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DE FACTO EXCLUSION THROUGH DISCURSIVE INCLUSION
Autochthony in discourses on Irishness and politics in Catholic West Belfast

Olaf Zenker

INTRODUCTION

Discourses on autochthony, i.e. on a proclaimed ‘original’ link between a territory and
a group, are embedded in often ambivalent and contested discursive fields of inclusion
and exclusion. This paper shows how notions of autochthony within one section of a
society can simultaneously include and exclude another section, thus reproducing its
own discursive plausibility and centrality. This argument is developed by focusing on
autochthony in Catholic West Belfast at the intersection of discourses on Irish identity
and politics.!

Despite recent and quite fundamental political changes in the North of Ireland
— most notably the decommissioning in September 2005 of what the ‘Independent In-
ternational Commission on Decommissioning’ (IICD) described as the ‘totality of the
IRA’s arsenal’ — the local society remains deeply divided. This divide can be character-
ised according to three dichotomies, in terms of religious background, ethnic identity
and political aspirations. The first dichotomy separates the local population along the
lines ‘Catholic’ versus ‘Protestant’ religious backgrounds. In the second, an almost ex-
clusively Catholic part of the population sees itself as ‘Irish’, whereas Protestants tend
to characterise themselves as ‘British’. In the third, most local Irish can be described as
‘Nationalist/Republican’ in terms of their political position, i.e. aspiring to independ-
ence from Britain and a united Ireland. In contrast, a majority of the ‘Unionists/Loyal-
ists’ advocates the maintenance of the ‘United Kingdom’, i.e. the ‘Union’ with Great
Britain. Despite some variations and intersections, there is a far-reaching homology be-
tween ‘Catholic’, ‘Irish’ and ‘Nationalist/Republican’ on the one hand, and ‘Protestant’,
‘British’ and ‘Unionist/Loyalist’ on the other.

Although layers of religious, ethnic and political identifications are, indeed, rela-
tively co-extensive, this characterisation conceals an important aspect of the local situa-

! This article is based on ethnographic fieldwork, which was conducted in the Catholic part of West Bel-
fast in 20032004 in the course of my PhD research at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropol-
ogy, Halle/Saale (Germany). Apart from participant observation and informal interviews, my research
focussed on a series of in-depth interviews with a total of thirty key informants, who were chosen by
age, gender, class, and their degree of involvement in what is seen locally as ‘Irish culture’, in order to
ensure a more representative sample. An earlier version of this article was presented at a workshop on
autochthony and indigineity at the bi-annual conference of the German Anthropological Association
(Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Vélkerkunde e.V.) in 2005 in Halle/Saale.

2 Cf. Trew (1998), Coulter (1999:10-22).
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tion, namely that while these identities rarely cross-cut each other in practice, this does
not mean that they are not conceptualised in discourse by local actors as cross-cutting
ties of affiliation. To put it differently: while there is a shared consensus in Northern
Ireland about who has a Catholic or Protestant religious background, Catholics and
Protestants tend to disagree in terms of the ethnic identities they respectively ascribe to
themselves, as well as to members of the opposite faith (and also about what political
aspirations should follow from these ascribed ethnic identities). It is therefore conven-
ient for researchers as well as for local actors to use the labels ‘Catholic/Protestant’ to
refer unambiguously to the two communities. However, this pragmatic use of religious
terminology is not meant to suggest that religion is the underlying source of conflict; in
fact, this idea is strongly rejected at least by ‘Catholics’, even though they often use this
terminology as a short hand in conversations.

In the following, I primarily focus on the Catholic perspective within West Belfast
and show how local constructions of Irish identity and politics constitute a somewhat
ambiguous cross-cutting discourse of inclusion for Protestants. By analysing the role
and implications of autochthony within this discursive field, I demonstrate how the very
nature of this discursive inclusion leads, in practice, to the Protestants being excluded.
I conclude by showing how the failure of this discursive offer of inclusion based on au-
tochthony contributes to the likelihood of its continued discursive reproduction.

