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ABSTRACT
In Ireland, ritual events and parades have been a central part of civic and public
life. However, there is limited understanding of the identity processes at work at
these collective events. The present research aims to examine how participants
attending collective events come to recognise shared social identification and
the impact that this awareness is reported to have on intragroup processes.
Interview data were collected over the course of two years at the St Patrick’s
Day parade and 1916 Easter Rising commemorations in Dublin and Belfast
with both participants and attendees at the events. Thematic analysis
revealed that to the extent that individuals saw the event as an identity
event, they used attendance as their primary indication of shared identity,
along with visual identity markers, shared experiences, and shared affects.
Participants’ accounts of the experience of shared identity focused upon a
range of cognitive, affective, and social variables which together suggested a
relational transformation in the crowd. These findings suggest that shared
identity is an emergent state which plays a critical role in transforming social
relations within the collective.

KEYWORDS Collective experience; collective participation; crowd events; shared identity; social
identity; parades; ritual; Ireland; St Patrick’s Day; Easter Rising

Introduction

In Ireland issues of national identity, specifically the shared understanding of
belonging to a distinctive national community and political project, have
been central to politics north and south, particularly since the nineteenth
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Century (Coakley, 2002). And in a related literature, it has been widely
accepted that national celebratory and commemorative events play an
important role in reflecting and contesting these understandings of Irishness
(e.g. Daly, 2004; White & Marnane, 2016). A wide range of studies have sought
to chronicle the historic and contemporary manifestations of commemora-
tions and collective events. The potential of collective behaviour to
embody and enact shared identities as well as the power of collective
events to both reproduce and transform these identities is now increasingly
acknowledged (Drury & Reicher, 2009; O’Donnell et al., 2016). The reproduc-
tion of collective understandings of Irishness has important political dimen-
sions as it speaks to who is (and is not) understood to be part of the
national community. In this paper, we bring these two issues together to
explore whether shared understandings of Irish identity are (re)produced
by participants at collective events north and south of the border, and con-
sider how they speak to contemporary understandings of Irishness.

That collective events play an important part in the general social life of
the nation is acknowledged (Frijda, 1997). In Ireland, the importance of
1916 commemorations in establishing the historical continuity of Irish
national identity (e.g. see Daly & O’Callaghan, 2007; White & Marnane,
2016) as well as St Patrick’s Day in creating new international and cosmopo-
litan understandings of Irishness (e.g. see Cronin & Adair, 2002) is now widely
documented. These studies have focussed on the specific details relating to
these events and their symbolic significance. Our study adds to this literature
by offering the systematic study of participants’ and audience views of
events. Therefore, in this paper, we explore how Irish national identity is
understood amongst participants and those in attendance at St Patrick’s
Day and the Easter commemoration events in Belfast and Dublin. Our
central aim is to explore how the events facilitate participants to recognise,
shape and articulate a shared sense of Irish national identity.

Previous research has shown that crowd and collective events have the
potential to facilitate a sense of shared identity even at large events
(Neville & Reicher, 2018; O’Donnell et al., 2016). This sense of shared identity
may be likely to arise in particular contexts. First, the mere fact that people are
co-present, undertaking the same activity and observing the same rituals,
may lead to an assumption of shared identity (Prayag Magh Mela Research
Group, 2007). Second, shared experience may lead to a sense of shared iden-
tity (Bradshaw & Muldoon, 2019; Kearns, Muldoon, Msetfi, & Surgenor, 2017).
This may be something as benign as the experience of commuters on a train
that breaks down (Neville, 2011), or as serious as the experience of commu-
ters on a train that has been bombed (Cocking, Drury, & Reicher, 2007). Third,
historians, sociologists and (latterly) psychologists have suggested that the
various forms of physical coordination which occur at collective events –
marching in step, chanting slogans – may help consolidate and help people
to imagine themselves as sharing a common identity (e.g. Ehrenreich, 2007).
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Fourth, shared symbols – the fact either that people bear the same symbol or
react similarly to a symbol, say by singing an anthem, joining a chant or salut-
ing a flag – are often the basis for creating a sense of shared identity (Ross,
2007). Moreover, a key theme of work on symbolism is the fact that a sense
of unity can be created by common reactions to a symbol, even where (or
indeed particularly because) it is ambiguous and means very different things
to different people (Cohen, 1985; Muldoon, Trew, & Devine, 2020).

