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Chapter 9: Nation and neighbourhood: nationalist mobilisation and local solidarities in the north of Ireland

Niall Ó Dochartaigh

Introduction: Nationalising the local

A central ambition and achievement of modern nationalism is to extend collective identifications beyond the local spaces of everyday life.  Nationalists assert the primacy of the national as a scale of solidarity and identification which subsumes and transcends solidarity and identity at regional and local level.  Nationalism achieves this despite the fact that the national scale usually extends far beyond the more intimate and densely connected spaces of everyday life.  As Agnew puts it “…the spatial practices of everyday life have always maintained a local place specificity that defies sweeping up into national territorial containers”.
  Crucial to this achievement is the embedding of the national scale in the spaces of everyday life.
The intense infrastructural penetration of the modern state
 embeds the national scale and outer boundaries
 of sovereign states in the spaces of everyday life through state institutions such as schools and hospitals, through legal and regulatory frameworks that fit a huge variety of local elements into a national framework, and through the creation of circuits of movement for education and employment that are strongly shaped by state frameworks, even if they are not limited by them.  The presence of the state in everyday life reinforces, reifies and naturalises the outer boundaries of the state in the most subtle and powerful way through the taken-for-granted institutions of everyday life, utterly embedded in a particular national territorial framework. It is not that the national displaces the local as a scale of consciousness and solidarity. As Agnew notes, the local remains the primary scale of socialisation and political socialisation and “the densest informal and spontaneous network ties are intensely localized even today”.
 

Rather, the national scale gains power from its embedding in the spaces of everyday life. The national operates through the local and ‘The national story is seen through local eyes’.
  The naturalisation of the national as the primary scale of solidarity and identification can be seen as a central aim and achievement of the modern state, an achievement that is maintained and reproduced in interaction in the local spaces of everyday life. In the absence of a nation-state, however, asserting the primacy of the national scale is a much more difficult project. 

The national and the local in counter-state nationalism

Much of the literature on nationalism is aimed at explaining the strength of nationalism and the power of nationalist ideologies to mobilise and to create solidarities, particularly when contrasted with the comparative failure of class-based mobilisation.
  But an important distinction needs to be made here.  Critiquing the ‘manichean’ distinction between ethnic and civic nationalism, Brubaker argues a more useful and less ambiguous distinction can be drawn between ‘state-framed’ and ‘counter-state’ nationalism

In the former, ‘nation’ is conceived as congruent with the state, and as institutionally and territorially framed by it. In the latter, ‘nation’ is imagined as distinct from, and often in opposition to, the territorial and institutional frame of an existing state or states.

State-framed nationalism gains much of its strength from the material resources at its disposal, the administrative and coercive power of the state. But it also draws strength from the naturalisation of state territory as ‘national’ territory, through the embedding of the territorial framework of the state in the spaces of everyday life. The difficulty in embedding and naturalising an alternative national territorial framework in everyday life without the apparatus of the state is central to understanding the comparative weakness of counter-state nationalism. 

For the purposes of this chapter, counter-state nationalism is defined as a nationalism that proposes an alternative territorial framework for national identity and sovereignty to that offered by an existing sovereign state, emphasizing the territorial dimension to Brubaker’s definition.  It covers both separatist and irredentist nationalism but not oppositional nationalisms that simply seek to take control of an existing state territory, nor state nationalist irredentism, on the basis that the former does not challenge the territorial framework while the latter deploys the resources of a state.

In the absence of the powerful and naturalising territorial framework provided by state boundaries, counter-state nationalists are much more dependent for legitimation and mobilisation on strongly-naturalised local solidarities and identities that are in tension with state-framed identities.  Local identities and solidarities can act as powerful legitimating forces and provide a strong base for counter-state nationalist mobilisation but their very strength undermines the nationalist project to assert the primacy of the national scale over the local. This hinders efforts to build national scale solidarities and identities on which to mobilise.  As a consequence, the tension between national and local scales of identification and solidarity presents a central ongoing challenge for counter-state nationalists.  The contrast in relationships between the national scale and the local scale is a central and defining distinction between state-framed and counter-state nationalism.

