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introduction

Some pious Protestants are politically inflexible because they believe that thereby they honour God; others, equally pious, believe they honour Him by their ability to compromise. This paradox has to be located in the history of the contest over Ireland. Contested homelands arise for many reasons, but religion, ethnicity and colonialism are a potent mix in Ireland’s case. They also contain contests of different sorts: sometimes it is the boundary of the homeland that it contested; in others the contest involves different groups in dispute over who should possess the rights and privileges of citizenship. Ireland has both contests. There is contest over the territorial partition of the island into two jurisdictions, Ulster
 in the North and the Irish Republic in the South, and dispute over the citizenship rights accorded Catholics in the North.
  These two contests merge in the demand for a United Ireland, but the 1998 peace agreement, known as the Good Friday Agreement, separates them by leaving aside the contest over territory to focus attention on Catholic rights and privileges in Northern Ireland.  This is a remarkable achievement, since territory is not normally so readily conceded. But Ireland is also special in the way religion, ethnicity and colonialism are connected. 


Religion is normally associated with colonialism because evangelism of the so-called heathen often supplied the moral justification for land appropriation and colonial expansion.  Ireland’s final colonisation was different.  It was already a Christian country and colonisation was effected under the impulse of Reformation disputes between different versions of Christian theology.  Ireland eventually threw off the influence of its Reformation society but Ulster has not and to this day Scripture is wrapped up in the contest over Northern Ireland.  This chapter examines the intersection of theology, territory and identity for Ulster Protestants.  This intersection leads to Catholics being perceived as outsiders to the benefits and rights of full citizenship, giving them no rights to deny, for example, Orange marches through their neighbourhoods. This intersection makes anti-Catholicism and anti-Irishness integral to the way Protestants construct their homeland, and it determines Protestant hermeneutics of Scripture, encouraging a preference for Old Testament covenantal theology and New Testament apocalyptic passages.  Versions of theology thus underwrite Protestant understandings of their homeland and rationalise their contest over territory and space with Catholics. Hence the shibboleth ‘For God and Ulster’ that is part of the historic rhetoric of Unionism. However, this chapter will identify nuances in the way theology affects Protestant conceptions of territory and identity, which impact differently on Protestant-Catholic relations in Ulster and result in political flexibility rather than stasis. 

colonising ireland

The contemporary contest over Ulster has its genesis in the form of social structure created in Ireland by Plantation in the sixteenth century. Ireland was first colonised in the twelfth century as part of Norman expansion beyond England.  The conquerors were Catholic and became known as ‘Old English’, distinguishing them from the Gaelic lords. The ‘Old English’ ran Ireland on behalf of the English Crown, although they were often rebellious; they were soundly Yorkist in England’s Wars of the Roses – the House of York tended to call the heir to the throne the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, and many future kings honed their military strategy by extending the expansion of the Old English against the Gaels.  But the Tudors were from the rival House of Lancaster, and when Henry VIII split from the Church of Rome over his marital difficulties, the old loyalties of the Irish and ‘Old English’ to Yorkist pretenders and the Catholic Church, impelled on the English Crown the need for the re-conquest of Ireland to reassert tighter control.  Henry assumed the title of King of Ireland, and the power of the Pope in Ireland was replaced with that of the King.  Any attempt at introducing the Protestant reformation in Ireland was stymied under Catholic Queen Mary.  It was she who began the Plantation of English people in Ireland, but they were Catholics, established in Leix and Offaly in 1556 (Liechty, 1993: 13).  It was with Elizabeth I that the Tudors began anew the task of establishing Protestantism in Ireland.  An ecclesiastical commission was established to reform the church, attendance at Anglican worship was made compulsory on pain of a fine, use of the Common Book of Prayer was required and no preaching could be done in Irish (Ford, 1986: 51).  English Puritans moved to Ireland during Elizabeth’s reign in large numbers. 

Tudor motives were not exclusively theological however.  The Protestantisation of Ireland was moved by strategic concerns to protect England’s western lands, to raise income for the Crown from property and land, and to quell troublesome rebels who challenged Tudor authority in Ireland.  The object of Tudor policy was not just to transfer church wealth and power to the Crown, but also to establish control over independent lords by undermining their economic and political power base. Increasing levels of coercion needed to be applied in pursuit of this policy; Elizabeth’s ‘Irish wars’ occurred on and off from the beginning of her reign.  When Elizabeth eventually died, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, so finally did attempts to conciliate Irish rebels: Hugh O’Neill, the leader of Gaelic Ireland, went into exile after military defeat, leaving a legacy of massacre and mendacity on both sides. 


The final colonisation of Ireland in the seventeenth century was achieved in large measure by an alliance between England and loyal Protestants in Ireland, all of whom had recent origins in England or Scotland.  British control of Ireland required Protestant control in Ireland, and Ireland’s social structure reflected the dominance of Protestants.  Theological differences in Ireland obtained their saliency therefore because they corresponded to all the major patterns of structural differentiation in society, such as ethnic and cultural status, social class, ownership of property and land, economic wealth, employment, education, and political power.  Colonisation proceeded on the basis of neutering the remnants of Gaelic and Catholic wealth and power by the ascendancy of Protestantism, linking this form of theology forever after with political loyalty, economic privilege, and cultural superiority.  Anti-Catholicism played a major part in this process (see Brewer, 1998).  It was a key resource in the ideological construction of Irish society into two groups in a zero-sum competition, which begins with the Plantation but was not finally accomplished until the nineteenth century.  It was also an important rationalisation for the flagrant structural inequalities between the protagonists in the contest.