More recently, Neville and Reicher (2018) have highlighted how it is a sense
of shared identity – the sense that I see others as a member of my group, and
they in turn see me and each other as members of this group – which is essen-
tial for a relational shift towards intimacy, support and the ability to co-act. This
sense of shared identity then fundamentally transforms social relations at col-
lective events (Neville & Reicher, 2018). This transformed sense of relations
between individuals within a group allows them to act together more harmo-
niously and effectively (Reicher & Haslam, 2010). In this way collective events
and any associated sense of shared identity can be seen as a potent socio-pol-
itical force. Reflecting the relevance of shared identity to the study of politics,
issues of shared identity and relational transformations have attracted interest
in the analysis of social change in Ireland and elsewhere (Todd, 2005). In
addition, Drury and Reicher (1999) theorise that the emergence of shared iden-
tity underpins the confidence, ability, and willingness of crowd members to
work together to reach their goals. Moreover, of course, evidence of an avail-
able shared national identity implies that this identity resource is available to
those who can mobilise it for political gain.

In this study, we focused on four different annual events on two different
occasions in 2009 and 2010. These events, St Patrick’s Day and the Easter
Rising commemoration, are popularly recognised to be displays of Irish
national identity. We purposefully studied them, north and south of the
border, as it offered two very different socio-political contexts. In Northern
Ireland, contentious parades and collective gatherings associated with Loyal-
ism and Orangeism have garnered research interest (McAuley & Tonge, 2007);
however, identity-based crowd events associated with Irishness have
attracted less interest. Moreover, national identity and more specifically Irish-
ness have very different meanings in Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic
(Muldoon, Trew, Todd, Rougier, & McLaughlin, 2007; Stevenson & Muldoon,
2010). National identity in Northern Ireland is contested. And claiming Irish-
ness can be seen as divisive and the claim itself can be seen by other
group members to undermine the authenticity of national group member-
ship (Stevenson & Muldoon, 2010). In the Irish Republic on the other hand,
Irish national identity is a banal group membership assumed by the majority.
Like many national identities it has ethno-religious undertones and national
groupmembers who do not share ethnic or religious groupmembership with
the majority can feel their national identity credentials are undermined
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(Fahey, Hayes, & Sinnott, 2005). In short, we expected the collective under-
standings of Irish national identity and any sense that it may be a shared iden-
tity to be challenging in both jurisdictions.

In Dublin and in Belfast we explored how participants and audience at the
St Patrick’s Day parade and 1916 Easter Rising commemorations spoke about
Irishness. For most, St Patrick’s Day is seen as a fun and carnivalesque event,
which ultimately is Irish (Skinner & Bryan, 2015). The increasingly visible St
Patrick’s Day Festival in Dublin has facilitated this. The event draws large
numbers of participants and attendees from all over the world. The event
strives to be inclusive, and is centrally concerned with integration of immi-
grants and ‘new Irish’ (Pehrson, Stevenson, Muldoon, & Reicher, 2014). In
Belfast since 2005, Belfast City Council has also run a St Patrick’s event. The
Council has sought to define its event as inclusive and as equally welcoming
to all, though in this case inclusion is linked to encouraging participation and
spectators from both sides of the religious divide (O’Donnell et al., 2016).

The commemoration of the Easter Rising is a more sombre affair, which
marks the anniversary of the uprising of 1916. Commemorations on Easter
Sunday in Dublin are held to pay tribute and as a celebration of an indepen-
dent Irish state in the Republic. In Northern Ireland, it is an occasion to signify
what some may see as an on-going struggle for a united 32 county Republic
of Ireland. In this way the commemoration of 1916 is particularly linked to
contemporary Irish republicanism in Belfast (Browne, 2016). In Dublin the
commemorations we studied were in the years prior to the centenary com-
memoration (2009 and 2010). These were years in which the Department
of the Taoiseach worked to establish this event as a national and state spon-
sored homage to Irishness. Reflecting complexity and territoriality, this man-
agement of the 1916 commemoration by the state in Dublin can be seen as
taking ownership of this event from one group of Irish people, namely repub-
licans (Bean, 2014; Higgins, 2012).

