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Abstract 

The aim of this article is to determine whether ethno-national divisions in Northern Ireland have 
become less salient in the post-Good Friday (or Belfast) Agreement era. It argues that if this is so, 
election campaigns in the North would be highly policy driven and bear significant resemblance to 
those in the Republic of Ireland due to the absence of any significant ethno-national divisions in 
that state. This article, therefore, analyses Sinn Fein’s Northern and Southern 2014 local 
government election manifestos through an ethno-symbolist lens to elucidate whether the level of 
nationalist symbolism and rhetoric of the former is comparable to that of the latter. It concludes 
that the party’s nationalism is more moderately expressed in its Southern manifesto, which places 
greater emphasis on socio-economic policies and is less focused on issues concerning the 
constitutional future of the island of Ireland. This dissonance is attributed to the continued 
significance of unionism and nationalism in Northern Ireland. 
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1. Introduction 

In 1998, the Good Friday Agreement heralded a new dawn in Northern Ireland.1 The 16 years since 

have seen a significant decrease in the level of violent conflict and, despite several ‘false starts’, 

the establishment of a consociational power sharing government at Stormont (see McGarry and 

O’Leary, 2009a: 370). Once staunch opponents, now unionists and nationalist politicians 

cooperate on a daily basis and have demonstrated an unprecedented willingness to respect, and 

even in some cases even participate in each other’s culture and heritage. Few foresaw the 

readiness of Sinn Fein’s Martin McGuinness, a former Provisional Irish Republican Army 

commander who is now deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland, to meet and shake hands with 

the Queen in 2012, who for many republicans remains a potent symbol of what they consider to 

be British imperialism in Ireland. Similarly, the attendance of Peter Robinson, the Democratic 

Unionist Party (DUP) First Minister, at a Gaelic football match during the same year demonstrates 

that these moves are being reciprocated by unionists. It is arguably the success of the 

consociational Good Friday Agreement that has facilitated the significant reduction in violent 

conflict, and unprecedented cooperation between unionists and nationalists. 

This inter-communal cooperation, however, is not being replicated within wider society. Despite a 

significant reduction in the level of violent conflict, Northern Ireland remains a deeply divided 

place. In 2014, 93 per cent of children attend segregated schools, whilst ‘peace walls’ continue to 

divide communities in interface areas at the lower end of the socio-economic scale in cities such as 

Belfast and Derry (Nolan, 2014: 11). There is evidence to suggest that the 2012-13 flag dispute – in 

which many unionists rejected the decision to limit the flying of the union flag at Belfast City Hall, 

leading to protests and riots across Northern Ireland – has heightened tension and increased 

polarisation, with a reduction in the numbers of Protestants and Catholics favouring mixed religion 

neighbourhoods and workplaces (Nolan, 2014: 11-12).2 Furthermore, electoral politics remains 

 

1 In short, the Agreement provides political accommodation for unionists and nationalists in executive, legislative and 
other institutional arrangements, and has facilitated a significant reduction in the level of violent conflict in Northern 
Ireland. See, for example, McGarry and O’Leary, 2009a; 2009b. 

2 The periodical Northern Ireland Life and Times survey found that between 2010 and 2013 the number of 
respondents preferring to reside in a neighbourhood comprised only of people of their own religion increased from 12 
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ethnically based, with the four largest parties in Northern Ireland all representing either unionism 

or nationalism.3 As such, ethnic voting has retained its significance, demonstrated by these parties 

collectively acquiring almost 85 per cent of the vote at the 2011 Northern Ireland Assembly 

election (Matthews, 2012: 351). Even the use of the preferential Proportional Representation – 

Single Transferable Vote (PR-STV) electoral system, which permits inter-communal vote transfers, 

has had a very limited impact. In 2011, only 12 per cent of transfers from voters of unionist parties 

were to nationalist candidates and just six per cent of nationalist party voter transfers were to 

unionist candidates (NIA, 2011: 7). This indicates that whilst the Good Friday Agreement is 

facilitating cooperation between unionists and nationalists at the political elite level, this is not 

filtering down to society at large. 