But unlike those instances of colonisation where the indigenous population was annihilated, the Gaelic and Catholic people in Ireland remained in subservient positions within the social structure.  They were never entirely powerless.  They possessed political resources in the form of Irish nationalism, economic resources by means of their labour power, and cultural resources by the legitimacy, internationally if not locally, of their Catholic faith. At various junctures in British-Irish relations, Irish Catholics were able to place immense pressure on British governments.  Attempts to improve Catholic access to scarce socio-economic and political resources from the eighteenth century onwards, whether made as a result of pressure by Catholics in Ireland or the political self-interests of English governments, disturbed well-established patterns of dominance in Ireland and threatened Protestant interests (this is emphasised by Ruane and Todd, 1996: 12). The Protestant alliance with Britain forced the British government in 1922 to meet the demand for Irish independence by partition of the island. This solution had its roots in the different patterns of development that had been occurring in the Protestant North East corner of Ireland since Plantation.

colonialism in Ulster 

All those who fought the Tudors were given the same spiritual status by the Pope as crusaders battling against the Turks.  Ulster was their base, for it was resolutely Catholic and Gaelic in the early seventeenth century.  O’Neill referred to his troops as the Catholic army of Ulster, and used Catholicism as the means by which to mobilise opposition to the colonial expropriation of his land, wealth and power.  Ulster responded.  Foster described the province in 1600 as synonymous with wildness and untamed Gaelicism: separate by nature and geography, least inhabited, and least developed (1988: 7).  It was the rebels’ stronghold.  Thus a contemporary pamphlet, written by someone newly arrived in 1615 from Norfolk, described the place as ‘depopulated Ulster, dispoyled, ragged, sad sabled...there remayneth nothing but ruynes and desolation, with a very little showe of any humanitie’ (quoted in Bardon, 1992: 126).  It was here that O’Neill’s greatest strength had lain, and here where the effects of his defeat were most felt, giving rise to that variant of colonialism known as the Ulster Plantation.

Elizabeth I had planted people in Munster from 1586 and there had been a plan to extend this to the eastern part of Ulster.  James I brought it to fruition.  In 1606, Scots were allowed by private treaty to settle in Ulster.  Two years later, the major plantation of Ulster began as a matter of state policy, starting with the city of Derry and extending to all the counties in the province.  The planters were English or Scottish, Protestant, and conquerors.  Some were members of the English army given lands when the spoils were divided; most were migrants searching for better prospects and profit. Most detested and feared Catholicism. Stewart (1977: 95) poses the question of why these planters did not assimilate into Gaelic-Catholic culture like earlier medieval land-seekers and adventurers.  He suggests that the Reformation precluded it.  By now theology was being used in the ideological construction of Irish society into mutually exclusive groups in a zero-sum competition.  All the modes of differentiation in Irish society after the Plantation, such as religion, ethnic status, social class and levels of cultural civility, began to coalesce around two polarities.  The vanquished were Catholic, Gaelic-Irish, seen as savage and uncivilised, and were now economically dispossessed if not already poor; the planters were Protestant, Scots-English, saw themselves as culturally civilised, and were now economically privileged (see Ruane and Todd, 1996: 10-11).


Theology thus easily stood as a representation of other conflicts and sets of interest.  The Protestantisation of the uncivilised Gaelic-Irish native, however, came with its own internal logic and justification, for in as much as the planters had privileges it was because they had the true religion: Catholics were dispossessed and poor because they were not elect, being kept in bondage by their priests (Bruce, 1994: 26-7). But there was more than theological doctrine on the agenda during Plantation.  Foster shows the political realism behind English policy, for Protestants were needed in increasing numbers in rebellious Ulster so that the government did not continually have to cajole the Gaelic-Irish landed class (1988: 59).  The Plantation was thus about political control of Ireland.  The last vestiges of power and influence were wrested away from the Gaelic Irish and ‘Old English’ by means of the Anglicanisation of power (Foster, 1988: 51; Ford, 1986: 69), in which administrative reins and political office were in the hands of the English state or local Anglicans, although Catholics did not lose most of their land until later in the century.  The Plantation was also about access to wealth. Land appropriation was a chief intent, and no Irish tenant was allowed on land taken over by the major undertakers who arranged the settlement (although some ignored this because they needed the labour power).  Access to trade was restricted by forms of territorial segregation, which often prevented Catholics from living and trading within the city walls.   It was also about imposing English values and culture on a ‘barbarous’ and ‘savage’ nation, the ‘civilising mission’ behind much of English colonialism.  The Anglicanisation of Ireland by means of the Plantation was not just based on a sense of theological superiority from having the ‘pure Gospel’; it was fed by ideas of cultural superiority.


There were, however, theological grounds to the different development the Plantation took in Ulster compared to elsewhere; right from the beginning Ulster was set a place apart in Ireland (on the Plantation in County Longford see Kennedy, 1996: 1-34).  Outside Ulster, the planters assimilated into Irish culture quite quickly.  Anglicanisation in Munster, for example, did not involve the replacement of place names by English forms, inter-marriage was common even in the seventeenth century, and Irish natives were still leased land (Foster, 1988: 70).  While it is true that even in Ulster the planters still needed the labour power of Irish-Catholic farm workers, and employed them on the land, planters in Munster did not see themselves as an embattled minority and their future in Ireland did not involve hanging on to the Englishness associated with their past.   Ulster was different, for several reasons. Planters did see themselves as embattled, in part because Ulster kept its rebels who preyed on the settlers.  The planters in Ulster came from Scotland more than England, bringing with them Presbyterianism and its tendency to separatism, and to begin with Presbyterians experienced their own exclusion by Anglicans.  Most of Ulster’s planters were Scottish Presbyterians, marked off from other planters and the Irish alike by their ethnicity and their religion.  It was not just the Irish ‘natives’ who were unreliable to these people, few people inside the laager could be trusted because they were either not ‘elect’ or engaged in their own persecution of Scots Presbyterians.  The Scottish presence in Ulster, especially East Coast Ulster, pre-dated the Plantation, as people traversed the narrow sea between the two.  Scottish lairds began their own private Plantation after James assumed the English Crown, and there were many Scots who traveled with the English as part of the Crown’s formal settlements in Ulster.  The Scots outnumbered the English in Ulster by a ratio of five to one in 1640 (Akenson, 1992: 108), and the cultural legacy of these Scots is manifest today in many facets of popular culture and place name (Gailey, 1975).


