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Ulster Solemn League and Covenant, 1912
Martin Mansergh
The Ulster Covenant of 28 September 1912, signed by over 218,000 men, with a parallel declaration of support signed by a slightly greater number of women, is often regarded as the founding charter of Northern Ireland, which, consisting of six Ulster counties, took shape nine years later in a twelve-month period beginning in March 1921. Even though the text of the Covenant contains no hint of any desire for a devolved jurisdiction in Ulster, still less any reference to an as yet unnamed Northern Ireland, the signing of it represented a powerful political statement. It was the catalyst that began a chain reaction of developments that would lead between 1920 and 1925 to the creation and consolidation of Northern Ireland as a bulwark against the all-Ireland ambitions of the Irish Free State, from which it had opted out the moment it was formed in December 1922.
Ulster was of course the name of an historic nine-county province, one of the four provinces of Ireland, and those who signed the Covenant came from all nine counties, including the three, Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan, with large Catholic majorities, which would subsequently form part of the Irish Free State, later the Republic of Ireland. Nonetheless, the name of Ulster was being invoked, not to say appropriated, in the Covenant by a not quite unanimous Protestant and unionist community, as if they spoke for the entire people of the province. In reality, the Catholic and very largely nationalist community of Ulster was of practically equal size, as shown in the 1885 General Election and the 1920 Local Elections, when their representatives won a very slight majority. They keenly wanted to be part of a Home Rule Ireland rejected by Ulster unionists. It is of course significant that, although rejecting Home Rule for Ireland as a whole, signature of the Covenant was confined to those born in Ulster, and was not open to unionists from the rest of Ireland. Ulster was where the strength of unionist opposition was concentrated, and where Home Rule could best be defeated.

Chosen people
No document, by its name and character, better illustrates the political and cultural influence of the Scots Presbyterian tradition in Ulster than the Covenant. Its members would have been very familiar with the covenant as a thread running through the Old Testament, representing the essence of the relationship between God and man, or at least His chosen people. Its core was the Ten Commandments. In making the covenant, according to Exodus chapter 34, God promised to drive out various indigenous peoples, but warned the people of Israel against making ‘a covenant with the inhabitants of the land whither thou goest, lest it be for a snare in the midst of thee’. He instructed them to destroy their altars, break their images and cut down their groves, and not to enter any inter-marriages. The model chosen for a political declaration was therefore of the particularly uncompromising kind.
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Scots Calvinists took up the biblical inspiration. In 1581, the year in which the Presbyterian Church was set up in Scotland at a General Assembly in Dundee, a covenant, now generally known as the Negative Confession, was issued. It was subsequently described as a permanently binding ‘national’ oath, in defence of the laws, liberties and authority of the (Scottish) crown against the attacks of the Catholic religion. It was drawn up at a time when the dethroned Catholic Mary Queen of Scots was still alive, though in an English prison, and it was intended to be binding on her young Protestant son King James VI.
In 1637, popular revolt in Edinburgh against the authoritarian and Episcopalian religious policies of Charles I and Archbishop Laud, which began the chain of events that caused civil war across the three kingdoms, led to the National Covenant of 1638. Once again, the emphasis was on the defence of ‘true religion’ and liberty, and against ‘the re-establishing of the Popish Religion and Tyranny’. While initially signed in Edinburgh, copies were distributed round Scotland and signed with enthusiasm. Its signature was later made compulsory.
The Scots Covenanters successfully resisted Charles I, and when the English parliamentarians needed their military assistance in the Civil War against the king and in dealing with rebellion in Ireland, they concluded with them the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643. In return for Scottish help, Presbyterianism was to be established as the sole and exclusive religion across these islands, with Popery and other ‘religious errors’ to be extirpated. While it all fell apart subsequently, it represented a high-water mark in the history of Scots Presbyterianism. In the last years of the reign of Charles II, the Covenanters of south-west Scotland were persecuted for their beliefs, in some cases savagely, which left its mark on their Ulster kin.
The covenanting tradition had crossed the North Channel. In early 1800, when the proposed Irish Act of Union hung in the balance, the former constitutional United Irish leader Dr. William Drennan mused in private:
‘Dare the people of Ireland, even like the people of Scotland, whose covenant was their country, dare they make a Solemn League and Covenant … that they will maintain their country?’

The answer was in the negative, if their country was now supposed to be Ireland.


