the anti-Catholic practices that were integral to the running of Northern
Irish society.

Religion was a criterion that some members of the, Westminster-based,
Home Affairs Committee wanted to include in the legislation, so that no
one could evade the law by claiming that their actions were motivated on
religious grounds, rather than racial ones (Gilligan 2017, 41). The UK govern-
ment justified the eventual exclusion of religion from the law on the twin
grounds that, as Dickey put it, “religious discrimination and incitement in
Britain was not so prevalent or so serious a threat to social harmony that it
should be prohibited by law” and that anti-Semitic “discrimination and inci-
tement was in most cases essentially racial and not religious in nature and
that it would therefore be covered” by the Act (1972, 135). The first of
these rationales was not true of NI. With regard to the second claim, the gov-
ernment did not attempt to explain why anti-Catholic discrimination was
essentially religious and not racial in nature, or the basis for the “pragmatic”
distinction between “racial” and “religious”.

In 1968, the Race Relations Act was significantly revised and many of its
powers bolstered. In the years between 1965 and 1968 lobbying for action
against anti-Catholic discrimination in NI had increased. A civil rights move-
ment was developing in NI, modelled on the US Black civil rights movement
(Dooley 1998). The Campaign for Democracy in Ulster (CDU) was launched, in
Westminster, in 1965. The CDU was sponsored by more than a hundred
Labour MPs and Peers, including anti-racist and anti-colonial veterans such
as Fenner Brockway. It included amongst its original aims, a call for discrimi-
nation on religious grounds to be included in the Race Relations Act, and for
the Act to be extended to NI (Purdie 1990). These calls, however, went
unheeded. The 1968 Act was not extended to NI, and religion was not
included as criteria.

One year later NI descended into chaos. In August 1969, the Stormont gov-
ernment proved unable to contain the situation, and British troops were
deployed onto the streets of NI (Gilligan 2005). The Westminster government
now signalled their awareness of the relevance of “race relations”measures in
NI, when they pressurized the Stormont government to develop a “commu-
nity relations” infrastructure, modelled on the “race relations” infrastructure in
GB (Etchart 2016; Rolston 1980). Senior civil servants from Westminster and
Stormont worked together, with the Chief Conciliation Officer of the (GB)
Race Relations Board and the General Secretary of the (GB) Community
Relations Commission (CRC) (Etchart 2016). This activity led to Stormont
passing a Community Relations Act, in 1969, which translated elements of
the Race Relations Act into the NI context (Rolston 1980). The NI parliament
also passed legislation against incitement of hatred, “on grounds of religious
belief, colour, race or ethnic or national origins” (Northern Ireland Parliament
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1970, Clause 1). So, although in government circles there was acknowledge-
ment of the relevance of the Race Relations Act (GB) to NI, the “community
relations” framing of the policy in NI, and the separate infrastructure and
legislation there, helped to maintain the distinction between NI and GB.

By 1972 the situation in NI had become so unstable that the NI Parliament
was prorogued and Direct rule was imposed from Westminster. The UK gov-
ernment did not, however, extend the Act to NI. When the Race Relations Act
was further revised, in 1976, despite Direct Rule, both the religion criterion
and NI continued to be excluded from the legislation. Further evidence
that the UK government recognized the relevance of “race relations” legis-
lation to NI, however, came in the same year, when the Westminster govern-
ment enacted the Fair Employment (NI) Act in 1976. The Act established a Fair
Employment Commission and made discrimination on religious grounds
unlawful (Osborne 1982). The parallel development of government thinking
on racism (GB) and sectarianism (NI) continued through the 1980s, up to the
present day. It can be seen in the development of multicultural policies in NI
in the 1980s and 1990s (Nic Craith 2003; Rolston 1998), and the development
of Hate Crime policy in more recent years (Jarman 2017; NIASC 2007; NIHRC
2013).

Prior to the peace process in the 1990s, only a few scholars attempted to
correct the NI blind-spot in ethnic and racial studies. Moore (1972) examined
NI as a “race relations” situation, and concluded that it did fit the description.
McKernan (1982), in the pages of this journal, drew parallels between NI and
the USA. Other scholarly studies of racism in GB have noted that there was
some read over from NI. In Policing the Crisis, the classic work by the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, for example, the breakdown in
social order in NI was viewed as a crucial element in the British ruling-
class’s perception of crisis and the demand for tougher law and order
measures. Measures that were employed against racialized communities in
GB (CCCS 1978). Gilroy touched on this theme again, in his references to
the influence of policing in NI, on policing of racialized communities in GB
(Gilroy 1982, 163–170). These attempts, however, have been isolated and
unsustained.