This is not to say that counter-state nationalists do not also have powerful resources for naturalising their preferred national territorial frameworks.  Existing administrative frameworks at regional and local level, political organisations, cultural associations, and territorial concentrations of ethnic populations can all act as naturalising resources for counter-state nationalists, embedding an alternative territorial framework in everyday life and presenting a serious challenge to a state's nationalisation of parts of the national territory.  Nonetheless, counter-state nationalists rarely have the resources for asserting the primacy of the national scale comparable to those available to state-framed nationalists.  This chapter argues that the difficulty of asserting the primacy of the national scale in the absence of state structures is central to explaining the relative weakness of counter-state nationalism.

Counter-state nationalism in Ireland

The argument of this chapter is illustrated by reference to the most recent period of mobilisation of militant Irish nationalism, between the late 1960s and the mid 1990s. The chapter argues that specifically regional and local identities and solidarities were central to this mobilisation, that militant nationalists found it difficult to maintain a fit between the national movement and these sub-national scales, and that this partly explains the unevenness and relative weakness of this mobilisation.  While violence in Northern Ireland during this period was on a scale unmatched elsewhere in Western Europe since the end of the Second World War, the numbers of those taking part in political violence were comparatively small and militant nationalist mobilisation was extraordinarily uneven.  Militant mobilisation was intensely and almost exclusively concentrated North of the Irish border, in predominantly Catholic urban working-class districts and in predominantly Catholic rural areas 
There were much weaker clusters of militant mobilisation South of the border, notably in rural areas close to the border, in Dublin and in parts of Munster where the IRA had been strong in the early 1920s.  The vast majority of those who were mobilised in militant republican organisations came from districts directly affected by the conflict at local level.  That is, immediate personal experience in the local environment was the key element in this militant mobilisation.  This unevenness was not simply an effect of the border.  During the Irish war of Independence from 1919-21, mobilisation was similarly uneven, with violence concentrated in Dublin and the southern province of Munster.
  The minimal mobilisation that took place throughout most of Ireland suggests strongly that neither the bonds of nationalist solidarity nor the dreams and poems of nationalist intellectuals that figure so prominently in some explanations of the power of nationalism
 were crucial explanatory factors in this militant mobilisation.
Nationalist movement, local mobilisation

Civil rights
When mass mobilisation began in Northern Ireland on civil rights issues in late 1968, the Irish national framework was only weakly embedded in the structures and processes of mobilisation.  Although all-Ireland organisational structures were a distinguishing and determined feature of militant Irish republican organisations, mobilisation for the civil rights campaign was organised primarily at sub-national scales.  Organisations such as the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) operated at the regional scale (from the Irish nationalist perspective) covering Northern Ireland as a unit while some of the most important civil rights organisations, including the Campaign for Social Justice and the Derry Citizens Action Committee, were locally concentrated and sometimes determinedly locally focused.
The fact that the movement focused on issues that were effectively bounded by the Northern Ireland state ensured that this initial mobilisation, while enjoying varying degrees of support throughout Ireland, was very much a Northern mobilisation, addressing specific regional issues, despite republican efforts to nest it within an all-Ireland context.  The civil rights mobilisation strengthened the context of Northern Ireland as a territorial framework for mobilisation creating, from the nationalist point of view, a dramatic regional imbalance in mobilisation.  One consequence of this was that the solidarities, the networks, the collective identities and the resources generated by the civil rights campaign, were intensely concentrated within the boundaries of the Northern state.

