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At the heart of the concept of ethnicity is the idea of peoplehood - human populations, linked by common origins, ancestry and descent, possessing or claiming an original homeland, a shared culture, an identity and a sense of community. Anthony Smith’s definition of ethnic communities lists six characteristics: an identifying name or emblem, a myth of common ancestry, shared historical memories and traditions, one or more elements of common culture, a link with an historic territory or ‘homeland’, and a measure of solidarity, at least among the elites (Smith 1999: 13). But a sense of peoplehood may emerge in contexts that are not ethnic. For example, the inhabitants of a region descended from families native to the region, possessing a distinctive regional culture and a strong sense of community and identity may see themselves as a people, but in a regional rather than an ethnic sense. 
Religion too may generate a sense of peoplehood: an identifying name, shared memories and traditions, a feeling of solidarity and common purpose, elements of a common culture, a consciousness of descent from known or unknown ancestors. Religion may intertwine with ethnicity and indeed be central to it (Smith, 2003). The Jews are the classic example of this. Other examples are the ‘Protestant nations’ of early modern Europe whose sense of nationhood was profoundly influenced by Biblical notions of peoplehood (Ihalainen 2005), or the ‘Catholic nations’ of Ireland and Poland where at key moments in their history Catholicism was the primary vehicle for the expression of national sentiment (Bruce 2003: 44-46). But there are also cases – French Protestants are one – where a sense of peoplehood develops solely on the basis of religion and the issue of ethnicity does not arise. 

When religion combines with ethnicity, the temptation is to see ethnicity as the source of peoplehood and religion as a source of specific elements - values, symbols, legitimations.
 But the existence of religious peoplehood suggests that religion may do much more than that. This raises a number of questions. What are the conditions under which religious peoplehood arises and how different is it from ethnic peoplehood? What is the difference between a situation where religion provides specific elements to ethnicity, and one where it also supplies a sense of peoplehood? Can religious peoples be included in ‘inclusive’ definitions of ethnicity? Horowitz (2000) includes in his category of ‘ethnic’, groups ‘defined by ascriptive differences, whether the indicium of group identity is color, appearance, language, religion, some other indicator of common origin, or some combination thereof’ (2000: 17-18). Varshney views conflicts based on religion, race, language and sect as all subsets of the larger set ‘ethnicity’ (2002: 4-5). Does this mean absolutely all religious or appearance or language-based groups, and if not, which are excluded? 

While the issue is a general one, I focus in this paper on the European context. The approach draws on the model of Europe developed by Stein Rokkan (Flora 1998).
 European societies and cultures consist of multiple, interlocking ways of forming community and identity, of which the most important are ethnic, religious, linguistic, territorial and political. Each of these is distinct and none is reducible to any of the others. Each had its own generative process: ethnogenesis and nation-building, confessionalisation, emergence of linguistic communities and creation of standardised languages, state formation, and processes of territorialisation and re-territorialisation. The domains interlocked and what happened in one affected what happened in the others. Specific domains were more prominent and exerted more influence during some periods than others. The processes of change were sometimes smooth and self-contained; at other times they cut across and collided with each other, provoking contention and sometimes violence. In the modern era, an attempt was made through the ideology of the nation-state to reduce this diversity by creating homogenous national cultures tied to territories. In some cases the attempt was reasonably successful. In others it failed, provoking protest, crisis and boundary revision. But ultimately the drive for uniformity failed everywhere and Europe’s old pattern of interlocking communities and identities continues to assert itself. 
The primary concern of this paper is with religious peoplehood on its own or in association with ethnicity. French Protestants developed a sense of peoplehood based solely on religion and continue to affirm it today. After partition, Irish Protestants developed a sense of peoplehood based on both ethnicity and religion. Northern Irish Protestants continued to affirm their sense of peoplehood within the new Northern Irish state. The Protestants of the Republic of Ireland did not do the same in the Southern Irish state. My question is: what explains the difference between the French and Irish (Republic of Ireland) cases, and what do they tell us about religious peoplehood and its relationship to ethnicity? 

The historical context

There were two distinct strands to the reformation in what today is France. One was Lutheran and established itself early in German-speaking territories west of the Rhine (centred on Strasbourg) that subsequently were integrated into France. The other was Calvinist in inspiration, and a development within the French kingdom. Its rapid growth after1560 when the monarchy was weak sparked a series of religious wars. They were bitterly fought with massacres on both sides, but with Protestants suffering disproportionately and they ended with Protestant defeat (Benedict 2002: 127-51). The Edict of Nantes (1598) granted Protestants official tolerance for most of the 17th century, but political pressure was mounted and Protestant numbers continued to fall: from an estimated 11% of the population in 1562, to 5.5% in 1600 to 3.75% in 1685, when Alsace was also part of the kingdom (Cabanel 2000: 18-19). With the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, the situation deteriorated further. Some 200,000 Protestants went into exile and the state set out to eradicate what remained of Protestantism in France. Church structures were destroyed and all forms of Protestant services proscribed, with harsh penalties for disobeyal: execution, torture, condemnation to the galleys or to prison. In the face of this onslaught, some converted to Catholicism, but very many resisted in ways that ranged from practice in the privacy of the home to clandestine meetings to open revolt in the Cévennes from 1702 to 1704. 