Clearly, these four different collective events are not equivalent. The non-
equivalence of these events can be seen as central to our purpose. The value
of a national political project is without question in its ability to include all in
the national project. However, in both the north and south the social and pol-
itical change in the national landscape and national group membership
across the first decade of the twenty-first century was substantial. In Northern
Ireland, the rise in the proportion of people describing themselves as North-
ern Irish, rather than British or Irish, was substantial in the wake of the Good
Friday Agreement (Lowe & Muldoon, 2014). And in the Irish Republic, the
same decade saw the first ever wave of inward migration and the associated
challenges of social integration of non-Irish nationals and multiculturalism.
Therefore, our data allow us to interrogate whether participants can recon-
struct and manage a sense of a collective national identity across these
very different events, north and south. We undertook an analysis of the

IRISH POLITICAL STUDIES 95



various ways in which participants in an event do (or do not) see themselves
as sharing Irish identity with others and the various aspects of crowd experi-
ence that are associated with this.

Method

Participants

Data were drawn from a body of 521 semi-structured interviews conducted
either before and/or after or onsite during the events with individuals
either attending or participating in one of the four events in 2009 or 2010.
Respondents were recruited with a view to ensure maximum sample diversity
in terms of age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and (in Belfast in particular)
political and religious backgrounds.

Strategy and procedures

Most of our data collection was conducted onsite, during the events we were
studying. In 2009 (year 1), we talked to 203 people and, in 2010 (year 2) we
talked to 265 people. For practical reasons, onsite vox-pop interviews were
brief and lasted roughly two minutes. The aim of the interviews was to
allow participants to talk about their experiences of the event in their own
words. The questioning was open – we did not ask explicitly about shared
identity unless participants raised it. However, whereas in year 1 we simply
asked people to talk about their impressions of the event, in year 2 we also
asked them to comment on relations between people in the crowd.

We complemented this data with a number of longer, more in-depth inter-
views in year 1. These lasted between 30 and 90 min. Twenty people were
interviewed both before and after an event, a further 13 were interviewed
either before (5 interviews) or after (8 interviews) an event. These participants
were recruited through organisations that were participating in or managing
the events. All interviews began with a general prompt about what people
expected of the event (pre-interviews) or what they had experienced in the
event (post-interviews). They were then invited to reflect upon either their
expectations or else their experience of feelings, events, and interactions
with other attendees.

Data analysis

Consistent with previous social identity research into crowd events (Drury &
Reicher, 1999; O’Donnell et al., 2016), a thematic analysis was employed. In
the absence of a large body of previous research, the development of a
priori strategies regarding the direction of the analysis would be counterpro-
ductive (Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997). A thematic analysis is thus ideally suited

96 D. L. BLAYLOCK ET AL.



because of its flexibility and bottom-up nature, allowing analytic themes to
emerge inductively from the data themselves. Additionally, a thematic analy-
sis has the advantage of providing an insider’s perspective, particularly useful
for understanding the factors contributing to an awareness of shared identity.

All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim and indexed
using ATLAS.ti software. The sections relevant to our research concerns
were identified within the context of their occurrence in the interviews and
subjected to a thematic analysis following the guidelines set out by Braun
and Clarke (2006) while using the method of constant comparison to
derive patterns of response types across the full data set (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). These procedures allow for active engagement with the data in a
close and rigorous examination.

The first stage of analysis involved identifying all sections broadly related
to the antecedents and consequences of a shared identity. The data corpus
was read and reread, and sections related to shared identity were used to
create our dataset. Key segments within each of these sections were then
identified and descriptive categories were developed based upon common
features. This process was facilitated with the use of memo-writing and con-
sensus building between members of the research team in amethod of open-
coding (Charmaz, 1995).

Through further discussion and negotiation our initial descriptive cat-
egories were further examined and both sub-categories and higher order cat-
egories were identified. Next, sub-categories were related to higher order
categories in a process of axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This
process was facilitated by a comparison of both positive and negative
examples of shared identity found within the data, and this led to the devel-
opment of a taxonomy of response types across the data. Establishing
relationships between categories represented a movement from the descrip-
tive to the conceptual. At this stage of the data analysis, theoretical saturation
occurred when no new data emerged for the categories and the categories
were dense enough to cover all variations and relationships (Willig, 2001).