AUTOCHTHONY IN DISCOURSES ON IRISH IDENTITY IN CATHOLIC WEST BELFAST

Catholic West Belfast is one of the areas, that have been most strongly affected by the
violent conflict of recent decades in Northern Ireland. Being primarily a working-class
district, it expands to the south-west from the predominantly Protestant Shankill Road
to the north and the M1 Motorway to the east. Due to pronounced residential segrega-
tion based on religion, almost everyone has a Catholic background. Locals have a rather
strong sense of communal solidarity, and they often characterise West Belfast as being
like a ‘town of its own’. It has been seen by people both within and without as being one
of the enduring heartlands of the IRA and its associated political party, Sinn Féin.
Within West Belfast, the vast majority of Catholics regard themselves as being
Irish. However, Irishness is rarely addressed in public discourse, nor does it play a sig-
nificant role in daily conversations. While Irish identity largely ‘goes without saying’,
when asked, locals typically describe their Irishness as clearly the principal element of
their identity. It forms the basis for their frequently strong political convictions, aspira-
tions and actions as Irish Nationalists or Republicans. Yet what does it mean for them
to be Irish? Take, for example, the following extract from an interview with Mary’ a

3 All names of informants have been anonymized.
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woman in her fifties, who was born and reared in Catholic West Belfast within a strongly
Republican family:

0.Z.: The last time you told me that you see yourself as being Irish. So, what makes some-
body Irish in your opinion?

Mary: What makes somebody Irish? Being born in Ireland, um, being part of the Irish
culture. Just that they always identify themselves as Irish and never ever as British.
It’s a natural thing to feel Irish. Like you, probably, you’re German.

O.Z.: Alright. And when you say, ‘being part of the Irish culture’, what do you mean by
that?

Mary: Well, when we were young, we played Camogie. I would be interested in Gaelic
football, Irish dancing, we all did, when we were young. Um, although now, it’s basi-
cally all around West Belfast, the Falls Road. They didn’t have as much Irish dancing
and stuff like that then.*

Within this short extract, Mary mentions three aspects of Irish identity, which one fre-
quently encounters in conversations with locals about their Irishness, namely ‘being
born in Ireland’, ‘being part of Irish culture’, and finally one’s self-identification as Irish.
Let us look at them separately.

‘Being born in Ireland’ is usually the first thing that comes to people’s minds when
being asked about their Irishness. So, for instance, the immediate response of Robert,
a 63-year-old Catholic, was: ‘Basically, if you are born in Ireland’.”> Equally, 47-year-old
Martina emphasised that she ‘was born here’ when asked why she was Irish. In explain-
ing what she meant by ‘here’, she said: ‘In Ireland. I don’t class myself as British because
I happen to be born this side of the border. It all comes down to, I think, what is on
the map: on the island of Ireland’.® This illustrates what is a largely uniform pattern in
Catholic West Belfast: ‘Ireland’ is construed in Catholic geographies of ethnic identity
as the whole of the island of Ireland; it is the seemingly self-evident natural givenness of
a geographical unity to which their sense of place of birth refers, rather than to political
units on the island, which are seen as artificial.

This leads to the prevailing notion of autochthony in Catholic West Belfast: some-
one is seen as autochthonous if he or she is born on the island of Ireland, which engen-
ders the membership of that particular person in the Irish people. Through this very
discursive framing, however, ‘being born in the whole of Ireland’ simultaneously also
reproduces the integrity of Ireland as a territory, of the Irish people as a whole, and of
the legitimacy of their claim to ‘their land’ through the apparently ‘original’ link consti-
tuted through the alleged ‘natural givens’ of birth and place.

Autochthony in Catholic West Belfast is thus strongly individualised in the sense
that the claimed original link between a territory and its people is constantly produced

Interview with Mary on March 23" 2004
Interview with Robert on February 5 2004
Interview with Martina on February 4" 2004
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through the birth-location of individuals. This stands in stark contrast to more collec-
tivised forms of autochthony, which situate the original link between a territory and a
people at some point in the past, when the group is supposed to have been ‘there’
before some other groups. While collectivised forms of autochthony usually provide
discourses for exclusion, distinguishing between ‘first-’ and ‘late-comers’ based on the
alleged past of groups (cf. Kopytoff 1989, Lentz 2003), individualised autochthony
primarily constitutes a discourse of inclusion, taking into account mainly the pres-
ence of individuals.

It may come as a surprise that autochthony in Catholic West Belfast should be of
the individualised type, hence explicitly providing a discourse of inclusion for both the
children of immigrants born in Ireland and for local Protestants under the common
denominator of Irishness. After all, there are differences between the Catholic and the
Protestant communities, which both sides would link to the latter’s settlement in Ire-
land during the ‘Plantation’ period in the seventeenth century. But, as will be shown, it
is rather within the Protestant community that these historical events are used in dis-
courses of collectivised autochthony and ethnic identity.