It is argued that over time, consociational power sharing may work to reduce the salience of 

ethnic divisions in Northern Ireland (McGarry and O’Leary, 2009b: 83). This article does not seek to 

dispute this assertion, as it can be argued that 16 years after the signing of the Good Friday 

Agreement and after only six years of continuous power sharing, it is too soon to pass a definitive 

judgment. Rather, it analyses Sinn Fein election campaigns as a proxy in order to gauge the extent 

to which Northern Ireland has moved away from the sectarianism that it is traditionally associated 

with. In comparing the party’s 2014 local government election manifesto for Northern Ireland with 

its manifesto for the Irish Republic, this article hypothesises that the greater the eschewal of 

sectarianism in the North, the greater the former will resemble the latter, due to the absence of 

significant ethno-national conflict in the Republic of Ireland. If this is indeed taking place, it is 

thought that Sinn Fein’s Northern manifesto would be significantly policy driven, with substantial 

focus on every day socio-economic issues and limited reference to the constitutional position of 

Northern Ireland.  

The rationale for this article is that as Sinn Fein is the only significant all-Ireland party, it presents a 

unique opportunity to analyse how the same party campaigns in a region affected by considerable 

ethno-national conflict, compared with how it does so in a state in which this is absent. This 

 
to 20 per cent. Similarly, those favouring a workplace with only those of their own religion increased from 3 to 14 per 
cent over the same period. See http://www.ark.ac.uk/nilt/results/ (accessed 18 September 2014). 

3 These are the DUP, Sinn Fein, the Ulster Unionist Party, and the Social Democratic and Labour Party. 

http://www.ark.ac.uk/nilt/results/
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provides an insight into the difficulties faced by a party operating in two different sovereign states. 

Sinn Fein’s 2014 Northern and Southern local election campaigns have been selected for analysis 

as they are for the same tier of government, and therefore offer the most reliable comparability. 

As these elections are recent, this allows for an up to date assessment of the situation in Northern 

Ireland. This article will use discourse and visual analysis to examine manifestos through an ethno-

symbolist lens, whilst also making reference to information obtained from interviews with Sinn 

Fein party members in April and June 2014. The rationale behind analysing manifestos is due to 

their commensurability. They are national in focus and are therefore not affected by geographical 

disparities in the way that pamphlets delivered through doors, for example, may be, which could 

jeopardise the reliability of this study. 

It will be argued that, on the whole, the nationalism of Sinn Fein’s Northern manifesto does not 

bear a substantial resemblance to its Southern counterpart. Whilst both are significantly policy 

driven, its Northern manifesto foregrounds the perceived need for the reunification of the island 

and makes considerable reference to this throughout. Some attribute the need for parties in 

ethnically divided societies to target their election campaigns specifically to their own community 

to be a result of ‘ethnic outbidding’, in which parties seek to present themselves as the stoutest 

defenders of their ethnic bloc and adopt increasingly hard line positions to avoid outflanking by 

intra-bloc rivals, escalating polarisation (Mitchell, Evans and O’Leary, 2009: 400. See also Horowitz, 

1985: 349-60; Rabushka and Shepsle, 1972). Others, however, argue more convincingly that power 

sharing in divided societies encourages parties to develop ‘ethnic tribune’ appeals, whereby they 

seek to establish themselves as the strongest defender of their respective community, as voters 

opt for them as they recognise that policies become watered down as a result of multiparty 

bargaining in power sharing governments (Mitchell and Evans, 2009: 149, 151-3. See also Kedar, 

2005: 185).  

 

The continued salience of ethnically based parties and election campaigns in Northern Ireland is 

not attributed to a failure of consociational power sharing. Rather, it is a result of the persistence 

of ethno-national divisions that, thus far, have proven to be largely insurmountable, despite inter-
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communal cooperation between political elites. That parties continue to consider it necessary to 

tailor their campaigns to a specific community in order to maximise their electoral success 

demonstrates a dissonance between high and low politics in Northern Ireland. 