The regional framework was not the only sub-national scale deeply embedded in the civil rights mobilisation.  Many of the civil rights grievances related to the behaviour of local authorities and significant forces within the movement invoked local scales in the mobilisation, legitimating themselves and mobilising support as local alliances and local movements.  Thus, the unique situation in Derry, where the Unionist party could take 60 per cent of seats on the local council with only a third of the vote, was repeatedly framed by moderate civil rights leaders in the city as a local civic issue.  The campaign in the city was run by a local organisation that was not only quite separate from the NICRA but was strongly resistant to cooperation with NICRA.  When this local group announced its first public protest it declared that the theme of the meeting would be ‘What is wrong with our city?’ and ‘What can be done about it?’ and that the meeting would be “concerned solely with a campaign to root out the causes of discontent and disharmony in the Derry area”. Together, these statements amount to a determined refusal to nest the local problems within a wider Northern Irish or Irish context.

Street violence and no-go areas

From the first major confrontation at a civil rights march in Derry in October 1968, the escalating violence took on an uneven territorial character.  Urban violence was focused on the interface between predominantly Catholic areas and urban commercial centres and increasingly, as time wore on, on the interfaces betweeen predominantly Catholic and Protestant working-class districts.  Urban working-class Catholic districts near urban centres and sectarian interfaces became the prime focus of violence, and although those involved in the violence at these battlegrounds often came from further afield, they tended to come from working-class districts to the rear of the ‘frontlines’. The result was that the initial violence was very intensively concentrated in a small number of urban working-class districts, all of them north of the Irish border.

Militant opposition to the state first took direct territorial form with the establishment of a short-lived no-go area in January 1969 in Derry’s Bogside from which the police force was excluded for several days.  Subsequently no-go areas were established in Derry again in April 1969, and most dramatically in August 1969 when ‘Free Derry’ was administered for several weeks behind barricades by the Derry Citizens Defence Association (DCDA), a local coalition of leftists, moderates and republicans.  Similar developments took place in Belfast in August 1969.  Militant mobilisation in direct confrontation with the state thus took direct territorial form at local level, inevitably strengthening the importance of the local as a scale of organisation and mobilisation.  Opposition to the state was strengthened through the fit that now existed between rejection of the state and the spaces of everyday life in these districts.  While this was a source of strength for oppositional forces, identifying militant opposition as a component of local identity, it also localised this opposition and rejection of the state became identified with a scattered archipelago of local spaces.

The initial shift to the use of physical force in the form of vigilante groups and local defence committees was legitimised on the basis of local concerns for neighborhood defence, was organised locally and, for the most part, was focused on specifically local aims.  As a consequence, the initial mobilisation of militant Irish nationalism was very strongly localised.  In Derry the first organised involvement of Irish republicans in the use of physical force took the form of local vigilante patrols by the ‘St. Columb’s Wells Protection Association’ established in January 1969, for example.
  In the summer of 1969 a variety of local defence associations were established in working-class Catholic areas of Belfast and Derry.  Not only were these committees concerned primarily with the local environment, they were also strongly local in their organisational structures and had very little contact with one another, despite the prominent involvement of republican militants.  “It emerged at one point that no one on the Derry Defence Committee knew who the officers on the Belfast defence Committee were.”
  When republicans and left-wingers within these committees sought to broaden out from the local context they faced difficulties in asserting the primacy of other scales of solidarity over those of the local.

Nationalism and neighbourhood in the IRA
Mobilisation

The Provisional and Official IRA campaigns that began in 1970 emerged primarily from local experiences of confrontation and this new militant mobilisation was intensely locally concentrated.  This contrasts starkly with mobilisation for the previous IRA campaign, in the 1950s, when IRA volunteers from all over Ireland were brought together to launch a border campaign in accordance with a centrally planned strategy.
  The very thinly scattered national character of the mobilisation of the 1950s was arguably central to the weakness of that campaign.  The far more densely localised mobilisation of 1969 and 1970 provided a critical mass of militant activists concentrated in certain locations that was central to the strength of the new IRA campaigns.  At the same time, it created a radically unbalanced and uneven mobilisation and a situation in which the balance between the national and the local was heavily tilted towards the local. 