Analysis

Participants talked about shared identity in two ways. On the one hand they
talked about various pieces of evidence which led them to infer that people
saw each other as sharing (or not sharing) a common identity. On the other
hand, they linked shared identity (or its absence) to the ways that they experi-
enced an event and the nature of social relations between members of the
crowd. Accordingly, our analysis is divided into two parts, the first dealing
with recognition of shared identity, the second dealing with the correlates
in terms of crowd experience and relations between crowd members.
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Recognition of shared identity

Attendance (N = 127 extracts). Perhaps most simply and straightforwardly,
people inferred shared identity from mere attendance at an event. Thus, if
you turn up to an Irish republican event, you must be (and think of yourself)
as an Irish republican. This is the case of our first extract:

Extract 1: (Belfast 1916, pre-event interview, male) ‘Just a lot of Irish
republicans’

It is worth noting that shared identity here is not about uniformity. People can
be Catholic or they can be Protestant (lines 1–3). What matters is that they are
Irish republicans and that is inferred from participation. But some notes of
qualification are necessary here. In this extract, participation is not simply
about ‘being there’. It is also about participating in the ritual of the event –
paying one’s respects to those viewed as martyrs for the cause (lines 7–8).
The respondent refers specifically to those who ‘on that Sunday will march
up to Milltown’ (line 7). Milltown cemetery is a republican space, especially
on Easter Sunday, where intruders might fear to tread (Smyth, 2017). For
example, in March 1988, two British soldiers in plain clothes whose car
became entangled in a funeral procession heading to Milltown were attacked
and killed.

Symbolism (N = 84 extracts). If attendance is an important but ambivalent
criterion of shared identity, it is often complemented by symbolism – that
is, people are seen as fellow group members not simply because they are par-
ticipants but also because they come bearing symbols of identity.

All the events we attended were replete with symbolism. Anyone attend-
ing a St Patrick’s Day celebration, regardless of location, would be struck by
the displays of iconically ‘Irish’ symbols: shamrocks, leprechauns, and the
colour green. Although the symbols are more specifically political, this is
also true of the 1916 Easter Rising commemorations, particularly the Sinn
Féin events in Dublin and Belfast. For Irish republicans, the Easter lily is
seen as a symbol of remembrance for those who were executed during the
1916 Easter Rising or who have subsequently died for Irish independence
since. Only a republican would wear the lily:

Extract 2: (Dublin 1916, onsite interview, male) ‘Everybody here wearing a lily
feels the exact same way I do’
It is clear throughout the extract that attendance is insufficient to denote
shared identity. Thus, the state celebration might say something about Irish-
ness, but it does not say anything about being republican, which is the iden-
tity that is of importance to this respondent. That is why he is attending a Sinn
Féin event where, it is implied, others are likely to share his republicanism. But
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even here, as is made clear in lines 2–4, one cannot be sure that everyone is a
republican and hence the sense of commonality does not apply to every-
body, but rather to ‘everybody here wearing a lily’.

Implicit in this extract, then, is not only that symbols create shared identity
but also that symbols can denote a lack of shared identity, or even the exist-
ence of opposed identities. This can either be because people are not bearing
ingroup symbols, or because they are bearing outgroup symbols. This is par-
ticularly apparent in the Belfast St. Patrick’s Day event, where there is a con-
troversy over whether the event is about an inclusive Irishness or about a
primary Catholic nationalist identity. Here, the Irish tricolour, as a symbol of
a nationalist vision of a united Ireland, is controversial and denotes a division
in the crowd. It thereby symbolises a lack of shared identity as shown in the
following extract:

Extract 3: (Belfast St Patrick’s Day, onsite interview, male) ‘He did not feel part
of it’
Thus far, we have concentrated on how symbols serve to indicate that others
share the same identity as oneself. Yet, this is still not quite sufficient for a
sense of shared identity which is about crowd members seeing each other
as having the same identity. Part of that is indeed about seeing others as
having one’s identity. But equally, it is important that others see one as
sharing their identity. Only then can one expect solidarity and support
from them. Symbols are one way in which people can clearly signal their
membership to others:

Extract 4: (Belfast St Patrick’s Day, onsite interview, female) ‘You just stand out
in a crowd if you are not wearing the colours’
Here, wearing green is a conscious strategy of being seen to fit in – or at least
not to stand out. It is clear here that this is a strategy used by people who
could be seen as outsiders (‘tourists’ – line 5) and who therefore were
unsure as to whether they would be accepted at the event (‘I’ll just mingle
and see what happens’ – line 4). It is clear also that the strategy is seen to
be successful. The respondent sees herself as part of a crowd of green and
that feels ‘lovely’ (line 8).

