
32 Counties

‘The phrase “If we don’t learn from the past, we are doomed to repeat it”, seems 
more apt about Ireland than anywhere else. To look at Ireland through the prism 
of class is to see not what might have been but what brightness the future might 
bring. Kieran Allen’s new book is Irish history seen anew, from below, bristling 
with practical lessons for working-class struggle today.’

—Eamonn McCann, politician, journalist and political activist

‘Showing how partition was not to separate two hostile cultures but a strategy to 
defend the British empire, it traces the grisly story through to the return of the 
national question today when Irish unity can be posed again on a new socialist 
basis. Essential reading for anyone who wants to change Irish society.’

—Brid Smith, People Before Profit TD

‘An important contribution to a debate that has been reignited. It is an excellent 
tool for activists who are navigating the arguments in favour of ending partition.’

—Gerry Carroll, MLA Stormont Assembly for West Belfast
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‘A Carnival of Reaction’:  
The Origins of Partition

In June 2021, Northern Ireland will have existed for one hundred years. 
It has its own parliament, police force and judiciary and operates like any 
other state with a civil service who pore over the details of its economy. 
It is anomalous in some ways, certainly. The Prime Minister is called the 
First Minister and must seek the agreement of the Deputy First Minister. 
Tax-raising powers are limited and its finances are dependent on the British 
Exchequer. Nevertheless, Northern Ireland still exists – and few imagined 
that it would last one hundred years. Certainly not Edward Carson, the 
founder of Ulster unionism, whose statue stands in front of Stormont, the 
Northern Ireland Parliament Buildings, portrayed in a moment of passionate 
oratory. Were his ghost to unshackle itself from its stone encasement, he 
could only look aghast as his followers sit alongside former Irish Republican 
Army (IRA) operatives. But even he would be surprised that his state has 
lasted so long because he had a profound ambiguity about the precise border 
and shape of that state.

Edward Carson was primarily a defender of British empire and, conse-
quently, an ardent opponent of Home Rule for Ireland. When the first Home 
Rule Bill to give limited autonomy to a Dublin parliament was proposed in 
1886, he was totally opposed. He switched his allegiance from supporting 
the Liberals to the Tories but, as his admiring biographer stated, ‘Carson 
knew next to nothing of the northern province of Ulster… Even then 
“Ulster” was a term which was used loosely.’1 However, he recognised that 
the most determined opponents of Home Rule lay there and believed that 
if they were willing to threaten force, Home Rule for the whole island could 
be stopped. He was never enthusiastic about a separate Northern parliament 
and just as it was about to be established, stated that ‘I cannot understand 
why we should ask them to take a parliament which they never demanded 
and do not want.’2 
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His ambiguity about the very concept of ‘Ulster’ was evident in two key 
debates in the House of Commons. In June 1912, a backbench Liberal, 
Thomas Agar-Roberts, became the first person to propose the partition of 
Ireland when he moved an amendment to the Home Rule Bill to exclude 
four counties – Antrim, Armagh, Down and Londonderry – from its scope. 
Carson voted for this amendment, but a few months later he introduced his 
own amendment to the Bill, this time proposing that the whole nine-county 
province of Ulster be excluded from Home Rule. He argued that ‘It is far 
better statesmanship to exclude the whole of Ulster than to select counties 
which are nearly, so to speak, all the one way.’3 By ‘all one way’, he meant 
either Catholic or Protestant. Carson’s voting record is just one indication 
of the confusion surrounding the exact borders of a partitioned Ireland. In 
terms of geography ‘Ulster’ denoted one of the four provinces of Ireland and 
was composed of nine counties. Yet there was no clarity on what the political 
term ‘Ulster’ meant subsequently. Unionist leaders sometimes spoke of the 
‘North East Ulster’, or ‘Protestant Ulster’ or just plain Ulster. 