While the notion of autochthony based on being born in Ireland thus provides a
discourse of inclusion, Mary’s second aspect of Irishness — ‘being part of Irish culture’-
seems to rather to exclude Protestants. ‘Irish culture’ is typically seen in Catholic West
Belfast as comprising ‘Gaelic Games’ such as Gaelic football mentioned above, hurling
or its female version, Camogie. It also encompasses forms of ‘Irish dancing’ and ‘Irish
traditional music’, as well as the Irish language. What makes these things self-evidently
‘Irish’ was aptly summarised by one of my younger informants, a 17-year-old boy called
Daithi: ‘Cos you wouldn’t find it anywhere else in the world’. ‘Cos you are not going to
go to China and find people playing hurling’.” ‘Irish culture’ is thus seen to consist of
things which only exist in Ireland — or, to be more precise, which are seen as originat-
ing from or rightfully belonging to the Irish people, and hence making the Irish people
distinctive as Irish people. While many Catholics would emphasise that these elements
of ‘Irish culture’ are not restricted to Catholics but also rightfully belong to local Prot-
estants as fellow Irishmen, and while a number of Catholics draw attention to some
Protestant involvement, few would deny that ‘Irish culture’ is predominantly practised
by Catholics, especially regarding the Gaelic Games and the Irish language. In practice,
‘Irish culture’ thus seems rather to exclude Protestants from a common Irishness. How-
ever, a second look at the perceived relationship between practising ‘Irish culture’ and
‘the Irish people’ among Catholics reveals a much weaker connection.

Many Catholics, especially those who are heavily involved in ‘Irish culture’, em-
phasise that they do not see ‘cultural’ practice as a precondition for being Irish. Take,
for example, the following statement by Peadar, an Irish speaker in his thirties, who has
been a language activist all his professional life:

7 Interview with Daithi on June 24™ 2004
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I don’t want to be snobbish, but the ability to speak Irish surely reinforces one’s Irishness.
But it is not a prerequisite to being Irish. Just because I speak Irish makes me not more
Irish, but personally, I undoubtedly feel more Irish. Do I feel that others do need to speak
Irish to be wholeheartedly Irish? Definitely not! I don’t see that as a contradiction. For me
personally, to have the ability to speak Irish enriches my Irishness.®

This quotation reveals a very typical pattern of argumentation among Catholics: practi-
cal involvement with some form of ‘Irish culture’ is seen as making oneself personally
feel ‘more Irish’, but it is rejected as either ‘actually’ making oneself more Irish or as a
general precondition for Irishness. On a personal level, practising ‘Irish culture’ may
enrich one’s Irishness or, as many locals suggest, it may help reassure oneself of one’s
own Irish identity in times of conflict, in which questions of identity become both salient
and contested; it may be helpful as a ‘decolonising weapon’ in demonstrating one’s own
‘cultural’ distinctiveness vis-2-vis what is seen as an ethnically different oppressor; or it
may be seen as something, which Irish people should do in order to maintain a valuable
and distinctive ‘culture’ under threat of distinction. Those Irish people who don’t care
might be frowned upon for this, but they remain ‘Irish’ nevertheless; they are generally
not seen as being any ‘less Irish’, but only as (regrettably) less interested in ‘their own’
culture. In short: while the actual practice of ‘Irish culture’ does provide some potential
for arguing for an exclusion of Protestants from Irishness — something, Protestants often
empbhasise — this is usually not the point of view of local Catholics.

Against this backdrop, it is not surprising that many local Catholics insist that
Protestants are actually also Irish. This position was concisely expressed by Sean, a 16-
year-old pupil of the local Irish-medium secondary school, when asked what identity
local Protestants had in his opinion:

Protestants just have a different religion. It would be Unionists. Unionists claim to be Brit-
ish and want to be part of the British Isles. They claim to be British. But I would say, no, they
are Irish. They were born in Ireland, they have an Irish background, their parents were born
in Ireland as well. They follow a different culture, but they are still Irish.’