Shared experience/shared fate (N = 52 extracts). If the previous sections
addressed the inference that certain types of people – as denoted by their
presence or their symbols – have come together in the crowd (what Turner
and Killian (1972) term a ‘convergence’ approach to crowds), here we
address the assumption that anyone who shares the same crowd experiences
will end up with the same identity. That is, shared identity is an emergent
property that affects anyone and not a reflection of the prior dispositions
of particular people.
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Extract 5: (Dublin St Patrick’s Day, pre-event interview, female) ‘We are all
experiencing the same thing at the same time and its really powerful that every-
body is the same’
Once again, it is notable that a sense of shared identity co-exists with an
acknowledgement of diversity – indeed the power of shared experience in
creating shared identity is precisely because of its inclusiveness of diversity.
This is also true of the next extract, although here diversity is a matter of
opinions rather than of ethnicity. Common experience is also a matter of
the past as well as the present:

Extract 6: (Belfast 1916, onsite interview, female) ‘We’ve all experienced the
same thing’
In both these extracts, shared experience is something that is inferred from
the fact that people have gone through the same events. There is no refer-
ence to direct evidence that people do indeed think or feel about these
events in the same way. As we shall see in the next section, however, respon-
dents do often scrutinise such evidence to make judgements about shared
identity.

Shared affect (N = 63 extracts). When respondents looked for direct signs
that others experienced events in the same way, they referred to affect.
Emotion was read from the expressions, movements and actions of others
and respondents used this information to determine whether or not there
was a commonality between themselves and others:

Extract 7: (Belfast St Patrick’s Day, onsite interview, year 2, R1 female, R2 male)
‘Everybody’s jolly’
Here, the two respondents, R1 and R2 affirm that shared positive emotion is
the sign of commonality. For added emphasis they each corroborate the
other using synonyms to make the same point (‘jolly’, ‘happy’, ‘good
spirits’ – lines 6–8).

However, it is not just about showing a generic emotion, but about showing
the same appropriate emotion to the same event. Thus, in the following
extract, taken from the Easter Sunday commemoration in Dublin, what is
important is that people show a common emotion of pride when mention is
made of the republicans who had died in the independence struggle:

Extract 8: (Dublin 1916, onsite interview, male) ‘Sense of pride’
The corollary of this is that different emotions will be appropriate to different
events and at different points within events. For instance in extract 9 below, a
sense of inclusion derives from the observation of a common event (people
passing by with pictures of their dead republican relatives), but this, in turn, is
important because of the common empathic emotion (being touched – line
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4) invoked in other observers. In this context, it is sadness not happiness that
binds people together:

Extract 9: (Belfast 1916, onsite interview, female) ‘Touches a lot of people’

Crowd experience and shared identity

The second set of themes emergent from the analysis had to do with the way
that shared identity relates to a series of other phenomena – cognitive, moti-
vational, affective, and behavioural. Here we see how the phenomena which
serve as antecedents to the perception of shared identity can also be seen as
consequences or correlates.

Consensus (N = 94 extracts). As shared identity became salient, participants
perceived members of the crowd as holding attitudes and beliefs that were
congruent with the ingroup and, as an extension, expected agreement. The
following extract is particularly rich in this regard:

Extract 10: (Dublin St Patrick’s Day, onsite interview, female) ‘We’re all here to
celebrate the one thing’
Here, the criterion for perceiving shared identity are symbolic – the wearing
of the green (lines 3-4). From this it is inferred, first, that people have the same
purposes (to celebrate Irishness – lines 2-3), the same feelings (of pride – line
5) and the samemotivations (to integrate into Irish society – lines 7-8). Shared
identity is associated with the assumption that there is a coincidence of
thoughts and feelings. But it is not absolute and does not (as we have seen
on multiple occasions) rule out diversity. Rather, it is about the fact that
people are coincident specifically in their Irishness: they are committed to
Ireland, they feel good about their connection to Ireland. In this sense,
their lay assumptions coincide with a core theoretical premise of self-categ-
orisation theory – that group members expect and achieve consensus
around matters of relevance to group identity (Turner, 1991).