Anglicans feared Presbyterianism as much as Catholicism, although persecution of Presbyterians took on a different form to that of Catholics and was less severe, primarily consisting of limitations on worship. Anglican churchmen objected to the Presbyterian view that the established church was similar in apostasy, superstition and idolatry to the Catholic Church.  Looking back to this time from 1715, in an enquiry into the ‘state of religion and the causes of its present decay’, the General Synod of Ulster wrote that the High Church at this time ‘plainly inclined to Popery’ and ‘with the utmost violence persecuted all that differed from them’ (General Synod of Ulster, nd: 375).  King Charles I objected to dissenters on political grounds, fearing their disloyalty.  The Scottish Kirk, to which Irish Presbyterians owed their affiliation, opposed Charles for his attempts to impose Anglicanism on dissenters and supported rebellion in Scotland.  In 1634, Charles sent an aide to Ireland to expropriate money and to enforce conformity to Anglicanism as much on dissenters as Catholics.  The former involved fines and increased rents, the latter the enforcement of the ‘Black Oath’, which required all Scots in Ulster to pledge allegiance to Charles and to abjure the Scottish covenant through which the Kirk had professed only conditional loyalty to the King. Separatism was therefore an integral part of the siege mentality of Ulster Presbyterians. Their separatism appeared to Anglicans at the time as false claims to superiority. As one Antrim man said: ‘the Presbyterians are very bigoted in their religious and political ideas, warmly attached to their own and hostile to any other form of worship’ (quoted in Akenson, 1992: 124).


This separatism extended to having their own systems of social control based around the presbytery to the point where Hempton and Hill (1992: 16) describe Ulster Presbyterians as a self-contained and regulating community and virtually independent of the wider structures of the English state. As many others have argued, Ulster Presbyterians saw their task as keeping themselves true to the reformed tradition, searching out apostates within their community rather than evangelising amongst Anglicans or Catholics (Hempton and Hill, 1992: 18; Miller, 1978; Wallis and Bruce, 1986: 272-3), although, as Holmes (1985: 45, 57) shows Irish Presbyterians were also prevented from establishing new congregations (Blaney discusses some early attempts at out-reach by Presbyterians, 1996: 20-40). The notion that they were, in terms of Calvinist theology, God’s covenanted ‘elect’, only reinforced the tendency to differentiate themselves from Irish-Catholics. While English planters in Ireland from the established church referred to themselves in Biblical terms as Israelites, entering a land covenanted by God (a point emphasised by Ford, 1986), this idea was no more than a convenient rationalisation, momentarily seized upon and not sustained for long, and quite alien to normal Anglican doctrine. To the Presbyterians, however, it was fundamental both to their theology and politics, and has remained so ever since.

irish independence and the problem of ulster

Ireland essentially remained a Plantation society, in that the social structure created at the time of Plantation became set in aspic.  Its lines of differentiation remained as they were in Elizabethan times, structured around Protestant-Catholic divisions that came to represent all other lines of cleavage. However, as time evolved Ireland was increasingly unable to live with its past because the old conflicts and fissures caused tremendous strain in its social structure.  Protestant and Catholic people emerged in the nineteenth century as solidaristic communities, transcending fault lines within each as they confronted the other as a separate community in a zero-sum conflict in which it seemed that they did not have mutually compatible sets of interests. Political and economic developments in the nineteenth century divided the island of Ireland into two identities, mutually sculpted in opposition to each other, and it became increasingly difficult to contain both in the one territory.  Social structural strains eventually developed to the point that the colonial society planted in the sixteenth century was overturned, at least in twenty-six of its counties, with the partition of the island into two.  

Partition was a journey to nationhood for Ulster Catholics that they vigorously contested, for the old and familiar anti-Catholicism and anti-Irishness remained in Ulster’s own version of the ascendancy. Two conflicts persisted after partition. Ulster’s territory was contested, since partition split their homeland in half as Catholics saw it, and Catholics in the North felt second class citizens compared to Protestants in terms of the privileges, rights and life-chance opportunities they experienced.  Conversely, the journey to nationhood for Ulster Protestants was the fulfillment of their identity. Northern Ireland was not the invention of a cartographer who quickly scrambled together an inchoate border in a situation of rapid and violent decolonisation; it had roots, it had cultural and political coherence, and an economic base (cf the claim of Bowyer Bell that Ulster had no history or heritage, 1996: 223). Protestants did not have to artificially construct a sense of nationhood, for they had long defined their identity around two antinomies or opposites, the one religious, and the other national.  Northern Ireland defined itself by its Protestantism against Catholicism, and by its Britishness against Irishness; Protestantism and Britishness were its core values and they had been established as symbols of Ulster centuries before. This also meant, however, that anti-Catholicism and anti-Irishness continued as central defining tenets of the new state. But partition of the island of Ireland solved nothing for Protestants.  It may have kept them from a Catholic Ireland, but the old problems were transported with them into the new territory.  