The apparatus of repression remained in place throughout the 18th century but its application varied from place to place and moderated over time. The first Edict of Toleration was in 1787. The Revolution granted full civic rights in 1789 and full religious rights in 1792, preparing the way for the integration of Protestants into the political mainstream (Encrevé 1999). The establishment of the Third Republic in the 1870s secured the Protestant position and for a time they played a role in policy-making disproportionate to their numbers in the population, notably in the areas of education and relationship of church to state. There were still religious tensions: defeat by Protestant Prussia in 1870, the loss of Alsace-Lorraine (part of the German Empire between 1870 and 1918), and the political prominence of Protestants led to a surge of anti-Protestantism in the 1880s (Baubérot and Zuber 2000). The Great War was a moment of definitive transition, though confessional differences remained important at the local level until the 1950s or 1960s.
 Today Protestants make up 2-3% of the population of France.
 

The extension of the reformation to Ireland took place in a radically different context. It was part of a larger process of bringing an autonomous, politically-fragmented lordship of the crown under greater direct control and into cultural conformity with England. Native resistance – initially political, later religious – was dealt with by a policy of conquest and colonisation by English and Scottish settlers (Smyth 2006, Canny 2001). The process went on for over a century and by the time it was complete (at the end of the 17th century) Anglicans of English extraction and Presbyterians of Scottish extraction made up about 25% of the population and held the ownership of 86% of the land. During the 18th century power and proprietorship were concentrated in Anglican hands and Presbyterians were subject to penal measures, but they were allies against a potential Catholic Jacobite threat. None materialised. The principal Catholic political demand during the 18th century was the removal of the penal regime put in place at the end of the 17th and early 18th century to prevent them recovering any of their lost economic or political power. The first Relief Act was in 1778 but it took another half century before the right to sit in parliament was granted in1829. By this time Ireland had been incorporated into the United Kingdom following the failed United Irish rebellion of 1798.
 The full integration of Catholics into the state was expected to follow political emancipation. However, by this time a process of nationalist mobilisation was underway. In the 1840s, the demand was for repeal of the union. Between 1870 and 1916 it was for home rule. Following the rebellion of 1916 it was for outright independence. Nationalist pressure came overwhelmingly from Catholics and it met mounting Protestant opposition. The price of independence in 1922 was partition, with the predominantly Protestant north-east staying within the union. In 1911 Protestants made up 11% of the 26 counties that became the new Irish state; by 1926 this figure had fallen to 7.3%; by 1991 it had fallen to 3.2%, recovering to 3.7% in 2002.

In spite of such contrasting histories, there is much similarity in the social situation of French and Irish Protestants today. Each represents a tiny proportion of the larger society. In each case there are two major traditions (in France Calvinism and Lutheranism, in Ireland Anglicanism and Presbyterianism) and many smaller evangelical ones, both new and old. In both cases there is a degree of territorial clustering, though more noticeable in France (the Gard and Alsace) than in Ireland (South Dublin, North Wicklow, West Cork). In both countries Protestants are located in all social classes, but with a slight upward bias in France and a more pronounced one in Ireland (Dargent 2005: 93-98; Bowen 1983: 78-103). In both countries there has been a decline in religious belief and in contact with church institutions, though more in France than in Ireland. But at the level of statistics, French Protestants are holding their numbers and in Ireland there is recovery after decades of decline. The Catholicity of the wider society and the influence of the Catholic Church are more obviously issues in Ireland than in France, but French Protestants also show sensitivity to any display of the Church’s residual power. 

History has, however, left a powerful legacy in both countries. It shows itself in the way in which Protestants in the two countries relate to their past, conceive of themselves as a community, and understand their relationship to state and nation. French Protestants combine a deep historical consciousness and sense of themselves as a historic people with ease in their relationship to state and nation. Irish Protestants are reticent about the past, make no claim to separate peoplehood, and are less at ease in their relationship to state and nation. How are the differences to be explained?