This ambiguity on the geographical limits of the Northern state is of some 
significance. Contrary to binary ethnonational explanations of the conflict 
based on British and Irish identities, or indeed theories of two nations, 
unionist national ‘identity’ has never been fixed. The allegiance of unionism 
to a particular territory was in fact pragmatically driven. It is almost uni-
versally agreed that a basic criterion for any definition of nationality is that 
it points to a defined and delineated territory. Yet unionism shifted from 
an all-Ireland unionism, to an Ulster unionism, to a six-county unionism. 
These shifts took place over a very short period of time, in line with the 
pragmatic interests of unionist elites rather than some deep-seated and 
immutable nationalism or identity.

The moment of truth came when Walter Long was charged by the British 
government with solving the Irish question in 1919 by chairing a committee 
to draft a Government of Ireland Bill. Long was a high Tory, descended from 
a mix of the English gentry and the Irish ascendency, and an ardent defender 
of landlord interests in Ireland. He was a former leader of the Irish Unionist 
Parliamentary Party and, as one of his biographers noted, ‘held the Catholic 
Irish in contempt, thinking of them as clearly inferior to the English, both 
racially and culturally’.4 His parliamentary secretary was James Craig, the 
future Prime Minister of Northern Ireland. As a scion of the British estab-
lishment, Long was not motivated by any consideration of a balance between 
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ethnic identities but rather by how best to defend the British empire when 
faced with rebellion in Ireland. 

Long regarded the Sinn Féin rebels, who had launched a struggle for an 
independent republican Ireland, as ‘vile criminals [who] must be extermi-
nated’.5 In May 1919 he had proposed the hiring of ex-servicemen to bolster 
the Royal Irish Constabulary – these subsequently became known as the 
Black and Tans, feared for the reign of terror they launched on the country. 
Long assumed that the British empire could defeat republican insurgents 
in a military combat, but he also thought there was need for a defensive 
political strategy to undermine Irish independence. His parliamentary 
committee charged with drafting a Government of Ireland Bill, therefore, 
proposed the creation of an Ulster parliament so that military action was 
complemented with a political initiative. This was to be a parliament for 
a nine-county Ulster and would sit alongside a Dublin parliament. This, 
he regarded, as a temporary arrangement, a prelude to the reunification 
of Ireland within a more federated British empire. His original proposals 
included the formation of a Council of Ireland, to which both Irish parlia-
ments would devolve their powers, and which would lead to ‘the peaceful 
evolution of a single parliament for all Ireland’.6 As an arch unionist, Long 
did not envisage a six-county state. He never dreamed that it was a natural 
or inevitable boundary to express a particular identity.

However, Walter Long quickly learnt he was on the wrong track when he 
visited Ireland shortly after his proposals became known – visit may be a 
slight exaggeration as most of the time he stayed on his yacht, Enchantress, 
which was docked in Dun Laoghaire. Nevertheless, he got a clear message 
about the reluctance of Northern unionists and in a memo to Lloyd George, 
he noted their concern that ‘the inclusion of Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan 
would provide such an excess of strength to the Roman Catholic party 
that the supremacy of the unionists would be seriously threatened’.7 In 
other words, they thought that the loyal, British part of Ireland could not 
encompass all of Ulster. Or as James Craig MP put it, the six counties were 
the largest area where there was ‘a decisive Protestant majority in which 
unionist power could be guaranteed, in perpetuity’.8 This shift in policy 
brought to the surface tensions within the ranks of Irish unionism. In May 
1920, when the Ulster Unionist Council finally voted by a margin of 310 to 
80 to accept a six-county state, there was a split in their ranks. Southern-
based unionists broke off to form a short-lived Unionist Anti-Partition 
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League led by prominent businesspeople including Rupert Guinness – Lord 
Iveagh, Sir John Arnott, Andrew Jameson and Maurice Dockrell. 