The Catholics who remained in the North felt as abandoned as Protestants in the South. They lacked a separate cultural identity as Northern Catholics, they had no secure national identity, no long local roots in Ulster, nor any political coherence, and they were defined as outsiders by the state’s core values of Protestantism and Britishness.  They were offered citizenship in the new state but on terms that made their Catholicism and Irishness problematic, and their position in the social structure made them second-class citizens. Accordingly, they mostly withheld legitimacy from the state, adding yet more tensions to Protestant-Catholic relations in Northern Ireland.  This made the stakes even higher in the long-standing zero-sum conflict, for the losses and gains for either side now included the very existence of the state. The history of Catholic progress in Northern Ireland, however, shows their transition from a fragmented and subjugated community to a position of growing self-confidence, cultural self-awareness and cohesiveness, and political assertiveness. This may or may not have occurred more rapidly without terrorism, but the sustained period of civil unrest since 1968, known colloquially as ‘the troubles’, has polarised Protestant-Catholic relations and reinforced the zero-sum framework within which group interests are constructed by both communities in Northern Ireland. 

The violence since 1968 has made traditional hatreds worse and while a peace process is underway, with a cease fire since 1994, mistrust and suspicion bedevil it.  This reflects in the number of Protestants who oppose the Good Friday Agreement or whose support is weak, something that undermines the position of those Unionist politicians who back the agreement. The reason for this is clear: many Protestants see their identity under threat.  They perceive that the peace process weakens the territorial link with Britain and gives too many concessions to Catholics in terms of citizenship rights. Some Protestants support the peace process, but the response of anti-Agreement Protestants has been to reassert traditional notions of identity. The contest over Ulster, therefore, as anti-Agreement Protestants see it, remains essentially the same as it did at the time of Plantation; the homeland must be linked to Britain and the Catholic faith must be resisted.  This is supported politically, since the Union with Britain remains in their eyes as the only protection of civil and political rights, and it is supported theologically, since Protestant witness in Ulster is still divinely understood as the Lord’s will.  It is this latter feature that gives special meaning to Ulster’s contest and which is worth highlighting.

identity, theology and protestant politics in ulster

Northern Ireland is undergoing secularisation, and Protestantism is for some a political label they try to resist. Faith is either absent or incidental to the politics of these Unionists. Others, however, put faith at the centre of their politics because they connect religion and identity with politics. One of the complications in Ulster’s peace process is that this intersection feeds opposition to the Good Friday Agreement; the peace process is interpreted theologically and is viewed negatively for its impact on Protestant identity and ontological security.  This intersection is a product of history, related to the manner in which Ireland’s North East corner was colonised by English and Scottish planters, and it is reinforced sociologically, by the reproduction of a form of social structure in which Protestant-Catholic relations are understood much as they were at the original time of colonisation, with two mutually antagonistic ethno-religious communities having zero-sum interests. The continued saliency of religious differences in the absence of other forms of cleavage, or at least, the continued effectiveness of religion to represent other lines of differentiation, ensures the survival of separate communities. Through such processes as endogamy, residential segregation, distinct cultural and political associations and a segregated school system, the social organisation of the two communities ensures their effortless self-perpetuation in divided form.  Industrialisation helped reproduce this kind of social structure by reproducing sectarian division through largely segregated workforces and communally based patterns of recruitment.  All this is true despite the cultural differences between Catholics and Protestants being quite small (see Akenson, 1988); what matters is the ideological construction of difference. Theology has played it part in this agenda.  Protestant Scriptural hermeneutics have assisted in a sociological project to produce social closure, managing the competition of scarce resources to protect and maintain the historically privileged access of Protestants.

Politics is not shaped for every Ulster Protestant by a Biblical hermeneutic, and for others their hermeneutic perforce makes them abjure from politics, as we shall see shortly. But for those who see politics in Scriptural terms, the main hermeneutic is based around the idea of the covenant, and its reformulation by Ulster-Scots to describe a political contract between ruler and ruled.  This leads to a form of politics that resists any compromise in the contest over the homeland of Ulster.  In the Old Testament, God makes a binding contract with His ‘chosen people’ to give them land so long as they show unstinting loyalty to Him (what follows is based on Brewer, 1998: 135-46). Both parties are obligated by the terms of the covenant, including God, who promises un-dreamt of blessings for those who love Him, but the loss of land and prosperity for those who renege.  Israelites kept their covenantal terms by following the Judaic law as given to Moses; God by continuing to bless His people by tying them to the land of Israel. Protestants apply this to Ulster, seeing themselves as modern Israelites, a (but not the) chosen people. Other beliefs follow: Ulster is God’s gift of land and prosperity to Protestants; Scripture is replete with allegories and prophecies relevant to Ulster; Ulster’s social and political arrangements are God-given; reform of these arrangements is a breach of loyalty to God; since covenants are theological and political contracts, there can be no separation of politics and religion; covenants are unchanging, unless ordained to do so by God, so that historical continuity with the past is essential; covenantal terms are difficult to maintain against the threat posed by faithless outsiders and the backsliding ‘enemy within’, but a ‘holy remnant’ remains loyal to the covenant and has strong and defiant watchmen to protect them.  


The notion that Ulster Protestants are modern-day Israelites, the ‘loyal sons of Judah’, as the Rev. Thomas Ellis put it in 1885, expresses itself in direct analogies with Biblical Jews. The Protestant Telegraph, the newspaper of the Rev. Ian Paisley’s Free Presbyterian Church, thus wrote in its Christmas edition in 1968: ‘the Almighty does not make mistakes.  Our presence in Ulster is no accident...We have a historic and divine commission...we are a special people, not of ourselves but of our divine mission.’  Free Presbyterians, for example, are frequently told by Paisley that ‘God has chosen Ulster’ (Taylor, 1983: 12). It follows, therefore, that Ulster is God’s gift of land to His people as their source of prosperity. Despite the opposition of incumbent natives, Israel was given to Jews because it was His blessing to a special people.  The same applies to Ulster (those who recognise that some Protestants appropriate this include Akenson, 1992: 119; Bruce, 1986: 10; Holmes, 1985: 9). Ulster is for Protestants: fewer people believe this than they did in the seventeenth century, but some still do. As one said, when describing what the phrase ‘for God and Ulster’ meant for him: ‘Ulster is worth living and dying for.  Such patriotism could not survive without the strength of God’s love’ (collected by the Evangelical Contribution on Northern Ireland in Thomson, 1996: 43). It follows further that these ideas legitimise the dominance of Protestants.  The Irish are the heathen, the evil Canaanites, those whom God has not called to salvation (on the application of this idea to Ulster Protestants see Wallis and Bruce, 1986: 273).  If Ulster prospered materially and economically, it was because it was Protestant, and, as Bruce argues, if Protestants prospered ‘it was because it pleased God to let them prosper; if Catholics were poor, it was because they had not been saved’ (1994: 27).  Scripture is therefore said to be replete with allegories and prophecies relevant to Ulster, which confirm both its sacred position and Protestants’ divine blessing (on this point see Akenson, 1992: 118; examples can be found in MacIver, 1987: 362). 