When organised violent attacks began in the spring of 1970, they came from a bewildering variety of sources.  In addition to the Provisional and Official IRA and the small splinter group, Saor Éire, a number of freelance groups also began to carry out small-scale attacks.  The groups now carrying out attacks consisted, to a great extent, of small groups of teenagers and young adults bound by intensely local ties of kinship and friendship.  Many of those who would later be prominent IRA activists moved between the Provisional and the Official IRA in 1970 and 1971, looking for a home for their hostility to the state and state security forces.
  In some cases local IRA units maintained a distance from both the Official and Provisional IRA national leaderships for several months after the split, as was the case with the Ballymurphy IRA unit in which Gerry Adams was prominent at the time.

The fact that local units could continue to operate without deciding on their allegiance to either national leadership, that some young militants were moving between both organisations in search of a home for their militancy and that others were setting up their own independent units, emphasizes that militant mobilisation was driven not by the centralised strategies of national organisations but by small, tightly-knit local networks.

Veteran republicans involved in the campaigns of the 1940s and 1950s recognised the novelty and distinctiveness of this new mobilisation.  One former Official republican recalls how an older IRA veteran referred to many of the new recruits of 1969 and 1970 as “the streets men”, men who had joined the IRA to fight for their streets in the context of intense localised violence from late 1969 onwards (In conversation with former Official republican activist, 2007).  It was recognised that these recruits were not motivated by the same ideological nationalist concerns with sovereignty and national self-determination that loomed large for the small group that had kept the IRA going over the previous decades. 

The evidence of many former members of the IRA on the factors leading to their mobilisation in the late 1960s and early 1970s is striking for the weak presence of nationalist rhetoric and ideology in their explanations.  Only rarely do the interviewees who spoke to Rogelio Alonso, for example, mention the kind of factors that some scholars of nationalism imagine makes the blood boil and nationalist fervour rise.  Many of these new recruits recognised that they fitted uneasily and awkwardly into the category of Irish nationalist, accepting that the term added little to their explanation of their actions. “I never considered myself a great nationalist”, as one of Alonso’s interviewees put it.

Instead, many former IRA members cite local events and the desire for local ‘defence’ as the prime factor motivating their involvement.  Some recruits also emphasized scales well beyond the national, arguing that their involvement was driven by identification with anti-imperialist and revolutionary struggles worldwide.  Irish nationalism in its classic, traditional form, is mentioned by some interviewees, notably the significance of historical narratives of British repression and a historical Irish struggle for freedom from British rule, but the over-riding impression is of a mobilisation in which the local context loomed much larger than the national.
  Whether they cited local defence, Irish history or international solidarity, the great majority of those who mobilised were united by the radicalising experience of direct and collective violent confrontation with the state at local level.

And if the immediate local environment, rather than the imagined national community, was crucial in motivating militant mobilisation, it was also crucial to the mechanics of mobilisation as locally concentrated networks of friendship and kinship provided the base for the new mobilisation.  As demonstrated comprehensively in the social movement literature, mobilisation takes place overwhelmingly through pre-existing ties. “Social networks at the base of society have emerged as the most common sources of recruitment into social movements”, as Tarrow puts it.
  One former IRA member from Creggan estate in Derry explained his initial involvement with the Fianna, the Republican scouting movement through which many recruits moved into the IRA: “A bunch of us were in a football team - we were all buddies and all brought up in Creggan so it seemed the right thing to do at the time”.
  In this account, a friendship network focused around an existing local organisational structure (the football team) and united by a strong sense of local identity is cited to explain involvement in a militant nationalist mobilisation.  The national scale is notable for its absence from this explanation.