While Sedn stresses that ethnic and political identification matters more than religious
background, and while he acknowledges that ‘Unionists’ follow a culture different from
‘Irish culture’, he nevertheless characterises them as Irish because of their place of birth.
Autochthonous inclusion thus predominates over the potentially excluding element of
“Irish cultural’ practice in the ascription of Irishness. Yet this fairly wide-spread position
sits uneasily with the third aspect of Irishness that Mary mentioned in the above inter-
view, namely one’s self-identification as Irish.

Many Catholics emphasised that they were Irish and continued to identify them-
selves as Irish ‘and never ever as British’ (as Mary insisted), although they were for a long

Interview with Peadar on February 4 2004
®  Interview with Sean on April 2° 2004
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time denied public expression of their ethnic identity by the state. For them, it seems,
the persisting self-identification as Irish has been a crucial element of their identity.
When talking about the ethnic identity of immigrants’ children born in Ireland — for
instance, the Filipino community in West Belfast — it is quite often highlighted, as by my
friend Robert, that ‘it’s also a matter of choice. A Filipino who is born in Belfast can be
Irish if he wants’.!* However, when talking about Protestants’ choice to be British, the
situation is apparently different. In Catholic West Belfast, a cynic might say, everyone
seems to be equal in having a right to self-identification, but somehow some choices are
more equal than others. The question is, why?

AUTOCHTHONY IN DISCOURSES ON POLITICS IN CATHOLIC WEST BELFAST

In trying to come to terms with this somewhat special treatment of Protestants’ self-
identification by local Catholics, the following extract from an interview with Témas
provides some orientation. After stressing that he would see anybody in terms of the
identities of their own choosing, Témas, a self-declared ‘Irish Republican’ and full-time
Irish language activist in his forties, went on:

Yeah, I accept what anybody would say about their sense of national identity. But, I know
there was a school of thought within Republicanism especially, you know, for many years
that said, “Well if they call themselves Protestants, they call themselves British. But under
the surface they are really Irish’. I wouldn’t follow that type of people. [...] Just, I never
believed in it.!!

While this statement shows that there also exists a position in Catholic West Belfast that
has explicitly put the self-identification of individuals above the principle of autoch-
thonous inclusion — a position that will be shown to be ultimately only a refinement of
traditional autochthonous predominance - it also points to the fundamental reason of
the persisting saliency of autochthony, namely its centrality in local political discourses
of Irish Nationalism and Republicanism.

Since the emergence in the 1790s of the ‘United Irishmen’ — the first Irish libera-
tion movement aiming at establishing an independent Irish republic by ‘unity of Protes-
tant, Catholic and Dissenter’ — Irish Nationalism and Republicanism have taken various
forms and routes. Disagreements have focused on various goals, ranging from various
degrees of autonomy from Great Britain to total independence, as well as the future po-
litical system, monarchy or republic. Conservative, more Catholic-oriented forces have
been opposed by distinctly left-wing Republicans, who have sought to combine their
struggle for national liberation with various socialist aspirations. The question of the ap-

10
11

Interview with Robert on February 5t 2004
Interview with Témas on August 20 2004
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propriate means to achieve national self-determination has been another area of dissent.
While constitutional Nationalists have promoted exclusively peaceful means, more radi-
cal Republicans have justified their ‘armed struggle’ as the only way to move forward. In
the North of Ireland, a more moderate and purely constitutional ‘Nationalist’ position
has become associated with the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), whereas
Sinn Féin and the IRA have been regarded as the proponents of a more radical ‘Repub-
lican’ position, advocating the use of violence. Since the beginnings of the peace process
in the early 1990s and the subsequent IRA ceasefire, however, Sinn Féin has moved a
long way towards a more ‘constitutional’ position by abandoning violent means. This
development reached a new peak in 2005, when the IRA declared its armed campaign
to be over and apparently put their remaining weapons beyond use.*