But the Old Testament covenant is not the only hermeneutic, for the political contract embodied in sixteenth-century Scots-Ulster covenants is also a template. As reformulated by Scottish Presbyterians and Ulster-Scots in the sixteenth century, covenants are as much political contracts as theological ones, for they underwrite a set of social and political arrangements that are seen as God-given and which are said to reflect loyalty to Him. In this view, God upheld a contract between ruler and ruled, so long as the ruler kept to a set of social and political arrangements that reflected God’s divine will. Loyalty to the ruler was guaranteed, as a reflection of loyalty to God, so long as these social and political arrangements remained (hence the notion of conditional political loyalty, see Miller, 1978).  Civil and political liberty, parliamentary democracy and the Protestant religion are indivisible in such covenants. Reform that threatens any one, threatens them all, and would be a sacred betrayal of the covenant. Governments therefore needed to be moral, but primarily had to uphold the socio-political arrangements that God blessed. Politics is indivisible from religion, so that political involvement is a theological necessity. For this reason, some Protestant clergy have unashamedly used their clerical position for partisan Protestant causes, since it followed naturally from the view that God involved Himself in government. Political battles, such as those against Irish nationalism, are equally religious battles. ‘My politics are not divisible from my faith’, Alan Wright, a Salvation Army member and committed Loyalist once said, ‘it’s Protestantism versus Rome’ (quoted in Bruce, 1994: 25).


These divinely ordained social and political arrangements were drawn up long ago and have not changed because God is eternal, therefore the past is the prism through which the present is viewed: the ‘martyrs’ blood still cries to God’, as Paisley once vividly expressed it. Continuity with tradition is the important standard by which to judge present politics, and specific social and political arrangements have to be viewed in terms of their conformity with this tradition. The past sets the standard by establishing the social and political arrangements which God ordained and which need to be maintained, and it identifies the problems that arise when any departure from them occurs. The ‘fingerprints of the eternal God’, Paisley once said, can be traced in history to rewrite it.  But history repeats itself in terms of both events and choices.  Events recur as threats to God’s ordinances but they also recur as opportunities to choose loyalty to God by keeping faith with the covenantal terms.  As Paisley once said: ‘the same terrorism, the same tyrannies, the same superstition, the same episcopacy, the same prelacy, the same popery are rife in our land today’ (quoted in MacIver, 1987: 367).  Thus, history also always presents the same choice between truth and error.  In the words of the Protestant Telegraph there is an eternal conflict between truth and evil and as events arise Ulster, Protestants have to choose to be ‘defenders of Truth in this province and in this island’. 


The covenantal terms are difficult to maintain in the face of these recurring threats without determined and watchful shepherds to protect the ‘holy remnant’ that has kept faith. In the Old Testament a prophet whom the Bible tells us spoke the same unpalatable words as Jeremiah, fled in fear of opposition to Egypt and died, while Jeremiah kept faith with his unpopular message and remained alive. Shepherds are necessary because the faithless outsiders are joined by the ‘enemy within’ to attack the commitment and loyalty of the ‘holy remnant’. Enemies outside the covenanted community, like Catholicism and secularism, and enemies within, such as apostate Protestants and ecumenism, pose equal threats and can weaken the holy remnant’s resistance. Hence the constant need for warrior prophets, discerning watchmen, to act as protectors.

Some Protestant clergy are only too eager to appropriate the status as warrior prophets and many of them lead the campaign against compromise in the contest over Ulster.  They engage politically in this way because the contest is understood theologically. Irish Catholics are Ulster Protestants’ Canaanites and Hittites, the evil outsiders to the covenanted community, from whom land was taken at the behest of God. Colonial dispossession of the land, therefore, is not the cause of conflict in Ulster.  Ulster’s contest is the recurring conflict between good and evil, truth and error, which are age-old battles.  While this is a universal conflict - ‘you are fighting the same battle in this country as we are in our country’, Paisley once told American fundamentalists, ‘it’s the same devil, the same spirit of the anti-Christ, the same apostasy’ - Ulster is somehow special.  It is special because some covenantal Protestants see Ulster as having a divine mission to shine light in an otherwise dark island. Ulster is special because the forces of evil and darkness are thought to be so powerfully focused on her.  James Allister, one of Paisley’s leading supporters in the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), expressed this well: ‘The somewhat unique aspect of Irish Roman Catholicism is its inseparable affiliation to militant Irish Republicanism.  This affiliation means that Irish Republicanism [has] a fervour imbued by abject loyalty to the teachings of the Church...Goaded on by a crusading religious mission, militant Irish Republicanism [is] a holy war against Protestantism’ (quoted in Taylor, 1983: 112). One of the most important themes in Protestant mythology is that Catholicism is doing its damnedest to annihilate Protestants in Ulster because they represent theological truth. The evil hand of Catholicism is behind any and every social and political evil and ill (see Bruce, 1994: 22), such is its powerful malevolence.  It is behind the IRA, which is supposedly supported and promoted by the Catholic Church. The Rev. Martyn Smyth, a leading Orangeman and Presbyterian and who stood against David Trimble in a leadership election, thus said that the IRA is Roman Catholic and its members ‘act in the cause of religion rather than politics’ (Thomson, 1996: 105). 