The current Northern state, therefore, did not arise from a determined 
plan. It was never the stated goal of any major social or proto-national 
movement. Nobody suggested before partition that the six counties reflected 
a ‘natural’ ethnic identity. Its precise shape arose from a series of discussions 
between some, but not all, supporters of the British empire. It was forged 
as a backlash against a struggle to break free of that empire, a ‘fall back 
policy of an imperial state thrown onto the defensive during a revolutionary 
period’.9 The result was the creation of not just ‘a Protestant parliament for a 
Protestant people’ – but one where Catholics would always be in a minority 
and viewed as the internal enemy. The addition of counties Tyrone and 
Fermanagh, which had nationalist majorities, meant that the state was not 
too small to survive but still had an inbuilt Protestant majority. Hence its 
peculiarity and hidden in this paradox was a deeper one. 

The official rationale for a six-county state was that it rested on a fixed 
identity. It was to be a home for those who were Protestant, unionist, pro-
British and supportive of empire. Yet identities are never one-dimensional 
or static. The imposition of fixed, permanent identities defined against other 
fixed identities was vastly strengthened by the creation of the Northern state. 
Often identities change, become hybrid, or criss-cross with other identities 
as time progresses. Think of how the city of Glasgow became synonymous 
with a tradition of working-class militancy – but was also a city riven with 
sectarian conflict. Support for the soccer clubs like Celtic or Rangers remain 
to this day markers of ‘identity’, but they recede in significance when there 
are battles over issues like the poll tax or wider debates on Scottish independ-
ence. Northern Ireland, however, had a different dynamic from the very 
start. The construction of a Protestant state with an inbuilt large Catholic 
minority was designed to cement identities into permanent blocks. That in 
turn depended on drawing communal barriers against a disloyal minority 
who might undermine it. Put simply, the inclusion of a substantial nation-
alist minority was not just a matter of creating an economic and material 
viability for the new state. It was a precondition for maintaining Northern 
Ireland as a distinct ‘loyalist’ entity. The unionist elite simply exploited the 
fact that Catholics and Protestants lived side by side rather than embarking 
on any attempt at mass ethnic cleansing.
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terror and gerrymandering

The new state was born in violence and it could hardly have been otherwise 
when a third of its population did not want to be part of it. Given their 
beleaguered status, Northern Catholics were often not openly or actively 
enthusiastic about the IRA’s campaign which was raging south of the new 
border. Whereas the rest of the country voted overwhelmingly for Sinn 
Féin in 1918, the older Home Rule party, which favoured limited autonomy 
within the empire, retained a support base among Northern nationalists, 
winning four seats in what became Northern Ireland. In 1920, for example, 
there were fewer than 100 Sinn Féin members in Belfast but there were 7,000 
in the United Irish League, the northern version of the Home Rule party led 
by Joe Devlin. Sinn Féin’s main support base lay in the west of the province, 
particularly in Derry, Tyrone and Fermanagh. Nevertheless, the mere 
existence of a substantial minority within the proposed boundaries of the 
Northern state was deemed a threat to unionist power. This became evident 
in local elections held in January and June 1920, which were conducted 
under the proportional representation system, just before a Northern 
parliament was established.

In the six-county area, nationalists won control of ten urban councils, 
including Armagh, Omagh, Enniskillen, Newry and Strabane and 13 
rural councils. In Derry, a city with a mythological status in the history of 
unionism, nationalists took control. More significant in some ways was the 
emergence of the Labour Party in Belfast which, with 13 seats, became the 
main opposition to the Unionist Party. Labour’s breakthrough followed a 
wave of working-class militancy which culminated in a massive strike in 
1919 for a 44-hour week involving 60,000 workers. These twin opponents of 
unionist hegemony needed to be smashed if a stable unionist regime was to 
be established and this was achieved through systematic violence and state 
repression.