2. Ethno-symbolism in Northern Ireland 

Divisions between predominantly Protestant, British unionists and predominantly Catholic, Irish 

nationalists have a history on the island of Ireland dating back to at least the plantation of Ulster 

from the early seventeenth century (O’Leary and McGarry, 1996: 54). With the partition of Ireland 

in 1921, inter-communal tension escalated in unionist dominated Northern Ireland, resulting in 

the outbreak of violent conflict in the late 1960s, which continued for thirty years and is still not 

fully resolved today. Both communities have a distinct ideology, culture and affiliation with certain 

symbols that is largely at odds with the other. For unionists, this is centred on demonstrating 

Northern Ireland’s position within the United Kingdom and the maintenance of this connection. 

Significant characteristics of unionist identity include the red, white and blue of the union flag, the 

Queen and the wider British monarchy, historical events such as the Battle of the Somme, and 

symbols with greater relevance to Northern Ireland, for example the Ulster Banner and the 

Orange Order. Nationalist identity is focused on emphasising a desire for a united Ireland and 

includes Irish symbols such as the green, white and orange of the tricolour, memories of the Easter 

Rising, and the Gaelic language, as well those that are specific to Northern Ireland, including, for 

example, commemorations of the hunger strikers. The continued salience of single identity 

symbolism in the post-Good Friday Agreement era is demonstrated by the inability of unionists 

and nationalists to agree on mutual symbols that both can potentially unite around (see, for 

example, Bryan and McIntosh, 2007). 

In short, ethno-symbolism emphasises the centrality of cultural symbols, traditions, rituals, myths 

and memories to our understanding of ethnicity and nationalism (Smith, 2009: 25). The founder of 

the approach, Anthony D. Smith (2009: 25), identifies three main factors to explain the salience of 

these characteristics. Firstly, they play a crucial role in the formulation of cultures, and in defining 

different groups and institutions. Secondly, ethno-symbolic characteristics have provided 

communities with a distinct set of shared symbolic identifiers, such as language and religion, that 
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differentiates them from other communities. Finally, collectively shared symbols that are relatively 

fixed, such as a flag and national holidays, ensure that communities feel a sense of continuity with 

generations past. Given the already demonstrated salience of culture and symbolism to unionists 

and nationalists in Northern Ireland, Sinn Fein election campaigns will be analysed through an 

ethno-symbolist lens in order to explain the staunchly republican focus of its manifestos, which is 

especially profound in the North. 

3. Results 

Whilst its traditional support base is to be found in Northern Ireland, the local government and 

European elections of 2014 firmly established Sinn Fein as a major political player in the Irish 

Republic (McDonald, 2014). It is clear from its election campaigns that the party seeks to ‘blur the 

boundaries’ between the North and South of Ireland to present a ‘one Ireland’ image congruent 

with its republican ideology and all-Ireland operational focus. This is perhaps best demonstrated 

by the party’s decision to publish a single manifesto for the island of Ireland for European 

elections, which it does to emphasise the notion of one country electing members to the same 

legislative body (personal interview, 17 June 2014). The party’s manifestos for these elections are, 

as is to be expected, heavily focused on European issues, rather than those specific to either 

Northern Ireland or the Irish Republic. Sinn Fein argues that all of its policies on core issues are ‘all-

Ireland proofed’ and are presented in island wide language in order to reflect this (personal 

interview, 17 June 2014). There are, nevertheless, difficulties that come with operating election 

campaigns across two different sovereign states. First is a party’s appeal strategy, which is 

particularly relevant to this case as all elections on the island of Ireland (with the exception of 

elections to the Westminster Parliament in Northern Ireland) are contested using PR-STV, allowing 

vote transfers. Although Sinn Fein is interested in attracting inter-party lower order preference 

votes in the North, the party is particularly keen to present a transfer-friendly image in the South, 

as it is an emerging political force there, which increases the salience of transfers (personal 

interview, 17 June 2014).  