Not only are Catholics theologically unsaved and outside the elect, they are not blessed by God, being in receipt of no favour or promise from God. Catholicism is ‘baptised paganism’, with believers worshipping wafers, idols and pre-Christian deities. In one of comics published by Chick Publications (Why is Mary Crying?) the Virgin Mary is said to represent the witch Semiramis, who became Queen of Babylon, and who with her husband, Nimrod, was used by the devil to form a satanic cult whose power is still felt.  It was this cult which supposedly developed the idea of the confessional and celibacy for the priesthood, and which motivates much of the doctrine and practice of Catholicism.  In another of their comics, Are Roman Catholics Christian?, widely on sale in Northern Ireland, Chick Publications argues that Catholics are being deceived; the confessional is used only ‘to find out what is going on, and to control and blackmail’, Catholic forms of devotion replicate Baal worship, and that Satan devised the Catholic Mass.  One of Monica Farrell’s pamphlets, Why Am I a Protestant Daddy?, has a father instructing his daughter on the evils of Catholicism in which the young girl comes to realise that Catholicism brings ‘paganism inside the Christian Church’ (1986: 9). Thus, a common theme is that Catholicism represents the Babylonian system referred to in Scripture, the harlot and whore, the beast and the abomination described in the Book of Revelation.  In a comic called The Beast, Chick Publications draws a picture of a young Catholic family with the mark of the beast on their forehead (666), as described in the New Testament Book of Revelation, being blessed by the Pope.  The Pope is referred to as Satan’s masterpiece, using a bank of computers in the Vatican to control ‘every person on the globe’, as part of the plan to unite people under the false religion headed by ‘the beast’. The world then would become one gigantic witches’ coven, with Satanism saturating the world in the guise of Catholicism.  The Pope is therefore the anti-Christ predicted in the New Testament’s apocalyptic passages, that ‘man of sin who claims to be God’ (a Presbyterian theologian ridicules such claims, see Barkley, 1959).

Given this evil, it is the Protestant’s sacred duty to oppose Catholicism, giving legitimacy and status to those who challenge it.  To those people who criticise their tendency to remain locked in the past, Protestants declare it their sacred duty to respect history in order to demonstrate the continued threat posed by sixteenth-century battles.  The allegation that they are bigoted as a result of hanging on to the past in this way, is naught compared to serving Christ. Thus, Monica Farrell writes: ‘everything our forefathers resisted and died to procure, is being given away to Rome and anyone who tries to raise a voice against it is called a “bigot” or “extremist”...Protestants, whose forefathers resisted the domination of Rome, and who secured Ulster in union with Britain, can now see it being handed over to the very people who stabbed Britain in the back, while they are being lectured by Westminster politicians “to forget their past history”.  These men utterly refuse to take into account Vatican policy...They don’t want to know it [but] Britain will yet suffer at the hands of Rome’ (1986: 23-4). 

These sorts of beliefs are restricted on the whole to the ‘holy remnant’ left in secular society, who see themselves as loyal and faithful to God’s mission for Ulster. They sometimes describe themselves as ‘Bible Protestants’, and are conservative evangelicals and other religious fundamentalists spread across many denominations but dominating only perhaps in the Free Presbyterian Church and the gospel hall tradition.  They are people who see themselves as a holy people, surrounded by the evil and profane, representing the only true and faithful believers left in an otherwise corrupted nation. Theirs is thus a proud pantheon of Protestant self-sacrifice, denial and righteousness.  Loyalty to God and to their forefathers thus has the same animus, and leads to the same conclusion: Britishness at the expense of anti-Irishness, and Protestantism at the expense of anti-Catholicism.  But this ‘holy remnant’ is not alone.

A variant of this hermeneutic is that of British Israelism, which sees the Old Testament covenant slightly differently. The principal belief of British Israelism is that the Anglo-Saxon race is the descendant of ancient Israel and the true heir to God’s covenant with Abraham.  Many Puritans in England and America believed that they were spiritually Israelites, and saw parallels in their persecution and flight with Old Testament Jews, but it was in the nineteenth century that John Wilson proclaimed the British as the actual descendants of Israel.  The Old Testament documents the schism between the Northern and Southern tribes of Israel and records that the Northern tribes were taken captive by Assyria never to return.  These so-called ‘lost tribes of Israel’ supposedly moved from the Middle East and arrived eventually in Europe as the Anglo-Saxons, Jutes, Danes and Vikings, the very people that gave birth to the British.  This status is given to whatever homeland the British migrated under the Empire, but especially North America and the old White Commonwealth.  The ideas propagated by Herbert Armstrong (1896-1986), who started the Worldwide Church of God as one of the main denominational expressions of British Israelism in North America, suggest that the British and American peoples are descendants of two of Jacob’s sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, and that the term ‘British’ is derived from the ancient Hebrew word ‘beriyth’, meaning covenant, and that ‘Saxon’ is derivative of ‘Isaac’s sons’. Even more fanciful is the idea that names like Denmark, Donegal or the Danube derive from Dan, one of the ‘lost’ tribes of ancient Israel. 