By 1920 loyalist vigilantes had started calling themselves the Ulster 
Volunteer Force (UVF), the name that had originally been used by armed 
militias who pledged to resist Home Rule by force. One of their first major 
interventions occurred in Derry in response to the electoral victory of 
nationalists in the local council. On 19 June, the UVF began by firing shots 
into Catholic areas, killing innocent bystanders. Rioting and IRA retaliation 
ensued but when a curfew was imposed on the city, the search for arms was 
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concentrated in the Catholic areas. As the historian Jonathan Bardon noted, 
‘A striking feature of the army’s intervention in Derry was its close alignment 
with the UVF.’10 In all, 20 people were murdered during the Derry riots, 
15 Catholics and five Protestants. In the same month, the Ulster Unionist 
Council decided to officially revive the UVF and placed advertisements 
in newspapers calling on loyalists to enlist. Carson then used the occasion 
of the annual Orange procession on 12 July to deliberately inflame the 
situation. Adopting his familiar stance of pressing for stronger action from 
the British empire, he said, ‘if the British government are unable to deal 
with these matters, they ought to ask somebody else to deal with them… we 
know well that the real battlefields of Ireland in relation to a republic must 
be Ulster… We in Ulster will tolerate no Sinn Fein.’11

One week later, pogroms and ethnic cleansing started in the aftermath 
of the funeral of Colonel Gerard Smyth, a divisional police commissioner 
for Munster who had been assassinated by the IRA. Smyth had been one of 
the main advocates of shooting republicans on sight, telling police officers 
under his command that ‘the more you shoot, the better I like you and I 
assure you that no policeman will get into trouble for shooting any man’.12 
After his funeral in Banbridge, loyalists attacked Catholics in the town and 
the neighbouring Dromore.

Shortly afterwards, the Belfast Protestant Association called a meeting in 
the Harland and Wolff shipyards for all unionist and Protestant workers to 
which thousands showed up and passed a resolution not to work alongside 
those who were ‘non-loyal’.13 A mob then assembled to chase out Catholics 
and ‘rotten Prods’ who had shown insufficient loyalty to the empire. Among 
the latter were leaders of the 1919 strike and as one of them, James Baird, 
stated, ‘Every man who was prominently known in the Labour movement… 
was expelled from his work.’14 The expulsions spread to the main workplaces 
in Belfast and by the end of it an estimated 10,000 workers or about 10 per 
cent of the nationalist population of the city were driven out. The sectarian 
conflict then spread from workplaces to the streets with injuries and deaths 
following. In August, the IRA assassinated a police officer, Oswald Swanzy, 
who had been involved in the murder of Thomas MacCurtain, the Lord 
Mayor of Cork. Swanzy’s killing occurred in Lisburn and in retaliation, 
loyalists launched a pogrom against the town’s small Catholic minority. 
Over the course of three days, 300 homes were destroyed and Catholics 
were forced to flee on foot to Belfast. A London Times reporter claimed that 
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‘the war on Catholics is a deliberate and organised attempt. . . to drive the 
Catholic Irish out of North East Ulster’.15 While this may be an exaggera-
tion, there can be little doubt that the birth of the Northern state coincided 
with attempts to terrorise the minority who did not want to belong to it. 
The period from 1920 to 1922 is one of escalating violence, reaching its 
crescendo in May 1922 when 66 civilians were killed – 44 Catholics and 22 
Protestants. 

Despite the fact that the violence was often led by the illegal UVF, 
this force was soon integrated into the official apparatus of the British 
state. James Craig, who was then a junior minister in the British cabinet, 
proposed the creation of a new volunteer constabulary which would be 
raised from the loyal population. Craig, who would soon become the first 
Prime Minister of the Northern state, wanted a local force that would be 
controlled by unionists. The volunteer constabulary was supposed to assist 
the police force but was organised on military lines and operated exclusively 
within the six-county area. Wilfrid Spender, the former UVF quartermaster 
in 1913–14, was appointed by Craig to form and run the Ulster Special 
Constabulary (USC). UVF units were incorporated en masse into the new 
force and it was composed of full-time A Specials, the much larger part-time 
B Specials and a C Special reserve. By the end of 1922 it comprised 48,000 
members and was fully paid for by the British state. Approximately one in 
five Protestant males were to serve in this force which gained a reputation 
for extreme sectarianism. While the full-time A Specials were disbanded in 
1926, the much larger part-time B Specials continued right until 1970. 