Secondly, and perhaps most significantly, Sinn Fein has identified that different issues have 

different levels of salience within each of the territories, which has impacted on its campaign 
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focus. In the North, the party interprets the most important issue for the electorate to be the 

stability of the peace process and the ability of the Assembly to deliver. In the South, however, it is 

the Eurozone crisis and the EU-IMF bailout that is most significant, which reflects the absence of 

ethno-national divisions in the state (personal interview, 8 April 2014). The analysis of Sinn Fein’s 

campaigns for the 2014 local government elections in both parts of Ireland will demonstrate the 

continued salience of these divisions in Northern Ireland, with its Northern manifesto 

foregrounding issues concerning the constitutional position of the region, whilst the focus of its 

Southern manifesto is distinctly more socio-economic. This finding will form the basis of this 

article’s argument that sectarianism and ethno-national divisions continue to be inherently 

important in Northern Ireland well into the post-Good Friday Agreement era. 

3.1 Republic of Ireland 

Sinn Fein’s Southern manifesto for the 2014 local government election is very policy specific (Sinn 

Fein, 2014a). It is clear on which issues it seeks to prioritise, with different sections dedicated to 

addressing them. These are presented in an accessible way, with a brief overview of each nearer 

to the front, before the inclusion of an in depth dissection of specific policy areas. The issues 

include the reformation of local government and encouraging local economic development, the 

latter reflecting the party’s perception of the economy as a major challenge facing the electorate 

in the Irish Republic today. Others include party policy on sustainable development, public 

services, quality of life, and equality and diversity. The message from party president, Gerry 

Adams, focuses on the need for ‘change’ and to challenge the Fine Gael/Labour coalition, which a 

vote for Sinn Fein would help bring about. It is clear that the party wishes to present itself as a 

fresh alternative to the traditional parties in the Republic of Ireland and has identified several key 

issues around which to base its policies, which form the foundation for its manifesto. 

Whilst socio-economic issues make up the bedrock of the manifesto, it is not devoid of ethno-

symbolic characteristics that clearly identify Sinn Fein as a republican party. In promoting equality 

and diversity, the party emphasises the need for Gaeltacht (Irish speaking) communities to be 

adequately provided for in order to facilitate their continued existence. Adams’s message and an 

abridged version of the manifesto have been translated into the Irish language and included. 
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Indeed, in his message Adams refers to the need for an end to partition and highlights Sinn Fein’s 

all-Ireland operation. Furthermore, the manifesto includes a section on ‘Uniting Ireland’, both in 

its issue overview and later policy dissection. This is focused on emphasising what the party 

perceives to be the negativity of partition, such as the way in which it separates communities, and 

its proposals for promoting a united Ireland, and encouraging greater all-island and cross-border 

cooperation. It features an image of a mural with a ‘Uniting Ireland in our time’ inscription in both 

the English and Irish languages. This, nevertheless, is included largely towards the rear of the 

manifesto, whilst socio-economic issues and policies are foregrounded. This indicates that whilst 

Irish unity may be of interest to voters in the South, Sinn Fein considers bread-and-butter issues to 

be the main area of resonance amongst this electorate. The focus of its manifesto is, therefore, 

congruent with the party’s aforementioned perception of the main issues of the day in the 

Republic of Ireland. 

3.2 Northern Ireland 

In similarity with its manifesto for the Irish Republic, Sinn Fein’s Northern manifesto identifies 

several issues of importance to the electorate and presents its policies on each (Sinn Fein, 2014b). 

These bear resemblance to the main issues affecting the South and include community planning, 

the economy, agriculture, regional development, education, equality and health, amongst other 

socio-economic affairs. A noteworthy feature of the manifesto is its outreach to the unionist 

community through, for example, the promotion of Ulster-Scots culture and heritage, though it 

should be stressed that this is limited. Where Sinn Fein’s Southern and Northern manifestos differ, 

however, is in the heavy peppering of ethno-symbolic characteristics within the latter’s discussion 

of everyday issues. For example, within education the party emphasises the need for teaching 

through the Irish medium in Northern Ireland, as well as increasing integrated North-South 

partnerships between local councils to enhance community planning. Furthermore, Sinn Fein 