Before addressing these issues, it is important to contextualise them. A concern with the past and a sense of peoplehood are just part of what being Protestant entails. I identify 6 different ways of ‘being Protestant’ in the two countries: 

1. theological: to believe in God, to accept the tenets of one or other of the reformed faiths, to read the Bible on a regular basis and to live one’s life in terms of it; 

2. institutional: to support one’s church, to be in regular contact with one’s pastor, to marry in the church, to have one’s children baptised, to send them to Sunday School, to participate in church-based social activities;

3. social (including socio-economic): to form part of Protestant familial & social networks, to marry within the community, to make one’s Protestantism known and visible to fellow Protestants, to make economic decisions on religious grounds (in hiring, searching for employment, personal services);

4. cultural: to believe that there are distinct Protestant cultural qualities and to express these in some way: the work ethic, a certain austerity, individualism, personal integrity; 

5. historical: to be conscious of the origins and history of the particular Protestant tradition, family and community to which one belongs, and to trace one’s ancestry from it.

6. peoplehood: to see that historic community as in some sense a people.

For some – in particular, Protestant clergy – only the first and second really matter as ways of being Protestant. But it is possible – and in France quite common – to identify as Protestant and to express this only in the final two. 

French Protestants: religious denomination and people

Until about the 1950s French Protestants actively expressed their Protestantism in all of the ways just described. They attended church with some regularity, they baptised their children, they sent them to Bible School and catechism, they enrolled them in the scouting movement, they placed a value on endogamy, they patronised (when practical) Protestant shops, doctors, hospitals and retirement homes, they believed that being Protestant was a cultural as well as a religious matter, they had a marked concern with their own history and had a sense of themselves as a historic community. In recent decades much of this has changed. Belief is less certain, contact with the local church has dropped, many children are left un-baptised, only a minority attends Sunday School and catechism, there are high levels of mixed marriages. Protestant hospitals and retirement homes have closed or have lost much of their original Protestant character. Economic choices are less often made on denominational grounds. The view that Protestants are culturally as well as religiously distinct is affirmed with less confidence, or not at all. The change is denominationally patterned, with the greatest decline in members of the majority Eglise Réformée de France and continued vitality among the smaller evangelical groups.
 Where there is least change is in the historical and peoplehood ways of being Protestant (Joutard 1997; Bizeul 1991, 2005). 

The emphasis on their history - knowing it and commemorating it - has been at the heart of French Protestant culture since the 19th century (Joutard 1997: 2654-56). Prior to that families and local communities transmitted their stories within the family or community. In the latter part of the 19th century something much more elaborate was put in place: a historical narrative for the community as a whole, based on scholarly research and specialist journals, with historical primers for use in classes of catechism, museums and public commemorations. A key feature of this reconstructed history was the time period focused on: not the early years of the reformation or the wars of religion or when the Edict of Nantes was in force, but the century of exclusion and persecution that followed its revocation: the time of the destruction of churches and meeting houses, the quartering of troops in Protestant homes, the torture and execution of pastors, the sending of men to the galleys and of women to prison, the spread of prophetism and the revolt of the Camisards, the taking of children from Protestant homes and education in Catholic convents, the holding of clandestine assemblies, marriages and baptisms (Joutard 1997).

Joutard (1997) gives two principal explanations for this emphasis. One was the way in which it enabled Protestants to reconcile their communal narrative with that of the state and nation by presenting their struggle for religious liberty – and in particular the revolt of the Camisards - as a forerunner of the struggle for political liberty in France, finally achieved by the Revolution and embodied in the republic (Joutard 1997: 2670-2671). The other is that it allowed the history of the community to be rooted in the memories of individual families. The names that dominate the wars of religion are the names of great families; the names of the later period are those of ordinary people whose names are still found in the same areas today. The result was a history given concreteness and personal meaning (Joutard 1997: 2667-8).

An emphasis on history does not always imply a claim to peoplehood, but in this case it does. Joutard speaks of the ‘sentiment of a community that would not wish to be simply a federation of families or of Churches, but a people’ (Joutard 1997: 2675).
 The sentiment is not new: he quotes from the preface to a manual of French Protestant history from 1885 to be used in catechism classes: ‘Our reformed Church is, for us Protestants, a second patrie: we have to know it, love it and serve it in the same way in which we wish to do this for France’ (Joutard 1997: 2654).
 It appears to have been successful. More than a century later, Mouriquand and Pivot (1993) write: ‘French Protestantism forms a people. Each of its members has the sentiment of sharing a history, a legend and points of reference with the other members of a “little nation”. Beyond the deep divisions of the group, beyond secularisation above all, it is with these elements that the Protestant identity nourishes itself, as much - sometimes more - than the faith’ (Mouriquand and Pivot1993: 63-64). 
Richardot (1992) further elaborates: French Protestants are ‘A people with its history, collective unconscious, ancestral reflexes, customs, institutions, a certain communal view of the present – and perhaps of the future – its own way of educating, of affirming itself, of participating, of working, of organising, of voting, of contesting, of hoping, of fearing and of closing in on itself. And of opening itself to the entire planet… Others who once belonged to this people, with its history and its collective unconscious, no longer feel that sense of community. “We are a religion, not a people”, they declare, “we are Christians of the Protestant faith and nothing else. French like the others, differing only in belief”’. But, Richardot says, this is an attitude ‘that shows itself primarily in the Paris region and in the zones of dissemination outside of the historic reserves [of French Protestantism]’. (Richardot 1992: 19-21). 

