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The Conservative Approach to Religious Sectarianism in Liverpool and Belfast, 1880-1921

Gareth Jenkins, University College London

This paper discusses the Conservative approach to religious sectarianism in Liverpool and Belfast against the backdrop of changes in British national identity, community and religion during 1880-1921.  The cities provide two paradigms analysing the response of particular political movements to popular contention and collective violence within a context of expanding democratisation.  Liverpool’s experience of ‘endemic’ sectarian disorder teaches us that violence, a contingent mode of collective action employed by modern social movement’s as part of their repertoire of contention, can be triggered and ultimately reshaped by democratisation.  In multi-ethnic environments this process with its potential conflation of the ethnos and demos may lead to ethnic conflict.  Democratisation not only reveals opportunities for collective action but also, if resulting in only partial access, highlights the inadequacies of established avenues of power and leadership and the constraints and limitations of formal politics and organisation.  A growing disjuncture between expectation and delivery may occur resulting in the attenuation of traditional relations between the so-called ‘swells’ and the ‘masses’, precipitating a sustained and multi-layered protest cycle.  A contingent outcome may be the fragmentation and devolution of power and erosion of mechanisms of restraint and control resulting in a divergence between formal politics and organisation and the frequently belligerent politics of the street.  Frustrated and marginalised constituencies may look to alternative grassroots leaders and modes of collective action in order to articulate their interests.  Sustained contention leads to the formation of durable social movements employing violence, alongside other action, as a highly effective means of escalating social protest.  Employed by ethno-nationalist movements collective violence can constitute a form of cultural defence, preserving marginal privilege or perceived ascendancy against an internal and/or external ‘Other’, or as protection against cultural transition, forcefully reminding traditional leaders of their historic obligations.
  

On the other hand, Belfast’s experience of popular sectarianism tells us that endemic violence can be effectively contained and controlled, again highlighting profound transformations within existing power relations.  The case of Ulster Unionism proves it is possible for a political movement operating in a multi-ethnic society to fundamentally re-evaluate its relationship to collective violence and to the forces perpetrating it.  Such a re-evaluation may occur in the light of overarching political circumstances and imperatives including the necessity for coalition-formation with those of differing outlooks and the need to engage with national political culture and identity.  By intervening in the name of a common cause or internal and/or external threat it is possible for a political movement to integrate or co-opt the principal agencies and personalities of a constituency perpetrating violence. By incorporating this constituency into a national political strategy, underpinned by seemingly democratic organisations and structures, it is possible to draw agitation away from collective action in the street into avenues of managed expression and resolution.  Through the institutionalisation of forms of protected consultation it is possible for a political movement to channel and reshape popular contention.  Via reform and facilitative strategies the movement can mobilise popular sentiment, as part of the democratic process, in the pursuit of political aims and constructing political hegemony whilst simultaneously circumscribing the role and prominence of popular forces and ‘policing’ their excesses.  Integral to this process is a political movement’s clear differentiation between legitimate and ‘illegitimate private’ violence.
  The ability of such political movements to contain and control popular violence is largely dependent upon the currency and immediacy of the initial unifying cause or threat.  To a large extent, this factor determines the perceived legitimacy and authority of the leadership of the movement and the maintenance of popular enthusiasm underpinning political and organisational initiatives.  The contingent outcome of a power vacuum may be a generalised protest cycle accompanied by an erosion of established mechanisms of restraint and control, with underlying grievances and aspirations finding expression through radical social movements, employing alternative forms of collective action including street violence.  Confronted by this challenge, political elite’s can facilitate further political and organisational reform and integration, implement repression or adopt a pragmatic approach.  The latter may result in the development of an expedient co-existence and interaction between formal political action and organisation and legitimate and illegitimate modes of popular collective action. 

Consequently, in order to comprehend the complex interaction between political movements and popular violence it is necessary to understand the location and distribution of power and leadership within these relationships.  Religious sectarianism, the principal dynamic behind collective violence in Liverpool and Belfast, was a complex force operating in the social, economic, political and ideological spheres.  Crucially, it constituted both a fundamental, and contingent, component of evolving, unifying, competing and conflicting local, communal, regional and national identities.  Sectarianism was a perennial blight upon inter-communal relations (Protestant-Catholic) whilst acting as both a galvanising source of collective action and a highly divisive force within the dominant Protestant communities.  Both cities displayed similar characteristics in terms of their experiences of sectarianism but differed dramatically in the manifestation of their ‘communal strife’ during 1880-1921.  I have identified the following factors explaining the prevalence and effectiveness of sectarian violence in Liverpool and the capacity of Ulster Unionism to contain and control sectarianism’s worst excesses in Belfast.  These factors helped to determine the manifestation that sectarian conflict took in the two cities.