presents its argument that the two different economic systems as a result of partition have ‘failed 

the citizens of Ireland’. Whilst the party’s Southern manifesto is not devoid of intertwining socio-

economic issues with ethno-symbolic characteristics, this approach is significantly more prevalent 

in its manifesto for Northern Ireland. 
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Sinn Fein’s Northern manifesto features a section dedicated to the promotion of ‘Irish language, 

culture, art and leisure’ in Northern Ireland. This includes encouraging local councils to establish 

provisions to advance the use of the Irish language and support projects designed to facilitate its 

promotion in the North. It also features the same image of the ‘Uniting Ireland in our time’ mural 

that was included in Sinn Fein’s Republic of Ireland manifesto. It is, however, the foregrounding of 

calls for Irish unity that most significantly demonstrates deviation from its Southern publication. 

This is included as the very first section, rather than being mostly confined to the rear, as it is 

presented in the Irish Republic. It emphasises the party’s perception of the need for the 

reunification of the island and the benefits that would accompany this, in addition to its proposals 

for greater all-Ireland and cross-border cooperation.  

Sinn Fein’s policies in this field include securing a border poll on the constitutional future of 

Northern Ireland and addressing the legacy of partition. It sets out significant proposals to 

integrate the border regions, such as the establishment of a border development zone to mitigate 

barriers to trade and investment in these areas that the party believes have arisen as a result of 

partition. Whilst elements of this section are indeed policy specific, these are presented in a way 

in which intertwines bread-and-butter issues with calls for the reunification of Ireland. The 

foregrounding of Irish unity suggests that the party considers the constitutional position of 

Northern Ireland to be of greater resonance to voters in the North than socio-economic issues. 

This bears parallels to information obtained from interviews, in which Sinn Fein judged the peace 

process to be of paramount significance to the Northern electorate. 

4. Conclusion 

On the basis of this analysis, it is clear that there is a disparity in the focus of Sinn Fein’s election 

campaigns in Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic. The party’s Southern manifesto places 

considerable emphasis on socio-economic policy, which reflects its perception that the financial 

crisis is the most significant issue affecting the South at present. Whilst Sinn Fein’s manifesto for 

Northern Ireland is also substantially focused on its policies on socio-economic issues, these are 

more often intertwined with references to the constitutional position of the North, and the call for 

Irish unity is foregrounded. This is based on the party’s recognition of the continued significance of 
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the peace process to the Northern electorate. Whilst Sinn Fein would be likely to argue that this 

disparity has arisen as a result of the what it considers to be the illegitimate partition of the island 

of Ireland, it does call into question the viability of a party operating in two different sovereign 

states, especially when one is affected by significant ethno-national divisions and the other is not. 

Although this article stops short of suggesting that the party’s all-island operation is mere 

tokenism to present an image of a united Ireland, the disparity in the focus of its Northern and 

Southern election campaigns implies that there is a degree of accuracy to this. 

The foregrounding of calls for Irish unity in Sinn Fein’s Northern manifesto suggests that we are 

not seeing a reduction in the salience of inter-communal divisions in Northern Ireland. Whilst the 

Good Friday Agreement has brought about relative peace and stability, with unionists and 

nationalists cooperating in government on a daily basis, elite level concord is not being replicated 

within wider society. Parties, therefore, consider it necessary to utilise ethno-symbolic 

characteristics in their election campaigns in order to maximise their electoral support, as most 

voters continue to vote along ethnic lines and identify with this symbolism. There is some strength 

in the aforementioned ‘ethnic tribune’ appeal thesis in explaining this, which argues that voters 

want the party they consider to be the stoutest defender of their ethno-national bloc to represent 

them in a power sharing government, as they recognise that policies become watered down due 

to multiparty bargaining. Thus, despite cooperation between political elites within a consociational 

structure having the potential to mitigate the salience of unionism and nationalism in Northern 

Ireland, this is not yet happening, although it may do in the future. Ultimately, however, this 

phenomenon is a result of the unassailability of the two distinct ethno-national communities. 
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