How is this sense of peoplehood to be understood? The language of ethnicity has been used in reference to it. In a comparative study of Catholics and Protestants in Alsace and Baden for the period 1871 to 1939, Wahl concluded: ‘In fact, Protestants and Catholics formed two ethnic groups. That is to say, two communities, possessing a certain homogeneity from the socio-cultural point of view, define themselves essentially by their culture and by their consciousness of belonging to an original community. The differences between the two groups were experienced daily in incessant confrontations’ (Wahl 1980: 1262). However, Wahl applies the term to both Catholics and Protestants, and to Germans as well as French.
 

In contrast, Yves Bizeul (1991, 2004) applies it solely to French Protestants whom he systematically analyses as an ethnic group. His approach to ethnicity, following Fredrik Barth, is ‘situationalist’ and he contrasts it with the implicit ‘primordialism’ he finds in Richardot. Thus, rather than French Protestant culture being the product of the transmission of objective cultural traits within a descent community, it has to be seen as the product of its interaction with its environment, especially French Catholicism (Bizeul 1991: 189, 206). Bizeul’s arguments against Richardot’s primordialisn are telling, and he shows the relevance of concepts drawn from the ethnicity literature.
 But he does not explain why he is framing his analysis in terms of ethnicity particularly when, as he acknowledges (Bizeul 2004: 268), French Protestants do not define themselves in this way.
  The use of the term ‘ethnic’ in this instance is an example of an ‘inclusive’ definition of ethnicity and it points to its problems. Using a term that runs directly contrary to a group’s self-understanding is a major problem in identity research. It is also not necessary. There is an obvious category to assign French Protestants to: it is religious peoplehood. 

Religious peoplehood is not very common, particularly on its own. How does it arise? Four factors have contributed to it here. The first is the legacy of the Bible. The foregrounding of the Bible, particularly the Old Testament, powerfully shaped the Protestant cultures of Europe, their understanding of history, the workings of providence, good and evil, peace and war, peoples and nations. Like their counterparts elsewhere in Europe, French Calvinists thought of themselves as a new Children of Israel ‘whether sojourning in Egypt, or struggling in Canaan under the assault of idol-worshipping infidels, or carrying on the work of the prophets, or experiencing the persecution of Abel, Noah, or Moses’, with Catholic Church cast as ‘idolatrous Egyptians, Canaanites, or even … Sodomites’ (Parker 1993: 230). The images were not just metaphors to use in polemics, but models ‘to make sense of their predicament’ (Parker 1993: 230). A potent example is the term adopted in the 18th century to describe their exclusion and suffering - ‘le Désert’ – an analogy with another people who suffered the same fate, the ancient Israelites who wandered for 40 years in the desert before entering the Promised Land (Encrevé 2006: 308). Biblical language does not have the same resonance today (Moser 2006), but its concepts and images are a vestigial presence in the Protestant imagination. 

The second factor is the descent group aspect of French Protestantism. Protestantism survived in France because Protestants formed tightly-knit, religiously endogamous communities, and was transmitted from generation to generation within local family descent groups. It some cases these were isolated communities, islands in a Catholic sea; in others, they were larger areas of Protestant predominance. The stability of these families and communities meant that the Protestants of those areas (and those whose families had moved out but regarded it as their ancestral home) bore names that went back generations. The descent mode of thinking is deeply embedded: Joutard describes the ritual of parents pointing out to their children at the musée du Désert in the Cévennes the name of their ancestor in the list of those sent to the galleys (Joutard 1997: 2653). This is, in the first instance, family history, after which it is the history of local communities. But when the members of these families and communities come together, along with the descendants of the Huguenot diaspora, in their thousands to commemorate the period of the Désert, it becomes the history of an entire people (Joutard 1997: 2675).