This is not to say that nationalism was absent, simply to say that the balance between national-scale identifications and those at the scale of the regional and local were heavily tilted towards the regional and the local.  The creation of an archipelago of resistance, of distinctive local territories in which militant nationalism was dominant, strongly localised that nationalism.  At one level the Irish flags fluttering from lamposts in Creggan and the Bogside and Ardoyne and the Lower Falls served as symbols of Ireland, of an Irish national framework that transcended the boundary between North and South and between component parts of the national territory.  In the local urban context of Derry or Belfast however, they also served as powerful symbols of local identity, distinguishing these small working-class communities sharply from other parts of the cities, even from other districts where nationalist voters were the overwhelming majority.
The IRA at one level mapped onto Irish national identity and the Irish national scale, but on the ground it mapped onto particular working-class neighbourhoods, and particular rural areas.  Militant Irish nationalism thus became heavily localised and its symbols provided a way to identify with the local neighbourhood, in opposition to the state, but in a way that did not strongly embed the Irish national framework in everyday life.  In giving concrete territorial expression to a national framework competing with the state, these neighbourhoods were a source of strength for militant nationalists, to the extent that they denaturalised state territorial sovereignty, but they simultaneously defined and characterised the nation as a series of separated local spaces, localising the national, and cutting across the nationalist aim of uniting and evening out space, and of asserting the primacy of the national scale.

Legitimation

Just as civil rights activists and local defence committees had done in 1968 and 1969, militant nationalists in the early 1970s regularly invoked the local scale as a prime source of legitimation, claiming a popular mandate for the IRA campaigns from the ‘people of Ballymurphy’ or the ‘people of the Bogside’.  A 1976 Republican News article on the Provisional IRA bombing campaign, for example, implicitly rested the IRA’s mandate on local networks and neighbourhoods, arguing that: “…behind those bombers, is a massive structure based on streets and districts, whose existence is dependent upon the active support and mandate of the people”.

When asked in 1972 whether IRA bombing might stop in response to “public demand” Martin McGuinness, then in charge of the Derry Provisional IRA, similarly rested the IRA’s mandate on local support when he told a reporter that: “Well, we will always take into consideration the feelings of the people of Derry. Those feelings will be passed on to our GHQ in Dublin, you know”.
  In this formulation the ‘people of Derry’, rather than ‘the people of Ireland’ was clearly the ‘public’ that McGuinness felt the Derry IRA was answerable to.  Implicitly, the IRA in the city was resting its mandate not on national support, but on local levels of support.

Given the centrality of the local to the legitimation strategies of the IRA, militant nationalists had to be extremely careful that the national scale that they represented did not conflict too directly with the local scale. If the IRA claimed legitimacy at the local scale, it also opened it up to challenges at that scale, challenges that invoked the primacy of the local in opposition to, rather than in support of, the Irish national scale.  One incident in 1972 illustrates the way in which local solidarities could be marshalled in opposition to militant nationalism. In May 1972 members of the Official IRA in Derry abducted and killed William Best, a teenager from Creggan who was home on leave from the British army. Best was a local youth and, like other local youths, he had been involved in rioting against the British army during his period of leave, emphasizing the extent to which he was still bound up with local networks.

As McCann put it, “…his killing outraged that very feeling of communal solidarity which the last three years had created and which was absolutely essential to the maintenance of Free Derry”.
  The killing of Ranger Best led to vigorous protests in Derry led by local women demanding that the Official IRA end its campaign.  Local critics characterised the Official IRA as an external force, alien to the city and to the traditions of the city, partly because of its Marxist ideology.  “You are not wanted, you are an alien influence” as one local priest said to an Official IRA commander who sought to address a ‘peace meeting’ in the wake of the killing.
  An analysis asserting the primacy of the national scale might characterise the actions of the Official IRA in this case as the killing of a British soldier by a militant Irish nationalist movement, an attack on the outside from the inside.  But it could also be characterised as the killing of a local Derry boy by an external force, an Irish national organisation headquartered in Dublin, further externalized by its Marxist ideology.  Militant Irish nationalists could be externalized at local level by asserting the primacy of the local over the national.  The need to avoid an opposition between solidarities at the local and national scales acted as a powerful and ongoing source of constraint on the activities of militant nationalists.

