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The Ulster Covenant: a contemporary perspective. 

 

Brian Feeney. 

 

I’m supposed to be providing a contemporary perspective on the Covenant so 
let me begin by being bang up to date. Last night (21 September 2012) Peter 
Robinson the north’s First Minister spoke in the city hall just across the road 
from here at a civic dinner commemorating the centenary of the Covenant. In 
the course of his speech he said, 

‘The fact that the unionists of Ulster were a distinct people entitled to 
determine their own future was not accepted [in 1912].’ 

Much of what Robinson said in his speech could have been said by any 
Unionist leader in the last hundred years including an appeal to northern 
nationalists to call ‘Northern Ireland’ by its proper name and not refer to it as 
‘the north’ or ‘the six counties’. He insisted that Northern Ireland is a ‘country’ 
and that people should give that ‘country’ its correct name. For Unionists the 
north of Ireland, ‘the province’, ‘Ulster’, is their country. 

Before returning to contemporary considerations let me try to place events of 
1912 and then later those of last night in a wider European context. Too often 
the Home Rule crisis and the events of the following decade in Ireland are 
seen in isolation exclusively as matters Irish as if people then paid no 
attention to what was happening on the world stage. In fact they were only too 
aware of the wider context as Unionist and republican gun-running from 
Austria and Germany and republican attempts to enlist German support for 
their insurrectionary plans will testify. 

The years before World War I were the high water mark of European 
nationalism. Indeed it was widely believed not only in Europe but in the United 
States that the creation of ethno-linguistic states was the solution for just and 
fair treatment of people. The ideal of the abolition of empires was a given 
among all left-wing political writers and many conservatives too. President 
Woodrow Wilson included the right to self-determination in his fourteen points 
he presented for settling Europe in 1918. 

For the fifty or sixty years before 1914 peoples in Europe, and not only long-
established nationalities like the Greeks and Hungarians, had been defining 
themselves as nations entitled to independent self-government. There had 
been growing agitation by these peoples to break free from the empires, 
Russian, Austrian, Ottoman, German which dominated the political geography 
of Europe. Everywhere national myths were being established, languages 
revived, patriotic music being composed. 

There were many successes. Finns moved into urban areas from the 
countryside. Helsinki, which had been a Swedish city for centuries, became a 
Finnish city. Finnish became a national language. Sibelius wrote the music. 
Norway finally became independent from Sweden in 1905. In central Europe a 
slogan was ‘Freedom through Czech’ as Czechs struggled to displace the 
dominant German culture. Smetana wrote the music. 
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Other places were not so successful. Scottish nationalists created myths like 
Ossian, invented a unique ‘traditional’ national dress that no one had worn 
before the British aristocracy made it fashionable in the eighteenth century. 
Sir Walter Scott supplied the literature. Wales invented its own myths 
including the Eisteddfod and nonsense about Druids. Both countries remained 
firmly within the United Kingdom. Bulgaria’s attempts to expand to include all 
Bulgarians failed. Slovenes failed to make Trieste a Slovene city. And of 
course there was Ireland with the Gaelic Revival at the end of the nineteenth 
century and the resurgence of the Irish language after the foundation of the 
Gaelic League in 1893, an enormously important movement for national 
consciousness. Like other national movements ‘advanced nationalists’ as they 
were called in Ireland at the time believed in the power of a native language. 
‘Gan teanga gan tír’ as the slogan was – no language no country. 

The demand of all these peoples was for a territorial state owned and 
governed by ‘the nation’ but of course in many if not in most places ‘the 
nation’ was really the dominant national group within the borders of that newly 
created state. If you were on the wrong side of the border – hard luck. As a 
result of the insistence of the US and the eagerness of the victors in 1918 to 
destroy the vanquished empires Europe was redesigned from 1919 to 1923. 
This remapping of Europe was a disaster. 

Hungarians, Slovaks, Germans, Slovenes and many other nationalities found 
themselves in their millions on the wrong side of borders as did Irish 
nationalists in the new Northern Ireland. 

Years before this redesignation and invention of new European states Ulster 
Unionists were well aware of the potential dangers for them. In Peter 
Robinson’s words last night they saw themselves increasingly as a ‘distinct 
people’. The Gaelic Revival and the emergence of the powerful new Gaelic 
Athletic Association, but especially the growth of the Irish language 
movement, repelled them and accentuated their feeling of separatism. The 
power of the Catholic church in a Home Rule Ireland was a threat to be 
feared. The ne temere decree which was rigorously enforced in Ireland from 
1908 was a clear and present threat to the existence of Protestants in the 
country. If the decree was adhered to it was obvious that in parts of the south 
and west of Ireland there would be few or no Protestants in two generations. 
Even in the north where there was a large Protestant majority ne temere had 
serious implications for inheritance. 