The third factor operates in a different register. It has its roots in the sense of loss that lingers in the French Protestant imagination for what might have been: what France would have become – how much better it would have been - had it embraced the reformation (Joutard 1997: 2671).  Part of the Protestant sense of historic injury arises from the denial of the national role they had hoped to play. When eventually they could play this role, they had been reduced to a tiny minority. They were proud of the contribution they made – to the Revolution, the Republic, the system of public education, the concept of laicité - but conscious that it could and should have been much more. Throughout the 19th century, they had nurtured the hope that, if the grip of the Catholic Church could be broken, French people would turn to Protestantism to the benefit of France (Baubérot and Zuber 2000: 163-67).  It proved a vain hope: Catholics who became disenchanted with their own church became semi-detached or simply agnostic, leaving Protestants to continue on their separate path, as a Protestant micro-version of the larger Catholic French nation.

Finally, there is the mythic power of the historical narrative of persecution, suffering, martyrdom, defiance, resistance and ultimate vindication that links each generation through preceding one back to the heroic age of the Désert. Two stories are particularly important. One is the revolt of the Camisards of the Cévennes between 1702 and 1704 who in response to the attacks on their persons, homes and communities and in defence of their religious liberty went into open revolt and who, despite noble leadership or military training, inflicted defeat after defeat on the troops of the king, astonishing the rest of Europe by their courage and ingenuity. The other is the story of the women imprisoned for decades in the Tour de Constance at Aigues-Mortes rather than abjure their faith. Alongside these main stories are multiple other ones - of pastors captured, tortured and executed, of men sent to the galleys and of women to prison. Moreover, the narrative was given immediacy in the 20th century during another period of resistance to oppression: the refusal to collaborate with the Occupation or Vichy, the Protestant role in the maquis and in offering refuge to another persecuted minority – the Jews.
 There are innumerable ways in which these mythic stories could be qualified, revised, in parts disconfirmed, and made less heroic in form. But this hasn’t happened, and even if did, it is unlikely that for the community itself, the narrative would lose any of its coherence, clarity or moral force. 

Irish Protestants: beyond history and peoplehood?

In a speech in the Irish Senate on June 11, 1925 William Butler Yeats, condemning the legislation to prohibit divorce in the new Irish Free State, famously declared: ‘We against whom you have done this thing, are no petty people. We are one of the great stocks of Europe. We are the people of Burke; we are the people of Grattan; we are the people of Swift, the people of Emmet, the people of Parnell. We have created the most of the modern literature of this country. We have created the best of its political intelligence.’ 
 He continued: ‘Yet I do not altogether regret what has happened. I shall be able to find out, if not I, my children will be able to find out whether we have lost our stamina or not. You have defined our position and have given us a popular following. If we have not lost our stamina then your victory will be brief, and your defeat final, and when it comes this nation may be transformed.’ 
 It was a declaration as rich in historical reference and as strong in its affirmation of peoplehood as any French Protestant would have made. 

It was also a serious misreading of the politics of the new state and the role the Protestant minority would play in it. It irritated many Catholics and alarmed Protestants who did not seek that kind of influence or assume they could wield it. Their commitment to the first four ways of being Protestant – theological, institutional, social, cultural – was very much in evidence during first decades of the new state: levels of belief and practice remained high, Protestant schools, hospitals and retirement homes were maintained, Protestant networks were maintained and used to protect Protestant employment, belief in the intrinsic merits of Protestant values continued (Bowen 1983). But this initial level of Protestant involvement in politics soon came to an end. They did not follow Yeats in emphasising their historic pedigree or achievements, or speak of themselves as a ‘people’. What was the Irish Protestant sense of peoplehood, and what became of it in the Republic of Ireland?

The fact that Irish Protestants came to be a distinct community or communities is the product of two ‘historic failures’: that of Catholics to overcome the English and Scottish Protestant settlers of the 16th and 17th centuries by defeating or assimilating them, and that of the settlers and their descendants to convert and culturally assimilate the native population. The effect was to place Protestants in Ireland in a permanently precarious geo-political situation, a minority in a majority-Catholic country dependent for their survival on the uncertain support of the British state. The paramount interest of the crown was a peaceful and stable Ireland, and if this required concessions to Catholics, it was open to that regardless of its consequences for Irish Protestants. The uncertainty of their situation nurtured among Protestants a strong but also conditional loyalty (Miller 1978). 

It also produced a contradictory attitude to Catholics. On the one hand Catholics were the enemy. Protestants had defeated them twice in the 17th century, had secured control of the country in the 18th century and in the 19th century had the backing of the union. But Catholics made up the large majority of the population and did not accept either the legitimacy or finality of their defeat. However, there was another aspect. While Protestants came as settlers, they put down roots and after two or three generations thought and spoke of themselves as Irish (Barnard 1998: 207-8; Connolly 1992: 119-21). They also wanted to be more than simply the rulers of a conquered country living in permanent fear of a native resurgence. This meant writing themselves into Irish history and integrating its history into their own (Hill 1988: 101-104). While the external/internal, settler/native dynamic remained, another one emerged alongside it: the idea of a society divided by religion, but resting on a shared Irishness.
 Already underway in the 18th century, it continued on a different basis under the union and, by the end of the 19th century, an Irish national identity that went beyond the religious difference was taken for granted by most Protestants, including Ulster Protestants.