Binding commitment
All the preceding Scottish covenants were present in the minds of the drafters of Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant. They placed their main emphasis on part of a country, whether the UK or Ireland, rather than the whole. League and covenant can be treated as synonyms, but arguably the nuances are marginally different. A league is an alliance. A covenant is a binding commitment. Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant was not only designed to confront the Government. It was also designed to enlist the maximum number of people, so that any government attempts to intimidate or neutralise opposition or to divide ranks would be likely to fail. Even a quarter of a century later, Bishop MacNeice did not want it known that he had not signed the Covenant.
Most of the substance of the Covenant is contained in one lengthy opening sentence with multiple sub-clauses, followed by some short addendums. The justificatory preamble sets out as a matter of conscience five reasons for the rejection of Home Rule. 
The first reason was that it ‘would be disastrous to the material well-being of Ulster’. In other words, economic reasons are put upfront. The underlying reference is to its industrial prowess and full integration into the wider British economy, to which Home Rule, particularly if animated by Sinn Féin protectionism, would be prejudicial. Secondly, the proposition is then extended to include ‘as well as of the whole of Ireland’. The Covenant was composed at a time, when it was hoped by unionists elsewhere that Home Rule for the whole of Ireland could be defeated in Ulster. The point is somewhat throw-away, as Home Rule was backed by the vast majority of people in the rest of Ireland.
The third reason was that it would be ‘subversive of our civil and religious freedom’. This was based on the widespread belief that Home Rule would mean ‘Rome Rule’. In Ulster, the Irish Parliamentary Party, whose leading figure was Joe Devlin, was dominated by the Ancient Order of Hibernians, an organization only open to Catholics. Sectarian tensions had been recently stoked by the papal Ne Temere decree of 1908, which required those in mixed marriages to conform to the rules of the Catholic Church for them to be recognized as valid, and this would lead to more than one cause célèbre about the abduction and upbringing of children. It united the hitherto divided Protestant churches in opposition. 
The popular term ‘civil and religious liberty’ meant, as Orange Grand Master Sir George Clark would helpfully explain in 1960, in the context of opposition to Catholics becoming members of the Ulster Unionist Party, ‘the liberty of the Protestant religion’. In seventeenth-century Scottish usage, a demand for ‘the liberty of Presbyterian Government’ actually meant vehement opposition to the toleration of any other form of religion. Interestingly, the 1916 Proclamation, the Republic’s founding charter, also invoked the values of ‘religious and civil liberty’, inverting the order, as if the first mattered more than the second. It could be argued that for a long time this too primarily meant the liberty of the Catholic Church, which historically had long been denied, before either phrase eventually acquired a more pluralist emphasis.
The fourth reason given for opposing Home Rule was that ‘it was destructive of our citizenship’, and further down they pledged to defend ‘for ourselves and for our children our cherished position of equal citizenship in the United Kingdom’. Since Home Rule involved Ireland remaining within the Union, what was this about? Perhaps the word ‘destructive’ reflected a fear that Home Rule would lead to separation. ‘Equal citizenship’, however, pointed to something different, the insertion of an intermediate Dublin-based jurisdiction to which unionists would be subject, whereas all the inhabitants of Great Britain would be subject directly to Westminster. Home Rule would also mean reduced Irish and Ulster representation at Westminster.
The final reason given was that Home Rule would be ‘perilous to the unity of the Empire’. Why this should be so in an Empire that already contained many Dominions and a wide variety of devolved parliaments or assemblies was not explained, and arch-imperialist Cecil Rhodes certainly did not think so, when he offered financial help to Irish Home Rule leader Parnell in 1888 to advance the cause of imperial federation. Loyalty to George V was also stressed, in what was, like two of its Scottish precedents, actually a deeply rebellious document, despite ending with ‘God Save the King’. It was a period in history when the king could be distinguished from his ministers and loyalty to the two regarded as quite separate.

Article of faith
There is an extraordinary parallel between the Covenant’s invocation of ‘the God whom our fathers in days of stress and trial confidently trusted’ and a similar invocation in the preamble to the Irish Constitution of 1938 ‘humbly acknowledging all our obligations to our Divine Lord, Jesus Christ, Who sustained our fathers through centuries of trial’. Both signatories to the Ulster Covenant and republican separatists held as an article of faith that God was unequivocally on their side.
Echoing the heated political polemics of the time, the introduction of Home Rule, which had been consistently voted for by a large majority of the Irish electorate, was insultingly described as a conspiracy. This was a reference both to the hugely significant constitutional change in 1911, which diluted the veto power of the House of Lords into a delaying power, and to the dependence of the Liberal Party on the Irish Parliamentary Party, which alone had induced it to reintroduce a third Home Rule bill. On the time-honoured principle of accusing one’s enemies of what one is guilty of oneself, the actions of the Liberal Government were strictly constitutional, while any conspiracy was taking place in unionist ranks in collusion with their senior army and other supporters. Privately, Carson gloried in the illegality of what he was doing
The final feature of the Covenant was its call to resistance, ‘using all means which may be found necessary’, paving the way for the formation of the Ulster Volunteer Force and the importation of arms,  or what one might call physical force unionism. There was a specific pledge to civil disobedience and not to recognise the authority of any Home Rule Parliament imposed upon them. There is no doubt that the Covenant threw down the gauntlet to the British Government, which declined to pick it up, and to nationalist Ireland, which publicly at least dismissed it as bluff and bluster. It was actually the prelude and justification for a force-backed territorial demarcation from the rest of Ireland that is now nearly a century old and that shows no sign of ending.
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eing convinced in our consciences that Fome Nule

would be disastrous to the material well-being of Wlster

as well as of the whole of Freland, subversive of our
civil and religious freedom, destructive of our cilizenship and
perilous to the unity of the “Empire, we, whose names are under-
written, men of Wlster, lopal subjects of Fis Gracious Majesty
FHing George V., humbly velping on the God whom our fathers in
daps of stress and trial confidently trusted, do bereby pledge
ourselves in solemn Covenant throughout this our time of
threatened calamity to stand by one another in defending for
ourselves and our children our cherished position of equal citizen-
ship in the United Hingdom and in using all means which may be
found necessary to defeal the present conspiracy to set up a
Flome RAule Parliament in Freland. § And in the event of
such a Parliament being forced upon us we further solemnly and
mutually pledge ourselves to refuse to recognise its authority.
9 Tn sure confidence that God will defend the right we bereto
subscribe our names. 9 TAnd further, we individually declare
that we bave not already signed this Covenant.

Obe above was signed by me at_.__ N
“WUlster Dap,” Saturday, 28th September, 1912,

®Bod Save the Ming. —





