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Though the ‘Irish Question’ and ‘Northern Ireland problem’ are often considered
interchangeable terms in Japan, they have clearly different dimensions. The purpose of
this article is to examine what possibilities Northern Ireland have in relation to the
question of national identity, through a survey of various frameworks in which
Northern Ireland problem has been researched.

The conflict in Northern Ireland began in the late 1960s, in a situation where the
majority of Protestants are “unionists” and the majority of Catholics are “national-
ists”. Violence tied with nationalism made the situation in Northern Ireland highly
tense and the conflict had a great impact on the national identity of the people both
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.

The conflict promoted an explosion of research, and it also changed the frame-
work of the study of Northern Ireland problem. Traditional nationalist (Britain
versus Ireland), traditional unionist (southern Ireland versus northern Ireland) and
Marxist (capitalist versus worker) interpretations revealed their limits under the
pressures of “the troubles”, and the internal conflict interpretation (Protestant versus
Catholic in Northern Ireland) has become the dominant paradigm since the 1980s.

According to this ideological shift, the continuities and discontinuities between the
‘Trish Question’ and the ‘Northern Ireland problem’ can be defined as follows. Though
both originate from English/British colonial rule over Ireland, the Northern Ireland
problem can not be seen as a problem that will be solved by one nation’s ‘self-
determination’, while the ‘Irish Question’ premised a binary framework (Ireland
versus England/Britain) in which Home rule or independence were the goal. In this
way, the study of Northern Ireland as “the margin under stress” will bring great profit

to examine limits and persistence of national identity.
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