Two confessional communities, sharp regional and class differences, a British and an Irish aspect, made for multiple, overlapping identities among Irish Protestants. There were two major denominations – Church of Ireland and Presbyterian – and many smaller, more evangelical, ones. There was a sharp contrast between Ulster and the rest of Ireland based partly on denomination (a preponderance of Presbyterians), partly on economics (industry rather than agriculture), that also expressed itself at the level of social class. The external dimension was important and it operated at both the religious level - an identification with the wider world of Protestant peoples - and the ethnic - an affinity with the peoples of Great Britain, of which they were historically an off-shoot (Megahey 2000: 6-7). Within the Irish context, there was an identity as Protestant Irish: a community whose history began when their ancestors had established themselves in Ireland in the 16th and 17th century and whose native culture they had absorbed as well as changed. There was a specifically religious peoplehood component to this. Akenson (1992) traces the covenantal strand among Ulster Presbyterians from the 17th to the 20th century; Irish Anglicans had an equally providential view of Irish history until well into the 19th century (McBride 1998: 238-9; Barnard 1991, l992: 807-10). Finally, alongside these specifically Protestant identities, and allowing for class and regional differences, there was the recognition of an Irishness shared with Catholics.

This constellation of interlocking identities was the product of a distinctive set of geo-political relationships – a British and Protestant-controlled Ireland that was part of a wider British world - which provided Protestants with multiple points of identification and allowed them to makes their own choices within it. By the end of the 19th century this geo-political order was being challenged root and branch by a Catholic-driven decolonising nationalism. The nationalist claim was that the British connection had been uniquely destructive to Ireland - had impoverished its economy, degraded its population and destroyed its native culture. Their solution was to take Ireland out of the union and re-fashion it as an independent nation-state based on the revival of Ireland’s indigenous culture (Boyce 1995). 

It was not a project that appealed to many Protestants. As far as they were concerned the British connection had been positive for Ireland and remained essential to its prosperity. But more than that, independence would cut them off from the wider British and Protestant world, dis-empower them politically and leave them exposed to a culturally revivalist, Catholic regime hostile to their culture, religion and economic interests (Boyce 1995). The Protestants of the north-east of the island were sufficiently powerful to threaten armed resistance and to have Ireland partitioned. The Protestants in the rest of the country had the choice of leaving, or staying and making the best of it. A majority chose to remain
 and began the process of adjusting to their new, reduced status. 

It was a difficult situation for Protestants.
 Most had not wanted independence and their opposition to it was well known. They accepted the new state but, as Megahey observes, ‘their hearts were not in it’ (Megahey 2000: 109). There was some consolation initially in the fact that under the terms of the 1922 Constitution Ireland was still linked to the crown. But that constitution was soon dismantled and replaced by one that was more Catholic in inspiration and more nationalist in tone. The government was unwilling to make any concessions to Protestant Britishness, or allowance for their lack of identification with Irish nationalism. On the other hand it was willing to accord rights that could be defined as religious,
 including support for their schools and hospitals, which meant that demands or requests that could be framed in religious rather than in ethnic or national terms could be secured. 

There were other factors that made a difficult situation more tolerable. One was the privileged economic situation of Protestants, which successive governments left untouched; indeed they were substantial beneficiaries of the indigenous industry programme. Just as important was the separate tightly-knit Protestant social and economic world where they supported each other socially and economically and expressed themselves culturally as they chose (Brown 2004; Bowen 1983). It was a world based on family and kin networks, the local church and church-based activities, Protestant youth activities and socials, Protestant schools and businesses, Protestant social and sporting organisations. An attachment to Britain and the crown was an intrinsic part of this, very strong at the beginning, then gradually though unevenly receding.
 

This situation lasted until the 1960s. That decade saw the beginning of a transformation that would touch all aspects of Irish social and economic life and have important implications for the position of the minority. The ecumenical changes begun by the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) broke down religious barriers; changes in the economy and in education eroded the once-separate Protestant world and opened it up to Catholic participation; the emergence of more liberal and more critical forms of Irish nationalism made for a public culture that Protestants could more easily identify with. Alongside the national changes were ones that impacted directly on local Protestant congregations: the arrival of Protestant immigrants, the greater likelihood of the children of mixed marriages being baptised Protestant, Catholic conversions. These developments at once increased the size of the local Protestant population and diluted it as a descent community (Sexton and O’Leary 1996).