(1)Fundamental in determining the attitude and approach of Liverpool Tory-Democracy and Ulster Unionism to popular sectarianism and in ultimately sustaining or reducing violence was the intrinsic character of the two political movements.  Throughout much of the period Liverpool remained a relative exception in terms of national political culture and identity.  Due to this exceptionalism, Tory Democracy experienced little or no internal or external pressure to fundamentally re-evaluate its relationship to popular sectarianism.  It was largely untroubled by concerns over its national image or local political repercussions arising from its association with sectarian violence.  In contrast, from 1886 Belfast’s Episcopalian-Conservative establishment was forced to re-evaluate its relationship to popular sectarianism in light of the critical battle of politics and propaganda in relation to Home Rule.  Conscious of the need to respond to developments in British political culture and identity, this establishment constructed a national movement predicated upon principles of unity and respectability.  It clearly differentiated between legitimate and ‘illegitimate’ violence, subordinated the role of explicit sectarianism and reigned in the worst excesses of its sectarian support. 

(2) During the period Liverpool experienced a sustained multi-layered protest cycle witnessing a profound fragmentation and devolution of social and political power, a rupturing in relations between the Tory-Anglican establishment and the Protestant working class.  This cycle arose out of the political opportunities and constraints exposed by democratisation, and the local stresses and strains induced by a complex and uneven national modernisation process.  An important facet of this process was the contradictory secularisation dynamic, generating both local and national religious decline and renewal and in Liverpool religious and ethnic conflict.  With Protestantism central to local ethnic and national identity, fragmentation within the Protestant community revolved around competing conceptions of British identity.  Tory Democracy, a modern constructed political nationalism with an ultimately contingent proto-nationalist core
, and the Protestant Democracy, a radical hybrid of local religious, ethnic and class compounds, an ethno-nationalist movement with an intractable anti-Catholic core.  This protest cycle was accompanied by erosion of residual restraint and control over the forces of popular sectarianism.  Leadership over the Protestant working class devolved to militant grassroots organisations and personalities, a complex social movement mobilising at street level to pursue Protestant interests.  The Conservatives adopted a pragmatic attitude to Protestant violence unable to either facilitate reform and integration, or exercise restraint over the Protestant working class.  

In contrast, Belfast’s Episcopalian-Conservative establishment exerted increasingly centralised control over Ulster’s anti-Home Rule forces in order to preserve the fragile unity and respectability of the emerging Ulster Unionist movement.  Ulster Unionism was a constructed or invented nationalism, an imagined inclusive Protestant identity or religious ethnicity,
 engineered by local elite’s with an explicit national political agenda.  Although modern and constructed, Ulster Unionism was framed by a central but contingent proto-nationalist core and juxtaposed in relation to the Irish Nationalist ‘Other’.  Appealing to local and national Protestant defence, the movement was instrumentalised in relation to developments in British political culture and identity.  The Episcopalian-Conservative establishment intervened under the umbrella of Unionism in order to draw the principal Protestant local proletarian idiom and agency of sectarian violence, the Orange Order, into an overarching strategy.  This centralised strategy of resistance enabled Ulster Unionism to exercise effective restraint and control over its sectarian support.

(3) The principal arena of sectarian conflict in the two cities was profoundly different reflecting the contrasting location of power and control over popular sectarianism.  In Liverpool, the community of the street remained the primary arena of sectarian conflict.  However, the street was not simply the principal location of conflict but constituted the main context for engaging with, establishing leadership over and mobilising the Protestant working class.  It became the domain of the ‘Protestant Democracy’, a powerful sectarian grassroots movement, employing violent forms of collective action as a means of social and political influence.  The Protestant Democracy was an overwhelmingly locality based expressive or symbolic community,
 characterised by exclusionary bonded social capital,
 its identity constructed out of local environmental structural and cultural resources.  

In stark contrast, from 1886 the emerging Ulster Unionist movement identified politics and propaganda as the primary means of combating the perceived threat posed to the Ulster Protestant community by Home Rule, or ‘Rome Rule’.  Ulster Unionism was an expressive or symbolic community, diffused beyond the local or regional, incorporating both bonded and bridging social capital.
  It was culturally constructed out of both local environmental factors and instrumentalised in relation to developments in national political culture and identity.  Within this context the movement saw Belfast’s ‘endemic’ sectarian rioting as a serious political liability both in terms of coalition building within Ulster’s fractious Protestant community and in converting British public opinion by avoiding perceptions of ‘Ulster bigotry’.  

(4) The character of Protestant associational culture in the two cities was pivotal in the contrasting success of Liverpool Tory-Democracy and Ulster Unionism in harnessing popular sectarianism and controlling its violence.  Liverpool’s diverse yet inter-connected Protestant culture reflected the fragmented and devolved nature of power within the Protestant community.  It proved virtually impossible to effectively contain or control on a coherent basis becoming the organisational foundation and mobilisational mechanism of the ‘Protestant Democracy’. 