The need to respond to local priorities also strongly constrained the capacity of the IRA to secure territorial bases from which the state was excluded.  When barricades were built around a new Free Derry area in July 1971, for example, it not only kept the security forces out of the area but also disrupted state services such as public transport and street lighting.  The immediate local need for state services was in tension with the militant nationalist project to erode state sovereignty.  When the local tenants’ associations negotiated for the removal of barricades in order to allow the return of public bus services to the no-go area in October 1971, they did so with the support of ‘all organisations’ in the area, code for the support of both the Provisional and Official IRA.
  

Militant nationalists were under intense local pressure to minimise the rupture with the state because of the disruptive effects this rupture produced at local level.  The nationalist aim of ending British state sovereignty in Ireland could not be successfully invoked in opposition to this local pressure to maintain state services in the area, given that the local scale was so central to the legitimation of militant nationalism.  If the IRA claimed to be acting primarily for the people of the Creggan and the Bogside, then it was difficult to invoke Ireland’s ‘struggle for freedom’ in opposition to concrete local needs that necessitated compromise with the state.

Organisation

The relative strength of the local scale in relation to the national is reflected too in the organisational structures of both the Official and Provisional IRAs during the early years of the conflict.  In both movements national leaderships had very problematic relationships with powerful local units.  IRA units throughout the North were dominated by new members who had come into the movement through local networks, had been mobilised by local events and who appear to have been quite weakly integrated into the national movement.  Nell McCafferty, a Derry Labour Party and civil rights activist who was living in Dublin in the early 1970s, recalls a surprise visit from the head of the Official IRA:

Sometime in the autumn of 1971, I opened the front door of Patsy Murphy’s house in Hatch Place to find Cathal Goulding, the chief of staff of the Official IRA, standing there. He asked could he come in and talk… I ushered him in. He wanted to know about the men in the Derry branch of his army. Their numbers had grown considerably, and he had no idea who the new men were or what they were like.

At least partly because of the weakness of central control, local units had a high degree of autonomy, reflected in the wide latitude they enjoyed in making operational decisions.  This situation gradually changed as central approval of individual operations became the norm in the late 1980s.  The extent of this local autonomy, and the strength of local units in relation to the national leadership, is illuminated by one early confrontation between the central leadership and the IRA in Belfast.  When senior national leadership figure Ruairí Ó Brádaigh made a rare and mild public criticism of an IRA action in Belfast in the early stages of the conflict it drew a furious response from the IRA in Belfast who demanded that the central leadership refrain from such criticism.
  In circumstances where local units had wide latitude to decide on operations, this was effectively an insistence that local units, rather than the national leadership, should be allowed to drive the campaign and decide its direction 

To a great extent the character and pace of both Official and Provisional IRA campaigns were being dictated by specific local circumstances, rather than by a centrally directed and controlled strategy at national level.  The fact that IRA units were organised geographically, and that IRA members generally operated in, or close to, their local areas, strengthened the IRA’s local credentials and its claim to local legitimacy but also eroded the national as a scale of action and identification.  It presents a direct contrast with the way in which state forces are circulated through national territories in such a way that regional and local connections are weakened in favour of the national.  This is not to say that the IRA might easily have done otherwise.  It is simply to reinforce the point that counter-state nationalists face a much greater struggle than state nationalists to assert the primacy of the national scale.

As the Provisional IRA reorganised and prepared for a ‘long war’ from 1976 onwards, the organisation moved away from the local brigade structure to the use of smaller Active Service Units (ASUs) in order to make it more difficult for the security forces to map the structures of the organisation or to link particular attacks to particular local units.
  Nonetheless IRA members continued, to a great extent, to operate within their home areas.  Thus, when eight IRA members were killed during an attack on Loughgall RUC station in 1987, all of them came from nearby villages or towns in East Tyrone and North Monaghan.  And, according to Moloney, the South Armagh Brigade, based in the largest and most populous rural district in which Catholics were an overwhelming majority, insisted on retaining its localised brigade structure in the face of this national re-organisation.

