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Within academic discourses on 

Northern Ireland the politics of 

recognition and particularly the theo-

ry of consociational democracy has 

made a profound impact. First intro-

duced by the Dutch political scientist 

Arend Lijphart in a World Politics arti-

cle from 1969, it has since increased 

in importance, both as an authorita-

tive explanatory framework for the 

institutional design inherent in politi-

cal agreements and as a desirable 

approach to manage, balance and 

potentially dissolve politico-cultural 

antagonisms in Northern Ireland.  

 

However, the terms ‘consociational-

ism’ or ‘consociational democracy’ 

are wholly absent from political dis-

courses: they are never used in any 

of the governmental and constitu-

tional documents between 1969 and 

2006.  As such, juxtaposing academ-

ic literature with official policy docu-

ments makes for an interesting inter-

textual site of conflict interpretation 

and the dis/connections between 

these discourses in approaching di-

versity. 

 

Through an analysis of three seminal 

works which categorises theoretical 

interpretations of the conflict (Li-

jphart: The Northern Ireland Problem: 

cases, theories and solutions (1975); 

Whyte: Interpreting Northern Ireland 

(1990); McGarry and O’Leary Ex-

plaining Northern Ireland (1995)), the 



paper will trace the historical devel-

opment of intellectual understand-

ings of the conflict as well as the pro-

pelling of consociational theory to its 

current prominent position within the 

academy.  

 

Structuring these interpretations 

alongside evolving constitutional pol-

icy, the paper will argue that alt-

hough consociationalism has devel-

oped as an indeterminate research 

design, the inherent logic of manag-

ing diversity on the basis of equality 

as opposed to integration eventually 

converged in authoritative academic 

and political discourses. 

 