There was genuine concern that in a Home Rule Ireland the Irish language 
would be compulsory for obtaining jobs in any profession. This concern was 
reinforced by the Irish Universities Act which abolished the Royal University in 
1908 and required that students passed an examination in Irish to matriculate. 
Ulster Unionists did not think that was a great idea. The solution was to 
demand their own place if Home Rule were to become law. 

The Covenant formally created the Ulster Unionists as a self-proclaimed 
ethnic group demanding self-determination like so many other peoples across 
Europe before 1914. They were late in coming because it had never occurred 
to them before 1911 that they would have to take such action. They had been 
secure in the belief that no Home Rule bill would pass through Westminster. 
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The Covenant was an urgent response. Plans for a provisional government 
were set in motion as well with an army – the UVF, and courts. 

In the end the Ulster Unionists were successful. They got their territorial state. 
The British government, some of whose members had conspired with the 
Ulster Unionists in 1912, gave them Northern Ireland which Unionists 
proceeded to govern as if it were an independent state untroubled by either 
the new Irish Free State or the United Kingdom government which funded the 
northern state. Inside Northern Ireland northern nationalists joined the ranks 
of the millions of others after 1921, Magyars, Germans, Slovenes, Slovaks, 
with no recognition of their nationality. So it remained pretty well until the 
collapse of the USSR. 

However, in the meantime there had been fundamental changes in attitude 
and values which were to have a profound effect on territorial states. The 
heyday of nationalism was pre-totalitarianism. Before 1919 people had no 
idea of what a territorial state could get up to if taken over by a totalitarian 
government. By 1945 with the experience of Nazi Germany, other fascist 
states in Europe and the regime of Stalin, politicians were only too aware of 
the dangers of allowing sovereign states untrammelled power. 

Provision was put in place to protect the individual from the state. Most states 
became members of the new United Nations Organisation. Various UN 
commissions were established to oversee treatment of individuals in member 
states. They had varying degrees of success. However the one best known to 
us is the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) which now has forty-
seven countries subscribing to it. Secondly there has been the growth of 
European legislation through the EEC and now the EU which in most cases 
supersedes or is superior to national legislation of member states. 

The ECHR and European law allow any citizen to claim the same rights as 
any other citizen in an EU state or any country subject to the judgements of 
the ECHR. Increasingly the emphasis of such legislation and court rulings has 
been on individual rights and guarantees of freedom of expression including 
symbolism. In the past sixty years or so, slowly but surely, there has been a 
shift in Europe towards a rights-based society rather than a territorial state. 

In the context of Northern Ireland, if the Covenant was the birth certificate of 
Ulster Unionism as a separate ethnic group, the Good Friday Agreement was 
the birth certificate of the north as a rights-based society and the formal end of 
Northern Ireland as a Unionist state. 

This change towards support for individual rights and guarantees was eagerly 
grasped by northern nationalists. Indeed for many years nationalist leaders 
like John Hume had sought to involve the EU and the USA in the north’s 
affairs as a counter-balance to British intransigence and continued insistence 
on the old territorial-based sovereignty. For nationalists the right-based 
approach and the guarantees the EU offered transcended the border and 
overruled Unionists and the British government. 

Unionists for obvious reasons had difficulties with the whole drift towards a 
wider context. Unionist leaders strongly resisted appeals to the EU and USA 
and in the end found themselves resisting the concept of a rights-based 
society because the individual rights and guarantees dismantled ethnic 



 4 

solidarity and along with it the Unionist state. No longer was it possible to 
demand for example that people swear an oath of allegiance to obtain a job in 
the civil service or to forbid the flying of the Irish flag. 

Unionist politicians, though not all, have found themselves in the bizarre 
position of opposing what they call the ‘rights culture’ as a ‘republican 
conspiracy’ because equality of status and parity of esteem remove the 
special place of unionism and Protestant culture in the state. All change 
implies a diminution of Unionist control of the state. Unionists are less likely to 
apply to the Equality Commission either for redress or for a job. Unionists, 
particularly in the DUP, have long opposed fair employment legislation. They 
are suspicious of provisions like Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 
which places a statutory duty on the northern administration to assess the 
impact on equality of any piece of legislation. 

Rights in law are for everyone yet Unionist politicians see equality as a 
concept which removes from them the essential possession of the state they 
governed until 1972. Yet, given the demographic changes apparent in 
northern society evident in the clear Catholic majority in schools and 
universities it might be a good idea for Unionists, as the terms of trade in the 
north change, to embrace the notion of equal rights for all. It may be that in a 
few years Unionists will have more need of the rights-based state they decry 
than nationalists. 

 

 

 