These changes have led some commentators to argue that Protestant distinctiveness is disappearing as Protestants assimilate to a modern, liberal, ecumenical, pluralist Irish culture shared equally with Catholics (Brown 2004). The transformation is less even and certainly less complete than this implies. There is ample evidence for the persistence of older perspectives and meanings, particularly in matters of identity, and of tensions around these differences: the doubts that some Catholics still raise about whether Protestants are ‘really Irish’ and Protestant resentment of this,
 the careful choreographing that is necessary for commemoration services of Irish soldiers killed in British uniform, the controversy provoked by contemporary media accounts of attacks on Protestants during the war of independence and civil war,
 the low level of involvement of Protestants in the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA). The situation today is more accurately described as ambiguous than as completely transformed. 

This points to a different outcome to the historic conflict in the Republic of Ireland than in Northern Ireland or France. Today the Protestants of Northern Ireland vigorously affirm their sense of ethnic and religious peoplehood, their difference from the Catholic population and their loyalty to the crown. French Protestants affirm their historical particularity and their commitment to laicité and the republic with whose narrative they have integrated their own. The situation in the Republic of Ireland is much less clear. Protestants affirm their religious distinctiveness and, when the occasion demands, do so assertively. 
 They identify with Irish as a national identity, but not with the Catholic or nationalist version of Irishness; they accept the state but maintain a distance from some aspects of its legitimating ideology and symbols. But they are clearer about what they are not than about what they are, and they do not make a claim to distinct peoplehood.  Given the situation in which they have found themselves since independence, and the persistence of ethno-religious division in Northern Ireland, their discretion and reluctance to dwell on the past is understandable. But a consequence is a degree of uncertainty about what changed after 1922, what kind of community the Protestants of the Republic of Ireland now are, and what separates them from the majority Catholic population. 

Conclusion

This paper has examined a form of peoplehood that is not based on ethnicity: religious peoplehood. It has looked at two cases. In one - French Protestants - religion was the sole source of peoplehood, in the other - Irish Protestants – religious peoplehood was co-present with ethnicity. Although the two cases are from a very narrow confessional, geographical, and demographic range and find their origins in the same limited time period - Europe in the early modern period – they point to conclusions of general import. 

First, it is clear that religion lends itself to the formation of peoples: community and identity are central features of religion, its members come to feel a degree of solidarity with each other, they share cultural as well as religious attributes, most transmission happens through endogamy, religious groups have histories, origin legends and historical narratives, they may also have – at least those in the Biblical tradition – the concept of a religious people. On the other hand, peoplehood is a defining characteristic of ethnicity and a contingent one in the case of religion. Specific mechanisms are required for a religious community to become a religious people. In the French case, this was political exclusion, the language of the Bible, and the importance of family descent groups. In the Irish case, it was success in war, the language of the Bible, and a continued precariousness. 

The contrast between the French and Irish cases identifies some of the conditions of persistence and change in religious and ethnic peoplehood. In France the political and ideological context in which Protestants have operated has been stable for over a century: the republic as the definitive form of the French state, the radical separation of church and state, a communal narrative which appeals to believers and non-believers alike, and dovetails with the national one. A claim to peoplehood can safely and usefully be made. In the Irish case, the early 20th century saw the dramatic overturning of the centuries-old geo-political order on which the historic Protestant identity depended. It would have been very difficult to reconcile even a reconstructed narrative of Irish Protestant peoplehood with the de-colonising nationalism of the new state. Instead, the question of a separate peoplehood has been set aside. 

Peoplehood based solely on religion is unusual; in most cases it is intertwined with ethnicity. In such cases there is a tendency in the ethnicity literature to view religion as something that provides ethnicity with some of its elements rather than something that provides a parallel form of peoplehood. The Irish case shows that this is too simple a view, that religion can provide the ‘full package’, and that when it does, it makes a difference, for example, permitting communities to shift back and forwards, moving from one of its strands of peoplehood to the other.
  The initial confrontation in 16th and 17th century Ireland was ethnic and religious, and in the crisis of the early 20th century, it was again ethnic and religious. But there was a period in-between when conflict was articulated more in religious than in ethnic terms, and when – conceivably if improbably – religion could have emerged as the sole vehicle of difference, just as in the Republic today, religion is – with a little ambiguity – the sole vehicle of difference. 
Finally, the French case shows the limits to the use of ‘inclusive’ definitions of ethnicity (Horowitz 2000; Varshney 2003). French Protestants possess many of the same characteristics as ethnic groups. But they do not consider themselves one, and would be distinctly uncomfortable at being included in a category that also included France’s regional ethnicities. Their historic ‘other’ is French Catholics, and their historical trajectory has moved along different axes to those of France’s regional ethnicities. There is no difficulty considering peoples defined by religion as ethnic if they are part of a context that is interethnic and they behave accordingly. Bosnian Muslims are the obvious example. But this is not always the case and religious peoples should not automatically – without further evidence - be treated as ethnic groups or their functional equivalents.
Acknowledgements
My thanks to Ian D’Alton, Michel Boissard, Francois Pugnière, Arpad Szakolczai and Jennifer Todd for their help at different stages in writing this paper. This research has been supported by grants under the IRCHSS Government of Ireland Research Projects Grants in the Humanities and Social Sciences (‘Irish Protestants in the European Context’), 2005-7, and the HEA North-South Programme for Collaborative Research, Strand 1 (‘Catholic-Protestant relationships in Ireland, North and South: A study of three “frontier communities”’) 2004-6.
� For a discussion of different ways of conceiving the relationship, see Kivisto (2007: 493-95). 