In Northern Ireland, British Israelism is not common, principally because it addresses race rather than religion.  Northern Protestants are not much consumed by racial theories because religion is the main line of differentiation, or at least, the assumed racial distinctions between Planters and Gaels coincides with religion (on the idea of race in Northern Ireland see Brewer 1992; Hainsworth, 1998).  The need in Ireland, conferred later on to Ulster, was to draw moral and cultural boundaries around Catholics not physical ones around non-Whites. Where British Israelism is espoused in the North, it is so because of its symbolic association with Britain.  Open Bible Ministries, led by Pastor Alan Campbell (see http://www.1335.com), is the chief advocate of British Israelism in Northern Ireland, and it is given an anti-Irish and anti-Catholic spin (since the Irish do not descend from Israel and Catholics are therefore outside the covenant). Campbell is notorious for his anti-Catholicism and as he interprets it, British Israelism is virulently Protestant in theology and politics.

Although they proffer a different interpretation of Scripture, covenantal Protestantism and British Israelism are very similar in their elision of identity, space and territory, and they are alike in they way their Biblical hermeneutic impacts on Catholic-Protestant relations. As an illustration, the demand for the right of the Orange Order to march in areas where they are not wanted, espoused vigorously by these kinds of Protestants, touches something more important than space and territory. Many Protestants interpret it in terms of the age-old elision between space, territory and identity. A denial of the right to march is seen as a denial of Protestant identity and heritage; the defense of the right to march is a defense both of Union and Protestantism.  This is illustrated well by demonstrations like those at Harryville, in Ballymena, where a Catholic church was surrounded by Loyalists and Orangemen and women for nearly two years, with Catholic worshippers harassed, intimidated and abused at the church, in protest at the denial of the right to march.  During a sermon in Ballymena, a visiting pastor, Alan Campbell, the British Israelite, argued that what is really going on in Harryville is the ancient battle between the true church and the whore, the beast and the Baal worshippers within Catholicism. He told listeners that this had to be a battle to the finish, in order for Protestantism to avoid a crushing defeat and Romanism a victory. The absorption of space and territory into identity is reflected in another incident in the late 1990s. In June 1997, residents in a working class Protestant area in Belfast drew on such themes to understand the social changes affecting their area as a result of the operation of the housing market.  The area is near to Queen’s University and two hospitals and has become a popular location for students and young professionals.  House prices have risen, properties have been converted to flats, outsiders are moving in, and local families feel squeezed.  However, these processes were presented to residents in terms of the identity concerns of Britishness and Protestantism.  Posters were displayed in the area saying that Loyalist people have ‘tolerated long enough the nationalist scum that have flooded into the area due to the unscrupulous behaviour of greedy landlords’. The detrimental effects this had on the Loyalist community were understood as increasing their to risk from Republican terrorists. ‘Do you know who lives next door to you’, the poster asked, and it went on to warn that it is ‘unwise to have a nationalist as a neighbour and even worse to befriend them’.  ‘As from 12 noon on the 1 July 1997,’ the poster read, ‘the Loyalist people will no longer be able to guarantee the safety of any nationalist who chooses to remain within the area, nor can they guarantee the safety of any property where nationalists are dwelling.’


This elision has implications for relations with Catholics. Most advocates of covenantal Protestantism and British Israelism draw a distinction between individual Catholics and Catholicism, stating that their opposition is to the Catholic Church not people. This permits people to have relationships with individual Catholics while denigrating the church to which they belong.  But these relationships must be entirely outside the context of religion. Even going to a Catholic church is impossible for many covenantal Protestants; other forms of relationship in a church setting are entirely unacceptable.  Attendance by a leading Orangeman and Presbyterian at a united prayer breakfast, in which some Catholic clergy were also involved, resulted in outraged complaint from some people.  Letters in the correspondence columns of the Belfast Telegraph said the following: ‘he should strenuously oppose the fatal errors and doctrines of the Church of Rome and scrupulously avoid countenancing by his presence or otherwise, any act or ceremony of popish worship’; ‘the Roman Catholic system is not only imperfect is it unreformable.  Its very foundation is built on erroneous revelation.  Catholicism is not Christian’.  Dialogue with Catholics about religion is also beyond the pale – ecumenism is going too far for these Protestants. A correspondent in the Evangelical Times in December 1991 pointed out the reasons why dialogue with Catholics about religion is impossible: ‘one cannot be a Roman Catholic and an evangelical at the same time.  They are mutually exclusive doctrinal systems, opposed on every essential and fundamental matter.’ 


The distinction, however, is difficult to maintain: because the Catholic Church supposedly inveighs its way into everything, many non-religious relationships are not permitted because Catholicism is somehow involved in the background.  Politically expedient relations with individual Catholics, for example, are ruled out because covenantal Protestants cannot separate the individual from the system.  This particularly affects local politics, which is supposedly controlled from Rome. Thus, for example, meetings with the IRA or Sinn Fein could not even be contemplated, nor relationships with Dublin politicians.  This puts the DUP, for example, in a difficult position because politically expedient relationships are constrained by the theological stance of Paisley.  There are several instances where DUP politicians have been censured for meeting individual Catholics, presumably on grounds that Catholicism so penetrates and inveigles politics that some individual Catholic politicians are indistinguishable from the system.  Thus, a DUP mayor in Larne was forced out of the party for visiting Dublin (Taylor, 1983: 181), and a Belfast councillor left the party because he was censured for attending a diamond jubilee service for the RUC at which a Catholic priest read a lesson (Wallis, Bruce and Taylor, 1986: 25).  The distinction is difficult to maintain for another reason.  Because covenantal Protestantism openly denigrates the faith of the individual Catholic, exponents meet so few Catholics that there is little opportunity for secular forms of relationship, except for purely economic exchange, which allows them to make this distinction without having to practice it.  But whether or not this distinction is practiced - and many would claim they do - covenantal Protestantism does not permit relationships with individual Catholics over the very issues which keep them apart, politics and religion.  This maintains the old zero-sum frameworks and ancient stereotypes.