Cohesion (N = 116 extracts). Inmanyways, though, what is most interesting is
not the assumption of consensus itself, but what flows from that assumption.
People who feel that they share so much in common with others, especially
those things which count in context (that is, identity-relevant feelings and
beliefs) thereby feel at ease and at home with others. Words like ‘belonging’
and ‘comfort’were used frequently in our corpus. This was even true for partici-
pants who normally would not be considered to belong on any other occasion:

Extract 11: (Dublin St Patrick’s Day, onsite interview, female) ‘It feels like I
belong here’
Another aspect of this sense of commonality was the description of relations
with others as intimate. Others were often described as ‘comrades’ and
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‘brothers’. Indeed, as illustrated from the next extract, the metaphor of family
in its various guises was a powerful way of encapsulating a close set of social
relations in which people accept, support, and embrace each-other:

Extract 12: (Belfast 1916, pre-event interview, female) ‘I feel part of a wider
family’

There is a corollary, however:

Extract 13: (Belfast 1916, onsite interview, female) ‘I feel like I’m an outsider’
Here, lacking a shared identity (‘I don’t take one side or the other when it
comes to Irish politics’ – line 5-6) and hence lacking a shared perspective (‘I
definitely don’t share their views’ – lines 7-8) leads to a sense of exclusion
(‘I definitely don’t feel I’m a part of this’ – lines 6-7) and of alienation from
those around them (‘I feel like I’m an outsider’ – line 7).

Affect (N = 57 extracts). Shared emotion is used as a criterion of shared
identity; where people see shared identity, they assume people will have
shared emotion. Vice versa, where people share the same emotion they are
assumed to share identity. However, the complex role of emotional
expression is also evident in the way individuals experience positive and
intense emotions as a response to perceived shared identity which is illus-
trated in this, our final extract:

Extract 14: (Dublin 1916, onsite interview, male) ‘It is visceral’
Here, the notion that one is intimately linked to others, that one is thinking
and feeling as they do about matters of common importance (‘something
you believe in’ – line 8), is in itself a strongly positive experience. It is a pas-
sionate experience. In short, we see here a cycle of intensification whereby
the perception of shared experience (positive experience in particular)
strengthens those experiences and renders them distinctively – perhaps
uniquely – powerful. This power is eloquently expressed in line 5. Asked to
confirm that the crowd experience is ‘visceral’, the respondent is not
content with a mere ‘yes’, rather he underlines the point with: ‘Yeah. Oh
yeah’ (line 5).

Discussion

The findings of our interviews highlighted that common experience, emergent
intimacy and collective joy are all aspects of the events we examined. Shared
identity was not just of interest to us as theorists, it was also a concern for our
respondents. The existence or absence of shared identity was always in question
and was something towards which participants at collective events orientate to
consciously. This was evidenced by the number of mentions in our interviews
(some of which were spontaneous and some of which were cued by the
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questioning) but also by the fact that, as we explored the issue, people found it
very easy to discuss if they inferred shared identity and what they inferred from
shared identity. Shared identity was not simply something that was taken as a
given at these collective events. Rather there was good reason to suggest
that, even if the parameters feeding into them are different at differing
events, sharedness and its presence or absence are common underlying pro-
cesses that are used to recreate or reject a sense of shared Irish national identity.

We found two different ways participants orientate to the issue. On the
one hand, various aspects of the crowd were used as criteria to claim or estab-
lish that a shared identity exists (or is lacking). Criteria for the perception of
shared identity included (a) participation in an event – particularly where
presence is not something one would expect of the uncommitted and also
where participation denotes observance of collective rituals as well as mere
attendance; (b) participants wearing appropriate symbols and not divisive
symbols; (c) all sharing the same experiences; (d) all expressing the same
emotions. As we have seen, it is not only that satisfaction of these criteria
led to the inference of shared identity but also violation of the criteria led
to the inference that it is lacking.