Coinciding with a strong security apparatus, the unionist state introduced 
legislative measures to ensure that nationalists had a second-class status. In 
April 1922, twenty-one nationalist-controlled councils were suspended. The 
proportional representation system of voting was also abolished so that, as 
James Craig put it, there would be a ‘simple system’ that would elect ‘men 
who are for the Union on one hand or who are against it and want to go 
to a Dublin parliament, on the other’.16 This was designed to eliminate the 
threat from Labour. Oaths of allegiance were demanded of teachers and 
state employees. Electoral boundaries were changed to produce artificial 
unionist majorities at the local level. The aim was to set up a system which 
facilitated discrimination in housing and jobs, administered mainly through 
local authorities. 
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Through these mechanisms, two key victories were achieved for 
unionism. First, the exercise of violence and legal authority intimidated the 
minority population and forced them to accept their role as second-class 
citizens. Second, unionism was consolidated into a single homogenous 
bloc. As Eamonn McCann put it, ‘The significance of the Holy War which 
erupted in Belfast in July 1920 was that it welded the classes within the 
Protestant community together.’17 It did not stop in that year because there 
were recurring waves of violence directed at the Catholic population in 
subsequent years. This helped to discipline the Protestant population and 
the measure of that success was that the Unionist Party remained in power 
from the state’s formation in 1921 until the abolition of Stormont in 1972 – a 
feat unparalleled in the Western world. In that time, only one opposition bill 
was passed – the Wild Birds (Protection) Act in 1931. These birds, it seems, 
were neither Catholic nor Protestant.

british imperialism

In 1962, a Dutch political geographer, M. W. Heslinga produced a book 
entitled The Irish Border as a Cultural Divide. He argued that the ‘Irish land 
border represents, however arbitrary, an important spiritual divide… most 
marked by religion’.18 Today it is not uncommon to analyse the Troubles in 
Northern Ireland as a conflict between two cultures. Instead of a ‘spiritual 
divide’, terms like ‘ethno-nationalism’ are used and it is assumed that 
partition reflects the conflict between cultures. The border grew out of a 
long-standing conflict between two ‘ethnicities’ according to this schema, 
who were then driven into mutual hatred of each other because both wanted 
a different type of state. Even if its precise line on a map was unclear, the 
border is fundamentally a reflection of differences within Ireland. This 
cultural understanding is sometimes supplemented by a discussion on the 
uneven nature of capitalist development that derives from a left perspective: 
namely, that the ‘North East’ had industrialised and was part of a triangle 
that linked Belfast to Manchester and Glasgow whereas the rest of Ireland 
needed protectionist measures to develop. Whether a culturalist or materi-
alist outlook is deployed, it is then supposed that there was an inevitability 
about partition. The script for the border, it appears, was written long before 
it became a reality.
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The problem with both these approaches is Britain’s imperial role slips 
into the background. At most, it becomes a paternalistic overseer responsible 
for a messy compromise between two opposing groups. Instead of having an 
active interest, it is embroiled in an Irish conflict and has few options. To 
this day, British Secretaries of State for Northern Ireland claim that they only 
want a ‘mutual understanding between two communities’ as if their role was 
that of an independent arbitrator. Yet, in a very basic sense the partition of 
Ireland was foisted on the country by a British government. Irish people, no 
matter what their religion, identity or geography, had little say in that policy. 
In a very real sense, the border was the product of British imperialism.

Imperialism, however, is not a thing or a slogan. It is a concept that 
indicates how strong states dominate others and subordinate their economies 
to the interests of the metropolis. This is a very general description and the 
forms of that domination change over time. Crucially, however, it must be 
managed by a ruling class who develop coherent strategies despite their own 
internal divisions and debates. They need to develop ways of neutralising 
internal opponents and intimidating external rivals. Yet this is by no means 
an easy task as few rulers enjoy a permanent, stable situation of domination 
in an uneven and competitive world. At the turn of the century, the British 
ruling class faced two central problems and these helped to condition their 
response to the ‘Irish question’.

