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IRISH UNIONISM 

By F. C. ORMSBY 

LT is no doubt reasonable that official Nationalism should at the 
present moment dwell very lightly on the differences which 
exist between itself and Irish Unionism. But the soft words 

of the Parliamentarian orator, although spoken, we believe, in perfect 
good faith, miss their desired effect. Instead of carrying soothing 
balm to the Irish Unionist's breast, they appear to irritate him to 
worse and more dangerous fury. Perhaps they ignore him too much 
as he is, while presenting a pleasing picture of him as he might be 
or ought to be. 

Certainly we will not remedy the existing estrangement by merely 
ignoring it. Let truth come forth: the mask of smiles and affability 
becomes. not her visage; she must put her native semblance on 
Those Irishmen who, brought up after the straitest sect of Unionism, 
have crossed the gulf, realise well, alas, how few there be that find 
the way. Their comfort is that while the path to Heaven will ever 
be steep and narrow, that to Nationalism may be made a broad, 
alluring highway, without prejudice to morality, be it remarked. 

Differences, profound and portentous, exist between Irish 
Nationalism and Irish Unionism. Not all the courtesy, the humour, 
the good-nature, the good sense which characterise the less important 
relations between Irishmen of different parties, should blind us to 
these differences They must be faced and examined; they must 
be mended or ended. We can classify them truly, no doubt, under 
the familiar headings-social, religious, political. All the activities 
of life come under one or other of these categories. 

It is emphatically and absolutely true that the average Irish 
Unionist considers himself to be socially superior to the average 
Irish Nationalist; that he is a Protestant; and that he is an Imperialist. 
Those who study this problem with anxious and passionate interest 
will differ as to the relative importance which they attach to the 
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social, the religious and the political factors respectively. The 
same person will vary his estimate from time to time as different 

groups of facts present themselves to his notice. An Orange sermon 
will incline him to view Irish Unionists as a sort of modern Israelites 

warring against the hosts of Canaan for the possession of a promised 
land. A conversation with a retired British officer, who has perhaps 
shed his own blood, or given that of his son's, for England's Empire, 
will induce him to see in Irish Unionism a kind of frantic Imperial- 
ism; while in any household of Unionist gentry, from the castle to 
the suburban villa, he will be reminded of the excessive social 

superiority of the Protestant-Unionist caste and all who appertain to 
it. Even the lower classes among the Protestants will be more 
honest, more industrious, more satisfactory in every way to their 
social superiors than the corresponding Roman Catholic classes. 

It would seem, however, that political views are largely the 

product of religious and social factors. For example, the Northern 
Unionist assumes on the most insufficient evidence that a predomin- 
antly Catholic governmerit in Ireland would have both the will and 
the power to exercise intolerance. He makes the further assumption 
that an English government is animated by Protestant zeal. Hence 
his pro-English anti-Irish politics are partly, at least, determined by 
considerations which have their root in religion. Now it is unwise 
to attempt to minimise the importance of the religious causes which 
colour Irish Unionism so deeply. But no person who has lived in 
other countries, or who has any faith in human reason, or who studies 
the problem disinterestedly, will ever for an instant admit that 
differences of creed can be a permanent obstacle to national growth. 
Should the present religious differences be further accentuated, the 
warring Churches will themselves suffer grievously. Many will 
think upon the terrible saying of Lucretius, Tantum Religio potuit 
suadere malorum; they may come to look on Christianity itself as 
the disintegrating force, and may out of sheer disgust return to 
virtual paganism. Possibly, then, the mere instinct of self-preser- 
vation will unite with the genuine spirit of Christianity to produce 
a harmonious society in Ireland. At any rate, none but the dreariest 

400 

This content downloaded from 62.122.79.38 on Sun, 15 Jun 2014 05:51:18 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


IRISH UNIONISM 

of pessimists could believe that we will for ever be toiling through 
the wilderness of blatant and barren controversy. 

What now of the causes other than religious which generate 
social distrust and estrangement in Ireland? After all, Unionist 
and Nationalist presumably worship the same God, albeit at different 
shrines; and even the most bigoted Unionist can scarcely claim to 
have discovered the signature of the Almighty on the back of the 
Act of Union. But, apart from religion entirely, Unionist and 
Nationalist are, generally speaking, subject to totally different in- 
fluences. We are, of course, dealing with the obvious; but in political 
controversy the obvious is too often ignored. To put the matter 
in the briefest possible way, Unionist and Nationalist in Ireland, 
from childhood, through boyhood and youth to manhood, are presented 
with wholly different and contradictory historical views. The home, 
the schoolroom, the playing-field, the College lecture-room, the club, 
all combine to produce in the Unionist a mentality not only wholly 
British but also wholly anti-Irish. On the positive side Unionist 
education produces a veneration for Britain and all things British 
which amounts to a veritable fetish-worship: British history, British 
heroes, the British monarchy, British institutions, British games, the 
British army and navy, all surrounded by the red halo of the British 
Empire: on the negative side a dense ignorance of Irish history, an 
appalling misconception of Irish ideals, a contempt and detestation 
of Irish Nationalism, which can only be characterised as a malignant 
intellectual disease. Many Irish Nationalists do not favour the 
assertion that there are two nations in Ireland; and, beyond doubt, 
Nature strives to join together what man would put asunder. But 
nothing is gained by denying obvious facts. No human sophistry 
can make " Manchester martyrs" and " Manchester murderers" 
identical terms. It is evident that Nationalism and Unionism are 
mutually destructive principles. Their prolonged co-existence has 
been rendered possible only by an artificial political system. That 
system seems to be in process of breaking down. 

Irish Unionism, with its British enthusiasms, is faced with a 
critical situation. Can it remain Imperial and yet make some 
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concession to Nationalism? No hint of compromise has been heard 
from any representative Irish Unionist. There is something sinister 
in the persistency with which Irish Unionists continue to curse 
Nationalism and all its works. In the mouth of many an Orange 
orator horrid threats against England in the event of her "treachery" 
being accomplished, alternate with denunciation of the Nationalists 
and the Papacy. Can Unionism find no via media between exag- 
gerated loyalty and violent hatred? It would seem not. The 

political pathologist approaches the delirious couch of Unionism. with 

mingled feelings. So much to admire: enthusiasm, virtue, energy, 
ability, and yet such narrow, blinding, soul-destroying, nation-killing 
prejudice. 

And what will be the end ? F or some situations are too strained 
to last even a short while. For the Irish-Irelander two revolutions 
must precede the realisation of his national ideal-one political, the 
other social. The political may be accomplished two years hence. 
In any case, it can hardly be long delayed. The social revolution 
will Irishise Ireland according to Gaelic ideals. Let none be 
alarmed. The Gaelic ideals must themselves expand and mellow 
with time. They will only win the day by their intrinsic superiority, 
by an appeal more and more irresistible to the Irishman. They 
will not disdain to borrow and imitate, so that they suffer nothing 
by comparison with the highest ideals of modern society. The 
social revolution in Ireland will be a slow and peaceful one. Irish- 
men will be led by gradual steps ever onward through the arch of 

experience to that untravelled world of nationhood, whose borders 
no man will ever determine. 
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