In many ways, though, what is most interesting is not the assumption of
consensus and sharedness, but what flows from that assumption. The percep-
tion of shared identity was associated with a number of outcomes. It was
associated with an assumption that those present (including oneself) share
the same thoughts and feelings, specifically about group-related matters.
This sense of commonality is associated with a feeling that one will be
accepted by others. Furthermore, the sense of commonality is a source of
positive feeling and of passionate experience. Our previous work suggests
that this type of positive experience is likely to have a positive consequence
for the health of participants (Kearns et al., 2017) and it is also likely to con-
tribute to a stronger sense of national identity (O’Donnell et al., 2016).
However what sharedness means and what forms of sharedness are pro-
moted or desired appear to differ across events. In contemporary Ireland,
shared identity transcends or at least masks the divisions within the national
group. In this way, the collective events we studied can be seen to support
Irishness as a political project on both sides of the border.

These findings extend existing theory. It is of value to show that people
consider multiple criteria and multiple outcomes. And our findings empha-
sise certain factors such as emotion which, if not neglected, are certainly
underplayed when dealing with shared identity (though not collective
action more generally; see van Zomeren, Leach, & Spears, 2012). Additionally,
our findings highlight how shared experience and shared emotion can serve
both as an input to and a consequence of shared identity. Our method helps
us see how they are part of a coherent process of amplification that builds in
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crowd events; something that Blumer captured in his notion of a ‘circular
reaction’ (1957).

What is most distinctive about our findings, however, is the meta-rep-
resentational dimension. That is, it is not just that shared identity is associated
with shared cognition and emotion, but also that it associated with an aware-
ness of sharing. And, moreover, this awareness is itself critical to the ensuing
dynamics for it leads to a sense of intimacy and an enhanced positivity. This
emotional positivity, which Durkheim (1915/2008) famously referred to as
‘effervescence’ is one of the most noted aspects of crowd psychology;
however, traditionally, it has been viewed as resulting from a loss of identity
and judgement (Le Bon, 1896/1947). What we see here, by contrast, is that
such powerful emotions are bound up with collective identity and also mul-
tiple layers of cognition. While this link between shared identity, shared cog-
nition/emotion, intra-group intimacy and collective passion has been offered
before (Reicher, 2011, 2012), here is empirical corroboration. Indeed, one of
the strongest forms of evidence we have is that when certain criteria are vio-
lated, people do not perceive there to be shared identity, they do not per-
ceive there to be shared thoughts or shared feelings, and they do not
express effervescent emotionality. Indeed, their experience is more one of
disillusion and alienation.

Future research in this space is warranted. The relative contribution of the
different constructs we have identified is not fully understood. Most
obviously, when are the different antecedents of perceived shared identity
more or less important? Thus, for instance, attendance may be of greater
import the greater the costs involved (Neville, 2011). Moreover, what
happens when different criteria point in different directions – say people
wearing the same symbols but displaying divergent emotional reactions to
events? These are questions that remain to be addressed – but, once again
we would emphasise, they are questions which are only generated when
one adopts a holistic approach to actual events.

To conclude, there are three things to take away from this study. The first is
conceptual: it is important to distinguish the objective reality of shared iden-
tity from the self-conscious awareness of shared identity amongst crowd par-
ticipants, and to acknowledge that these may have both different
antecedents and different consequences. The second is theoretical: the
study suggests that the self-conscious awareness that ‘we’ all see ourselves
and each other as common groupmembers not only leads to intra-group inti-
macy but also to an intense pleasure in that intimacy. In other words, our
findings complement the ideas of others (Prayag Magh Mela Research
Group, 2007; Reicher, 2011) in suggesting that we may have an explanation
of one of the most striking and enigmatic aspects of the crowd – efferves-
cence (Ehrenreich, 2007).
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The third is practical: understanding the bases of shared identity is critical
to the design of collective events and building supportive social relations. As
noted above, St Patrick’s Day in Belfast and in Dublin are proactively pro-
moted by their respective governments as sites of inclusion and ‘good
relations’ between groups. Our work suggests that crowd events are poten-
tially a site where collective identity can be actively fostered and enhanced,
allowing the potential promotion of the psychological benefits of collective
belonging. For instance, the use of symbols in which all can invest – and
avoiding symbols which will be seen as denoting an outgroup by some –
may be critical (Bryan, 2009; Cronin & Adair, 2002). All in all, developing our
understanding of perceived shared identity is critical to understanding and
achieving cohesion and solidarity.
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