The first was the entry, after the Reform Acts of 1867 and 1884, of workers 
into the political system. Just under a third of men over 21 became eligible to 
vote but it was enough to transform politics. Before this, the battles between 
the Conservatives and Liberals were essentially parlour games fought 
between a landed aristocracy and big business leaders. After the spread of 
popular suffrage, the style of politics had to change, and elites had to take 
some account of the mass of their male electorate. Politicians learnt to mask 
their support for privilege, to speak their real intentions only within the 
corridors of power and, crucially, to co-opt elements of the lower orders 
to their political projects. In the main, the Liberals emphasised co-option, 
seeking to forge an alliance with Labour representatives. The Conservatives 
appealed more to social imperialism to inculcate a spirit of empire within 
the population. In the words of Cecil Rhodes, ‘The empire is a bread and 
butter question’, providing bigger crumbs to working people of Britain.19 
And even if the crumbs were confined to a small minority, there was also a 
‘psychological wage’ bolstered by identifying with queen and country. 
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Second, overlapping with the problem of how to deal with the entry of 
working-class voters was the growing strains within the British empire. The 
British army had to fight a terrible war against the Boers in South Africa to 
retain control over diamond and gold mines. It also faced the rising economic 
power of Germany. And then, despite their studied moderation, the Tories 
regarded the Irish Home Rule Party as a threat because it had mass support 
and was endangering the unity of the empire. All of these issues provoked a 
debate within the British ruling class on how to maintain their hegemony. 
Some promoted a more federal arrangement to give autonomy to emerging 
nations within the empire. Others wanted to surround the empire’s economy 
with protectionist barriers. Splits and division grew more acute, and in the 
crucial period between 1911 and 1914 the British ruling class were divided 
as they had not been for centuries. The eventual strategy for dividing Ireland 
was directly intermeshed with these ruling class divisions.

These tensions started really to come to a head with the Parliament Act 
of 1911. In 1909, the Liberal Party agreed to introduce a ‘People’s Budget’ 
which proposed taxes on land to fund social protection programmes. This 
measure was designed to appease Labour allies and project the party as 
friendly to working people. However, it infuriated the landed ascendancy 
and they used their power base in the House of Lords to veto it. In response, 
the Liberals introduced the Parliament Act to remove the veto over laws 
passed in the House of Commons. It turned the conflicts within the ruling 
class to an outright conflagration. 

At the time the Liberal Party was supported in office by the Irish Home 
Rule Party and they were promised support for a parliament in Dublin with 
limited autonomy. Stung by the Parliament Act and riven with divisions 
within his own supporters over the issue of tariffs, the Conservative leader 
Andrew Bonar Law decided to focus on opposing Home Rule as ‘the glue’ 
that would cement his party together.20 To do so, he forged an alliance with 
Edward Carson, and his agenda was not simply Ireland but rather a full-
frontal defence of empire, upper-class ‘leadership’ and tradition. Loyalty to 
the British nation was defined as allegiance to a monarch or, in the earlier 
words of Disraeli, ‘the King at the centre, the people at the circumference’.21 
This he saw as the key themes to mobilise a mass base for the Conservatives 
in a new age.