However, there is another interpretation of Scripture, but one that impacts differently on Protestant-Catholic relations and has the opposite effect in politics. It can be called Pharisaic Protestantism. The Pharisees were commended by Jesus for their knowledge of Judaic law and their observance to it, and thus for their devotion to God. They were pious and devout, but also self-righteous in the conviction of their own salvation. Pharisees believed they knew the way to heaven, which they saw as strict observance of Judaic law, and they were exceedingly conscientious in sticking to the letter of the law. They believed they possessed knowledge of the Truth, which was available to all since it was contained in the Law of Moses, but that they alone practiced it. The Pharisees, thus, were in their own eyes, specially blessed by God as the only sect of people who followed His commands. This self-righteousness merged with a sense of superiority to set the Pharisees apart from ordinary believers. Jesus rejected the idea that strict observance of Judaic law represented Truth and ensured salvation, and He redefined the righteous life as one which followed the spirit rather than the letter of God’s law. There are Protestants in the North with attitudes reminiscent of the Pharisees.


These Protestants draw a sharp distinction between Biblical truth and error, from which follows their self-confident belief that they have a responsibility to share this knowledge by means of conversion attempts. These Protestants are pious and devout but there is also a sense of superiority and exclusivity arising from the notion that they alone possess and practice Biblical truth. As for the Pharisees, it is the right doctrine that defines God’s Truth and ensures salvation, but this is now understood narrowly in terms of what the Apostle Paul calls ‘justification by faith’. The only path to personal salvation is faith and faith alone, not trust in good works or any other intercessor than Jesus; nor is salvation obtained by belief in church tradition or teachings.  The Bible is the word of God and it alone is the standard by which to judge His commands.   Moreover once salvation is gifted – by the individual being ‘born again’ or renewed as a result of the Holy Spirit acting in their life – it cannot be lost. 

It is significant that this hermeneutic is not related to the notion of the covenant but to the letters of the Apostle Paul; Pharisaic Protestants focus on the New Testament rather than the Old.  Another difference is that it is devoid of the political dimensions wrapped up with covenants. Pharisaic Protestants tend to be apolitical, stressing the theological dimensions of Protestantism rather than the political ones attached to it in Northern Ireland. This is not to say that such people have no political beliefs, but a hermetic seal is placed between them and religion.  Moreover, there is a tolerance of other Christians and other faiths even though this is combined with the certainty that their own beliefs are right. Being convinced, as they are, that they know and possess Biblical truth, advocates of Pharisaic Protestantism feel obliged to share such knowledge with those whose beliefs they see to be in error. Covenantal Protestants think of Catholics as a collectivity under the control of the Pope and enslaved to the system of Catholicism. They have little contact with individual Catholics to make it possible to convert them, even if they thought that this was possible (and many conservative evangelicals believe that God has nothing to do with Catholics because they are non-Christian and thus He would not extend His grace to them). However, Pharisaic Protestants tolerate individual Catholics to the point that there are relationships that can form the basis of conversion attempts.

If covenantal Protestants are primarily the ‘holy remnant’ of religious fundamentalists, the tolerance and openness of Pharisaic Protestantism ensures that it appeals to the pious and devout Protestants of the politically liberal kind.  Its avoidance of the kind of political interventions made by covenantal Protestants gives Pharisaic Protestantism appeal to those who have either withdrawn from worldly contamination to focus on God, such as the exclusive Brethren who eschew all political involvement, or those who prefer to draw a sharp distinction between religion and politics and to keep them separate.  Politics in such an approach is viewed in rationalistic and pragmatic terms, encouraging the belief that compromise, tolerance and conciliation can resolve political conflict in Northern Ireland. This divorce from politics adds to the appeal of Pharisaic Protestantism, for it contains a strong expression of Biblical Protestantism as an identity, while permitting political compromise in the contest over Ulster.

conclusion

Protestants in Ulster are a religious people; for all besides the most secular, Protestant identity is bound up with theology. For some Northern Irish Protestants, their Biblical hermeneutic perforce leads them to believe that God is not only Protestant, he is an Ulsterman and a member of the Orange Order to boot. Their anti-Irishness and anti-Catholicism conditions the contest over Ulster as a homeland, making the fight appear to them as the Lord’s battle. The elision they make between space, territory and identity ensures that the contest is perceived as one about the very survival of Protestant witness on the island, representing the Biblical contest between good and evil, the covenanted and the damned.  Theology is also strong within the identity of other Biblical Protestants, but their Scriptural hermeneutic is such that they remain focused upon their personal salvation without pursuing a political cause against Catholics and Irish nationalists. This Scriptural hermeneutic allows for greater flexibility in the political contest. ‘For God and Ulster’ is not their shibboleth. Secular Protestants want God kept out of Ulster’s contest because it is not a religious battle, but the Scriptural hermeneutics of Pharisaic Protestants also keep God out.  Theology is drawn on to shape their identity as Protestants, but with entirely different political consequences compared to Biblical Protestants. Ulster’s Pharisees endorse compromise as Biblical; the hermeneutic of the covenantors propels them into political conflict in the contest over Ulster.  Political divisions within Unionism, manifested particularly in support for the peace process, are therefore partly embedded in different interpretations of Scripture.  
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� Ulster is used throughout as Unionists use it, to describe the six counties of Northern Ireland, not as Nationalists prefer it, the nine counties of the ancient Irish province.





� Protestant citizenship rights in the Irish Republic were never problematic, although Unionists frequently argue that there was discrimination against Southern Protestants.  In reality, they were a very economically privileged minority (see Bowen, 1983).





� The presence of Scots prior to the Plantation feeds the modern myth that Ulster Protestants rather than Gaels were the original inhabitants of the province, and that the Plantation was simply ‘the great return’.  This myth is popular amongst Loyalist paramilitary organisations, since it offers a rationalisation for violence based on rights of original inhabitance.
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