Despite all this variation, there has been a core of Irish Nationalist and Republican
thinking, at least during the twentieth century, which can be characterised as follows.
The island of Ireland has been the homeland of one nation, the Irish people. After
centuries of oppression by an external agent — the British state — this nation should
have been granted its entire territory in accordance with the principle of national self-
determination. Yet the Irish national revolution in 1918 -1921 has remained incomplete.
What became ‘Northern Ireland’ was artificially held back within the United Kingdom
and subsequently developed into a place where Catholics were treated like second-class
citizens by the local Protestant majority and its state apparatus. However, neither parti-
tion nor local sectarian discrimination were ultimately the fault of local Protestants, but
rather of the British state, in whose ‘colonial’ and ‘imperialist’ interest it was to retain
control over this part of the island. For this purpose, the British state artificially divided
the Irish nation by granting privileges to local Protestants in order to foster the sectarian
divide. The British state thus succeeded in blinding Protestants to their ‘true interests’
as co-members of the secular Irish nation through the creation of a false sense of British-
ness as well as of allegiance to the Union.” The popular base of Britishness and Union-
ism among Protestants is thus not to be taken at face value, but rather to be explained
by state-incited sectarianism and economic incentives. As Patterson (1997:112) convinc-
ingly shows, there has been an ‘unbroken thread of analysis’ in twentieth-century Irish
Nationalist/Republican thinking, which claims ‘that Unionism’s substance is the British
“guarantee”; if British support is removed, Ulster Protestants will wake up to their real
interests’.

Against this backdrop, it hardly comes as a surprise to learn that Protestants’ self-
identification as ‘British’ finds little resonance in Catholic West Belfast: autochthony
based on ‘being born in Ireland’ is too crucial a part of the whole discursive field of

2 For detailed discussions of the various strands in the development of Irish nationalism and republi-

canism, see Rumpf and Hepburn (1977), Cronin (1980), Bean (1994), McGarty and O’Leary (1995:
Chapters 1-2), Patterson (1997).
B Cf McGarty and O’Leary (1995:21-35), Patterson (1997:101).
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identity and politics. This notion of autochthony not only establishes both a legitimate
link between an individual and a territory and a people (his/her ‘Irish’ identity), and a
legitimate link between ‘Ireland’ and the ‘Irish people’ as a whole (the right for Irish
national self-determination), it also provides local Catholics with a plausible explanation
for their political situation, as well as a possible solution. Given the autochthony-based
presumption of the ‘fundamental unity of the nation’, any apparent divisions leading
to conflict cannot be but artificially fostered by the external agent of the British state;
once the latter is removed the divisions will crumble, and Ireland will be ‘A Nation once
again’, as a Republican song goes. And as long as the British state remains in the North
of Ireland, there is no real reason for local Catholics to question the fundamental plau-
sibility of this individualised autochthony: on the contrary, it explains the persistence of
political stalemate.

While I would argue that this functioning of autochthony is still the predominant
structure for making sense of identity and politics in Catholic West Belfast, a relatively
recent refinement can be noticed. Traditionally, there was no need for Republicans to
engage with self-declared ‘British Unionists’ on questions of their identity: it was as-
sumed that they would soon rediscover their Irishness anyway after British withdrawal.
However, the intensive negotiations between Republican and Nationalist leaders and
the British and Irish governments in the course of the peace process have led to some
rethinking within Republicanism, especially when it became evident during the 1990s
that Irish national self-determination was not to be achieved without the consent of all
the people in Northern Ireland (cf. Patterson 1997:Chapter 7). As Bean (1994:18) notes,
this has led to intensified attempts by Republicans to ‘empathise with and explore the
identity and real fears of the Unionist population’. At the party’s annual conference in
1995, a senior member of Sinn Féin from West Belfast emphasised that Republicans had
to approach Protestants in a ‘language of invitation’, because ‘in our vision of a united
and independent Ireland there must be a place for those who consider themselves Brit-
ish and who wish to stay British’ (quoted in Patterson 1997:260).

While such statements might suggest that Irish Republicans have started to ques-
tion their fundamental assumption that British Unionists are actually also Irish, this is
probably not the case in fact. Consider, for example, the following statements by Con-
nell, a 19-year-old man from a strongly Republican family background in Catholic West
Belfast, when talking about the identity of local Protestants during two interviews:

They’re British. They see themselves as British. Like, I'd say they’re Irish who refuse to
believe that they’re Irish. And I'm not trying to be disrespectful by telling them that they’re
Irish, but if they want to believe that they’re British, if they want to get on like the British,
fair enough. It doesn’t bother me, anyway. [...] I mean, for me to try and tell them that
they’re Irish would be exactly — to do exactly on them what they’ve been doing on us, which
I’'m against.™*

u Interview with Connell on July 15% 2004
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Let them believe they’re British. I don’t care. But let them believe they’re British in an
All-Ireland.”