Carson was the ideal ally for such a project. He was son of a landed 
aristocrat on his mother’s side, a protégé of the sixth Marquis of London-
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derry and a fanatical defender of the ascendancy’s role in the empire. He 
had been appointed as public prosecutor by a Tory government and won 
the nickname ‘Coercion Carson’ for his role in charging tenants who 
resisted landlords under a special Crimes Act. He was described as a ‘castle 
bloodhound’ for prosecuting a writer who organised a public meeting against 
the notorious Hugh de Burgh, Lord Clanricarde. This absentee landlord was 
a sworn enemy of the Land League, evicting tenants at will with particular 
cruelty. Carson also represented Clanricarde at the Morley Commission, 
established to discuss the plight of evicted tenants, trenchantly arguing 
against any public assistance for the victims. He also conducted the Tory 
attack on the Trade Union Disputes Act 1906 which gave the unions some 
immunities so that they could not be sued for damages incurred during a 
strike. Famously, he won the legal case against Oscar Wilde, sending him to 
jail for homosexuality. More significantly, for his later project, Carson was 
an enthusiastic support of Dr Jim Jameson, an associate of Cecil Rhodes, 
who staged a raid on the Boer republic of Transvaal to expand the British 
empire. As Carson’s biographer explained, both men were inclined to ‘flout 
the law for the good of the empire’.22

This was the real core of his project. Carson was an outlier in the ranks 
of the British ruling class, willing to take extreme measures to advance the 
cause of the landed aristocracy in governing the empire. But as the crisis 
of the British ruling class deepened, this ultra-conservative imperialist 
moved into the limelight, offering a solution to their dilemmas. In an age 
where mass politics was starting, Carson showed the Tories how a section of 
the working class could be won to a renewed social imperialist project. By 
enlisting tens of thousands of unionists in mass mobilisations, Carson and 
the Tories demonstrated that defence of empire could generate a movement 
that stopped the backsliding of the Liberals. Force, insurrection and mutiny 
were the stuff that dictated the course of history rather than parliamentary 
majorities. 

The crisis within the British ruling class came to a head in 1912 when 
another Home Rule Bill was introduced to the British House of Commons. 
It was a very modest measure which gave Dublin limited powers within 
the empire. Carson, however, began to preach open sedition, promoting 
an Ulster Covenant, signed by over 218,000 people which pledged to resist 
Home Rule by ‘all means’ and ‘to refuse to recognise the authority of such 
a parliament’.23 These were no idle phrases. A provisional Ulster govern-
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ment was established, enlistment began in an Ulster Volunteer Force and 
a business committee, chaired by a leading shipbuilder, was charged with 
procuring arms. Thirty thousand rifles and three million rounds of ammu-
nition were subsequently landed. 

Such was the scale of the divisions inside the British ruling class that the 
Conservative Party tore apart the façade of parliamentary democracy and 
supported naked physical force to destroy their opponents. When the Tory 
leader Bonar Law reviewed the mass ranks of the Ulster Volunteers, he told 
them explicitly that ‘you hold the pass for the Empire’.24 In words not heard 
since the English Civil war, he denounced his government as:

a revolutionary committee which has seized power by fraud upon despotic 
power. In our opposition to them, we shall not be guided by considera-
tions which would influence us in ordinary political struggle. We shall use 
any means to deprive them of the power they usurped.25

As if that was not clear enough, a future Lord Chancellor, F. E. Smith, Earl 
of Birkenhead, talked gleefully of ministers ‘swinging from the lamp posts 
of London’.26 This rhetoric encouraged British army officers stationed in 
Ireland to mutiny in 1914 when asked to move against unionists, demon-
strating again that you could ‘flout the law for the good of empire’. While the 
Liberal government was willing to send the army in to shoot down strikers 
in Liverpool and Llanelly in 1911, they backed off before this mutiny. The 
Home Rule Bill was eventually postponed due, apparently, to the outbreak 
of the First World War. 

The Ulster crisis of 1912–14 was not simply a conflict between two com-
munities. Once we situate it within the split in the British ruling class, we 
can see it as part of a project to renew and harden support for the British 
empire. Sectarian tensions certainly existed in Belfast between Catholic and 
Protestant workers as Catholics from rural areas migrated to the city looking 
for work. In their defence of sectional interests, Protestant workers drew on 
a tradition of settler versus native, Protestant versus Papists, civilised versus 
barbarian. But a key ingredient in taking this forward and solidifying it into 
permanent sectarian identities was the intervention of a Conservative Party 
whose primary aim was to unite the British ruling class around a fulsome 
defence of empire.