� For specific aspects in a comparative perspective, see Anderson (1991), Bertrand et al eds. (2003), Deventer (2004), Greenfeld (1992), Hastings (1997), Jonsson et al (2000), Joseph (1987), Ihalainen (2005), Marx (2003) Thiesse (1999), Walter (1994).


� For Alsace, see Wahl (2004).


�Calculating religious statistics for France presents difficulties because of the absence of official statistics (See Cabanel 2000: 18-19). For a report of a recent survey, see Réforme, no. 3333, 3 septembre 2009.


� The United Irishmen was a unique attempt to create a revolutionary alliance of Anglicans, Presbyterians and Catholics.


� This classification is based on current field research among Protestants in the department of the Gard in France and in Co Cork in Ireland.


� This assessment is based on research in the Gard and on the secondary literature. For overviews, see Cabanel (2000), Wolff (2001), Mehl (1982), Baubérot (1988), Wahl (2004), Dargent (2005). For the situation in the immediate post-war period, see Boegner and Siegfried (1945). 


� All translations are by the author.


� The quote is from Jean Bastide, Histoire abrégée des protestants de France, textes et récits a l’usage des cours d’instruction religieuse. Significantly, that work drew inspiration from school manuals then being used to encourage French patriotism. 


� There is nothing specifically Alsatian about these relationships, and the description would apply equally well to the Gard and the Lozére for the same period.


� He describes those, principally historians, who use commemorative events to ‘try to reactivate the myths of origin and ideology’ of  French Protestantism as ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’ (Bizeul 2004: 268-9).


� On the contrary, in my experience, they categorically reject the idea.


� For an account of one example, Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, see Hallie (1985).


� Seanad Eireann (� HYPERLINK "http://historical-debates.oireachtas.ie/S/0005/S.0005.192506110009.html" ��http://historical-debates.oireachtas.ie/S/0005/S.0005.192506110009.html�). The ‘we’ may be taken literally: Yeats spoke as the major figure of the Irish Literary Revival, co-founder of the Abbey Theatre and holder of the Nobel Prize for Literature for 1923.


� It is clear from the remainder of his speech that the ‘we’ to whom he is referring are the Protestants of Ireland as a whole, and more particularly perhaps his own Anglican communion. 


� The two dimensions co-existed in considerable tension. For the 18th century, see McBride, 1998.


� See, for example, Walker, 2005, p. 143; Boyce 1993. It does not mean, of course, that Catholics and Protestants understood ‘Irish’ in the same way.


� D’Alton (2007) provides a nuanced account of the multiple strands of the Irish Protestant identity at the beginning of the 20th century.


� After the census of 1911 the next census in what became the Irish Free State was in 1926. There was a sharp drop in the Protestant proportion of the population between the two dates – from 11% to 7.3% - but it remains to be established who precisely left and for what reason.


� There are contrasting views today of the way in which Protestants were treated during the first decades of the new state. For different views, see Akenson (1975), Bowen (1983), Brown (1996, 2004), Coakley (1998), d’Alton (2007), Megahy (2000), Mennell et al (2000), Murphy & Adair eds., (2002), Pilkington (2002), Sexton and O’Leary (1996), Ruane and Butler (2009), White (1975). 


�For specific instances where these rights were breached, see Megahey (2000, chapter 5).


� Britishness consisted of an identification with the Crown and pride in past service (particularly in war), a sentimental attachment to the Royal Family, identification with the empire or Commonwealth and an openness to English culture. For a description in one particular area, see Inglis (1962).


� For ethnographic examples from West Cork, see Ruane and Butler (2007) and Butler and Ruane (2009).


� For a response to one television programme, see Heaney et al.(2008).


� For examples, see d’Alton (2007).


� For discussion of movements between ethnic, religious and territorial identities, see Hastings 1997.
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