What seems different in Connell’s account as compared to the earlier quotation by Sein
is his acknowledgement that telling Protestants what they ‘really’ are would be treat-
ing them in the same ‘disrespectful’ way in which Catholics felt they were treated by
the former Protestant ascendancy. This does not mean, however, that Connell actually
accepts the self-identification of Protestants as British; he merely tolerates it, provided
that it has no political consequences in terms of legitimate claims to their national self-
determination: ‘Let them believe they’re British’ — but ‘in an All-Ireland’. This conforms
to Patterson’s (1997:261) observation that, while Sinn Féin may well have been prepar-
ing for peace during the 1990s, ‘it was a peace that was seen, by republicans, necessarily
to involve only respect for the individual and communal rights of Protestants. There
was little evidence that they were prepared to accommodate significantly Unionism as a
political identity’.

What this suggests is that the refinement mentioned above in local political dis-
course in Catholic West Belfast basically comprises two acknowledgements. First, forcing
an ‘Irish’ identity on Protestants is disrespectful, morally unacceptable and strategically
counter-productive if the latter’s consent is needed in an agreed All-Ireland. Secondly,
everybody could just as well legitimately claim whatever identity he or she claims to
have (as misconceived as it may be from the ‘true’ Irish viewpoint), as long as only the
Irish have a legitimate claim to national self-determination. In other words, it has been
increasingly realised among Catholics that Protestants do not necessarily need to, and
probably might not, recognise their ‘true’ Irish identity for an All-Ireland to occur. Lo-
cal Catholics can thus — and mostly indeed seem to — afford to tolerate the individual’s
right to self-identification, provided the collective right to national self-determination
is only granted to the Irish. The privileged position of Irish national self-determination
thus continues to be legitimised by the notion of autochthony based on ‘being born in
Ireland’. And this still requires Protestants to be ‘actually’ Irish. The only thing which
seems to have been refined in Catholic West Belfast is the fact that Protestants are no
longer required to realise the ‘true nature’ of their identity as well.

DE FACTO EXCLUSION THROUGH DISCURSIVE INCLUSION:
PROTESTANT PERSPECTIVES AND THE REPRODUCTION OF AUTOCHTHONY

As I have shown, autochthony within the discursive field of Irish identity and politics
offers inclusion to Protestants. Yet this offer has rarely been accepted. On the contrary,
since the outbreak of the ‘troubles’ in 1969 Protestants’ self-identification as ‘Irish’ has

B Interview with Connell on August 12" 2004
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drastically diminished, while their self-characterisation as ‘British’ has almost doubled:
while twenty percent of Protestants saw themselves as ‘Irish’ and 39 percent as ‘British’
in 1968, merely four percent chose the label ‘Irish’ as opposed to 71 percent of ‘British’
Protestants in 1994 (cf. Trew 1996:142).

That the predominantly Unionist Protestant population should be increasingly
hostile to the Catholic offer of inclusion within a shared sense of Irishness is to be ex-
pected, given their outlook on questions of identity and politics. From a Unionist per-
spective, as McGarry and O’Leary (1995:97) concisely point out,

[tThere is not one nation in Ireland — which is a sentimental, irrationalist myth, sustained
by fallacious geographical determinism. Unionists insist that they differ decisively from the
other people in Ireland in religion, ethnic origin, economic interests, and sense of national
identity. They are not Catholics. They are ethnically linked to Scotland and England. Their
economic interests are connected with Britain. They regard themselves as either British
or Ulsterfolk. [...] Although some unionists insist that they are Irish, i.e. culturally Irish,
and even ethnically Irish, this identity is, they say, consistent with their British national or
political identity and allegiance. They have a dual identity, they are politically British but
culturally Irish.

It is hard to imagine a position that could be more opposed to the discursive field of
Irish identity and politics outlined earlier in this article: where local Irish Nationalists
emphasise one nation linked with the whole of the island of Ireland, Unionists proclaim
the existence of (at least) two peoples and denounce Irish political geography as a sim-
plistic insular attitude. While in practice mutually recognised cultural differences and
the role of self-identification are downplayed by the former position, they are highlight-
ed by the latter, as are in particular religious differences: whereas Catholics propagate
an individualised notion of autochthonous inclusion, Protestants put forward a collec-
tivised notion of autochthonous exclusion. The latter separate themselves from the local
Irish by deliberately stressing their late-comer status as the descendants of Scottish and
English settlers, while simultaneously arguing that they have lived for long enough in the
area of ‘Northern Ireland’ to claim legitimate self-determination as a group.'