With the development of the peace process in the 1990s, a discussion
about how to think conceptually about racism and sectarianism has
emerged. An early attempt, by Brewer in the pages of this journal, provided
a theoretical rationale for the separation of racism and sectarianism. Central
to his argument is a distinction between “perceptual cues” (visible markers of
difference) and “stereotypical cues” (learned markers of difference) (1992).
McVeigh challenged this conception, by pointing to the racialization of the
Irish (McVeigh 1998a, 1998b). More recently, McVeigh has noted a conver-
gence between changing conceptions of racism in GB, and more long-stand-
ing conceptions of sectarianism in NI. The rise of Islamophobia, for example,
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has given a new prominence to the importance of religion as a “racial” cri-
terion (McVeigh 2014). Gilligan (2017) has sided with McVeigh and argued
that the study of racism and anti-racism in the UK would benefit from a
more serious engagement with NI. To date, however, this discussion
appears to have been confined to scholars with a specific interest in NI,
and even then, only to those with a specific interest in racism as well. All of
which attests to the enduring power of the NI blind-spot in the social
sciences.

Conclusion

In this article, we have made a distinction between conscious attempts to
maintain NI as a “place apart” and associated unconscious ways of thinking
that constitute a “NI blind-spot”. We used the concept of methodological
nationalism to draw attention to the nationalist assumptions in much social
science thinking, which help explain the blind-spot regarding NI. We then
switched that discussion around and pointed to ways in which the case of
NI illustrates the limitations of the concept of methodological nationalism
itself. All these elements, we suggest, merit further investigation and discus-
sion. In the rest of this conclusion, we want to suggest some reasons why this
further investigation and discussion is particularly pertinent to ethnic and
racial studies in, and of, the UK.

In her 1998 ERS article, Hickman argued that the uncritical acceptance of
the idea that the Irish were excluded from the 1962 Commonwealth Immi-
grants Act because they were White, has: “directly contributed to the sub-
sequent invisibility of the Irish as both migrants and as members of an
ethnic minority” in GB; bolstered a racist myth “about the cultural homogen-
eity of the British Isles” prior to the arrival of the “Windrush generation”; pre-
vented “the achievement of a full understanding of racisms in Britain”, and;
dovetailed with “state strategies for managing immigration and ‘race
relations’” (1998, 305–306). We believe that our analysis bolsters her argu-
ment, through a fuller exploration of the contribution of the NI blind-spot,
and has added some additional concerns to the list.

We have argued that the exclusion of religion as criterion from the Race
Relations Acts has bolstered the misleading commonsense view that racism
is about colour prejudice. We have argued that the conceptual partitioning
of sectarianism from racism has retarded our understanding of both. We
have argued that the study of race relations policy in GB, rather than in the
UK, has led to a partial understanding of the policy area. We have indicated
that Brexit has politicized many of the underlying issues (the nation, national
belonging and national sovereignty) that are central concerns of ethnic and
racial studies. And we have argued that many of the contradictions immanent
in the UK nation, national belonging and national sovereignty are particularly
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forcefully expressed in relation to NI. All these factors, we suggest, point to
the need for scholars of ethnic and racial studies to take seriously, and
work to overcome, the NI blind-spot. Today, as in the late 1960s and 1970s,
the UK is wracked by multiple crises. Scholars of ethnic and racial studies,
we suggest, will fail to achieve a fuller understanding of the interconnection
of racisms in Britain with these crises, if they continue to be afflicted by the NI
blind-spot.

Notes

1. The terms “Britain” and “British” are ambiguous. In this article, we have generally
used them as synonymous with, respectively, “the UK” and “the British people”
(who should be included in this latter category is, of course, a contested issue).
When referring to the British “mainland”, we use the term Great Britain (GB).

2. There are a range of different concepts that we could look at. We could have
used, for example, the concept of “postcolonialism”, to highlight ways in
which UK-based postcolonial scholars have ignored NI, despite its ambiguous
status as a postcolonial society, an actually existing colony, a settler society
or a region of a former Imperial power (on characterisations of Northern
Ireland see: Miller 1998b; Whyte 1990; for an example of “postcolonial” blind-
ness to Northern Ireland see: Bhambra 2007).
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