Ultimately the Provisional IRA did enjoy considerable success in asserting the primacy of the national scale over the local, of absorbing this locally-based mobilisation into a national movement and of nationalising local networks and mobilisations, although that process took several years.  This was not by any means a natural and inevitable process.  The struggle to assert the primacy of the national over the local was an extremely difficult one, and the tension between the national scale and other scales of identification and solidarity remained a central difficulty and a constant and significant source of constraint on the actions of militant Irish nationalists.
Regional imbalances in mobilisation
As with the civil rights campaign, the very fact that the key issues mobilising militants were directly related to conditions within the boundaries of the Northern Ireland state, strengthened the regional context of Northern Ireland as a territorial framework for mobilisation and created a striking regional unevenness in militant Irish nationalist mobilisation. Both the Official and Provisional republican leaderships, from quite different perspectives, viewed this regional imbalance in mobilisation as a central challenge, and a central impediment to national mobilisation.

In 1975, for example, the veteran Official IRA figure Sean Garland, concerned with the extreme weakness of the movement South of the Irish border and the movement’s failure to generate the “involvement of the mass of the people” throughout Ireland, argued that “The imbalance that the six County [Northern Ireland] situation creates in the entire country has been one of the greatest difficulties we have had to face and fight (17, 131).”
  From a quite different perspective, the difficulties with this imbalance were also acknowledged in a 1976 column by ‘Brownie’, generally regarded as a pen name for Gerry Adams: “We need to expand our struggle onto a Thirty-Two County basis. We are fighting for National Freedom but one major drawback appears to be that we are restricting ourselves a great deal to the North.”

The aim of correcting that imbalance, and of mobilizing nationalist opinion throughout Ireland, was central to a key speech by senior Provisional republican Jimmy Drumm in 1977 that marked a major shift in direction by the Provisionals: 

…a successful war of liberation cannot be fought exclusively on the backs of the oppressed in the six counties…[but requires] the mobilization of the working-class in the 26 counties. We need a positive tie in with the mass of the Irish people.

For militant nationalists concerned with asserting Ireland as a whole as a framework for political mobilisation and solidarity, the intensely regionally and locally-concentrated mobilisation in the north, creating a stark unevenness in nationalist mobilisation, was seen as a central challenge, and a central weakness of militant Irish nationalism

Conclusion: national and local scales in counter-state nationalism

In the absence of a naturalising state framework that embeds the national scale unobtrusively in everyday life and that contributes to building a sense of national identity and national solidarity, counter-state nationalists necessarily draw heavily on localised solidarities and identities as a base for mobilisation.  Local identities resonate in the spaces of everyday life and provide a firm base for collective action and mobilisation in the absence of a powerfully naturalised national identity.  Because of this heavy dependence on the local scale, counter-state nationalists face a continuous and ongoing struggle to assert the primacy of the national scale against the local.  They are severely constrained by the need to maintain an alignment between national frameworks and the local solidarities on which they are dependent.  This tension between the national scale and the spaces of everyday life is a central challenge for counter-state nationalists and is an important factor in explaining the relative weakness of counter-state nationalism

Nationalism, as a set of abstract ideas about identity, ancestry, common commitment and shared destiny, seems to have been a relatively marginal component of militant mobilisation in the North of Ireland while solidarities based on more restricted and localised face-to-face communities seem to have been much more influential.  Uneven militant mobilisation reflects the importance of specific local experiences of violent confrontation and the associated development of local oppositional networks and repertoires of contention that involve confrontation with authority. The balance between national and local scales of identification and solidarity was heavily tilted towards the local in this mobilisation, contributing to the sharp geographical unevenness in militant mobilisation.

Nationalist movements may be able to harness local identities and solidarities to a broader nationalist project, but the tension between the two scales remains a central problematic for counter-state nationalists.  Counter-state nationalism, heavily dependent as it is on local scales of identity and solidarity, faces a constant challenge to assert the primacy of the national over the local.  The balance between the national and the local is quite different to the balance in state nationalism, and the primacy of the national scale is much less securely established in counter-state nationalism.
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