However, one remark by McGarry and O’Leary deserves further attention, namely
their observation that some Unionists separate their ethnic from their political identity
by claiming to be ethnically Irish while politically supporting the Union with Great
Britain. This conforms to an observation by Liam, one of my few Catholic interlocutors
from West Belfast who had regular and intimate contact with Unionists due to his cross-
community work:

Whereas Unionists will be quite happy, if they trust you, to identify themselves as Irish, they
won’t do it if there’s a Nationalist in the company. They tend not to. Because the Nationalist
will read something into that, that they don’t want to be read into it. Something which is

16 Cf McGarry and O’Leaty (1995:92-93).
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not true. And which they do not want to happen. So, they’re — they’re under pressure from
Nationalists, to adopt an Irish identity. Nationalists expect that an Irish cultural identity will
immediately lead to an Irish political identity, and nationalism. And the Unionists react to
that. So what they actually can say out loud is — is kind of limited."”

Liam’s remark that ‘Nationalists expect that an Irish cultural identity will immediately
lead to an Irish political identity, and nationalism’ clearly corresponds to the more tradi-
tional version of autochthony: Protestants will realise that they have also ‘actually’ been
Irish all along, and will then inevitably support a united Ireland. The more refined ver-
sion of autochthony remains based on the same premise, yet does not require the insight
of Protestants into their ‘true’ identity, as long as they politically support an All-Ireland.
‘Be Irish or be whatever you want, but be invariably in support of a united Ireland’ is
the plain message, communicated by local Catholics through their discursive offer of in-
clusion based on autochthony. Since accepting this invitation invariably entails a journey
to a political destination that most Protestants have repeatedly made clear they have no
wish to reach, the offer cannot but fall short. By inseparably linking Irish identity and
Irish nationalism and ultimately failing to take the political aspirations of most Protes-
tants seriously, the discourse of autochthonous inclusion thus leads in practice to the
alienation and thus the actual exclusion of Protestants from a shared sense of Irishness.

Ironically, the by and large continued failure of autochthonous inclusion to win
over substantial numbers of Protestants reinforces rather than undermines the central-
ity and plausibility of autochthony within the discursive field of Irishness and politics
in Catholic West Belfast. This is because the ultimate failure of this individualised au-
tochthony unwillingly contributes to the strengthening of the political status quo, which
it had plausibly explained and tried to overcome in the first place. Being back at square
one, the failure of autochthonous inclusion only shows local Catholics how successful
the British government has been in dividing the Irish nation and in misleading the Prot-
estant population. Therefore, Protestants continue not to realise that, based on their
place of birth, they are actually part of the Irish nation. In other words, autochthony is
back on stage, as central and plausible as ever in explaining not only the political situa-
tion and the only possible way out, but now also its own past failure.

CONCLUSION

Discourses on Irishness and politics within Catholic West Belfast entail an offer of inclu-
sion for Protestants in the North of Ireland. Despite some ambiguity resulting from the
role of “Irish cultural’ practices and self-identification, the central notion of autochthony

7 Interview with Liam on July 14" 2004
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based on ‘being born in Ireland’ ensures that Irish identity and Irish nationalism are
conceptualised as explicitly cross-cutting the prevailing two religious blocs. This discur-
sive inclusion of Protestants into the Irish nation is thus neither just a lip-service nor a
mere by-product of Irish nationalism. Instead, it is crucially implicated in autochthony,
which is so central in the discursive field of Irishness and politics in Catholic West Bel-
fast because it provides a plausible explanation for both one’s own sense of identity and
the political situation, at the same time offering an aspirational, and legitimate, solution.
However, in both its more traditional and its more refined versions, this discursive of-
fer of inclusion invariably demands of Protestants that they be in support of a united
Ireland. Since this is simply not what most Protestants politically desire, the discursive
offer of autochthonous inclusion has the converse effect: it alienates and thus in fact
excludes Protestants.

However, instead of conceptualising this exclusion of Protestants as of its own
making, local autochthony interprets it as the continued failure of Protestants to recog-
nise their ‘true’ Irish identity. Since this is exactly the original situation that autochthony
had set about explaining and overcoming in the first place — and given the non-falsifi-
able nature of its argument — autochthony apparently cannot escape reproducing its
own centrality and plausibility within the discursive field of Irish identity and politics in
Catholic West Belfast.
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