Whereas Liverpool’s Protestant culture was primarily an agency of grassroots leverage, its Belfast counterpart was principally a vehicle of increasingly centralised Ulster Unionist control.  Through its integration of the principal bridge to the Protestant working class, the Orange Order, Unionist culture largely succeeded in drawing Protestant agitation away from the street.  It helped Ulster Unionism minimise national perceptions of explicit sectarianism by circumscribing the role and influence of the Order within the coalition and emasculated potentially divisive sources of alternative power and leadership within the Protestant community.  Crucially, in terms of collective violence, it succeeded in mobilising the strategic Protestant working class, channelling its energies into ‘constructive’ action whilst simultaneously ‘policing’ this constituency.

Consequently, Liverpool and Belfast provide two excellent paradigms for exploring the relationship between political movements and popular collective violence through an understanding of the location and distribution of power and leadership within such relationships.  Liverpool Tory Democracy was a political movement that lost control over popular sectarianism, a dynamic social force responsible for large-scale violence in the city.  With this loss of control there developed a pragmatic relationship between formal Conservative politics and organisation and the belligerent politics of the street practised by the ‘Protestant Democracy’.  In contrast, Ulster Unionism was a political movement that succeeded in effectively containing and controlling popular sectarianism.  Through its initiatives it drew Protestant agitation away from the street into disciplined structures and organisations as part of a centralised political strategy.  In the process it succeeded in minimising the potential for serious sectarian violence in Belfast.  No doubt this greatly contributed to Ulster Unionism’s ultimate success in the critical battle of politics in relation to Home Rule.  

To sum up, Liverpool’s experience during 1880-1921 illustrates that sectarian violence, the contingent outcome of a protest cycle triggered by the opportunities and constraints revealed by democratisation in a multi-ethnic environment, continued to co-exist and interact with an expanding political system.  In contrast, Belfast reinforces the argument that collective violence, even within multi-ethnic environments, can be channelled and reshaped with the advance of modern democratic political systems. 

However, the picture is not so straightforward when we look at the transformations that occurred in the prevalence and attitude towards sectarian violence in the two cities towards the end of the period.  From 1911 onwards, Liverpool experienced a dramatic decline in large-scale sectarian violence coinciding with the erosion of the city’s relative exceptionalism in terms of national political culture and identity.  This transition compelled the local Conservative establishment to re-evaluate its relationship to popular sectarianism in light of the following key local and national developments. 

 (1) During and after the 1911 Transport Strike there was concerted external intervention in Liverpool’s affairs caused by the fear of ‘social revolution’ embodied by the strike and the perceived role of street mobilisation in the disturbances. 

(2)The insidious impact of secularisation as part of the uneven modernisation process.  In the short term this contributed to local ecclesiastical institutional decline, religious renewal and conflict.  However, after the First World War Liverpool witnessed a diminution in the significance of sectarianism within its local political culture and communal interaction. 

(3) The extension of the franchise in 1918 progressively channelled militant Protestant energies away from the street into political agitation.  Although Liverpool’s political culture remained highly distinctive, the rise of the Labour Party signified the encroachment of a more representative national politics predicated upon socio-economic class.  This was facilitated by: 

(4) the resolution of the divisive Irish Question in 1921.   

(5) and the undermining of the local cultural and community infrastructure of sectarianism by mass inter-war slum clearance.

In contrast with the passage of the Fourth Home Rule Bill in 1920 and the creation of Northern Ireland, Belfast became increasingly marginal to British political culture and identity resuming its status as the capital of a largely parochial sectarian local state.  In light of these new political realities Ulster Unionism re-evaluated its relationship to popular sectarianism adopting a more pragmatic approach to Protestant violence no longer overly preoccupied with national perceptions or political considerations.  

These dramatic transformations highlight the complex and contingent relationship between democratisation and collective violence.  Another highly important factor in determining the ‘prevalence’ of violence is the fundamental character of the political movement in question.  In other words, the degree to which a movement is motivated and influenced by primarily local considerations, or national political culture and identity.  Despite the erosion of parochialism as part of the uneven modernisation process, Belfast and Liverpool illustrate the complex interplay between the locality and the nationalisation of British political culture and identity.  They highlight the contingent impact of national modernisation processes upon distinctive local cultures and communal identities.  They could reshape and reorient these communities in the national image and/or provoke fragmentation and conflict.  The British working class continued to be shaped by local factors such as a dominant religious, ethnic or class culture and identity.  These symbolic communities could circumscribe wider class allegiance and reinforce or conflict with local or national conceptions of the nation.  Within a multi-ethnic environment, religious, ethnic, class and national compounds could coalesce during a protest cycle, generating ethno-nationalist movements employing violence as both social protest and cultural defence.  Therefore, a key determinant in sustaining collective violence can be the degree to which a political movement is intrinsically parochial in character and outlook or largely dependent for its survival and success upon engagement with national political culture and identity.
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