
AN Paisley, who died in September 
2014 aged 88, has been described by 
many as a warm, friendly man. 

According to Jonathan Powell, Blair’s Chief 
of Staff, he was ‘charming and amusing’. 
Yet in many respects this big-mouthed bully 
typified Ulster Protestantism in being a nice 
person with a nasty mind. Once he opened 
his mouth to express an opinion in public, 
his friendliness vanished and he was 
transformed into an intolerant bigot. To say, 
for example, that “Catholics breed like 
rabbits and multiply like vermin”, is to 
utter the worst kind of hate speech. It was, 
after all, the Nazis who made the comparison between 
Jews and rats.
      For more than 50 years, Paisley was a splitter, 
wrecking other peoples’ lives and careers to further his 
own ambitions, religious and political. He divided 
Presbyterianism; he divided Orangeism; he divided 
unionism. Most important of all, he divided the people of 
Northern Ireland, fanning the flames of sectarian hatred 
and violence. He threatened the ‘mailed fist’ and told 
Thatcher – whom he called ‘a wicked, treacherous and 
lying woman’ – that she would ‘wade knee-deep in the 
blood of loyalists’. But it was always somebody else’s 
blood. Pontius Pilate-like, he washed his hands when 
others acted on his inflammatory words.
       He was also a no-sayer. He personified the image of 
the Protestant Ulsterman as a mean, petty and negative 
Bible Basher. ‘Ulster says No’, and its Dr No said no to 
civil rights in the 1960s, no to Sunningdale in the 1970s, 
no to the Anglo-Irish Agreement in the 1980s and no to 
the Belfast Agreement in the 1990s.

PAISLEY DESTROYED LIBERAL PRESBYTERIANISM
HE was also the arch-bigot of Ulster Protestantism. 
Hundreds of thousands followed this ‘Beast of the Bible 
Belt’ in his negative and poisonous path. He was, at least 
in part, responsible for the bloody carnage of the Troubles. 
True, he never killed anyone. But throughout the history of 
Ulster, ideas have filtered down from preachers to 
politicians and then to the ordinary mass of the people. 
The fundamentalism of Calvin, Cooke, Hanna and the rest 
bewitched large sections of the wider Protestant 
community, and Paisley was its chief modern 
propagandist. 
      Throughout much of its history Ulster Presbyterianism 
had a liberal wing which has waxed and waned over the 
years. This faction existed in the 1950s and even into the 
1960s, but after 1951 when Paisley founded the Free 
Presbyterians it fought a losing battle. He harassed all the 
Protestant churches for being too soft and too ecumenical 
in ‘supping with the anti-Christ’.
      Ecumenical activity was condemned because it 
involved association with Catholicism: “there’s no 
agreement between Protestantism and Popery, no 

agreement between the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ and the trash of the Anti-Christ”. 
Ecumenical Protestants were apostate; they 
had abandoned their faith; they had joined 
Catholics as the new ‘enemy within’. 
      In the face of this guldering onslaught, 
the vast majority of Protestant ministers 
and congregations became increasingly 
reactionary and conservative as they tried 
to compete with Paisley’s growing church. 
When in 1980 the Presbyterian Church 
withdrew from the World Council of 
Churches, it was a clear indication that 
Paisley’s message had finally sunk in. The 

World Council had been formed in Amsterdam in 1948 
and was greeted with enthusiasm by the Presbyterian 
Church, which was then the most ecumenical of all the 
Protestant churches in Northern Ireland. By the 1960s and 
1970s, however, the church which had previously given the 
lead in ecumenism showed a declining interest, and it is 
clear that Paisley’s continual barracking was at least partly 
responsible.
      Since then, the odd liberal like John Dunlop or Ken 
Newell surfaced on occasion, but by and large the 
Presbyterian Church has allowed itself to be contaminated 
by the poisonous influence of Paisleyism and led along a 
path which is the direct opposite of the core of the 
Christian Gospel.

PAISLEY DESTROYED LIBERAL UNIONISM
TERENCE O’Neill became Prime Minister of Northern 
Ireland in March 1963 and when, a few months later, Pope 
John XXIII died, he sent and published a letter of 
condolence to Cardinal Conway. The Lord Mayor of 
Belfast, William Jenkins, also sent a letter to Bishop 
Philbin, conveying his deepest sympathy on “the grievous 
loss of a good and saintly man who worked unceasingly 
for peace”. The next day the Union Jack on the City Hall 
was lowered to half-mast. Paisley was furious and 
responded by calling a rally in the Ulster Hall at which he 
described O’Neill and the Protestant church leaders who 
had also sent condolences as ‘the Iscariots of Ulster’ and 
assured his audience that “this Romish man of sin is now 
in Hell”.
       O’Neill  – undeterred even after riots in the autumn of 
1964 fomented by Paisley over the flying of the Tricolour by 
Sinn Fein in their Divis street headquarters – continued with 
his policy of conciliation. In January 1965 he invited the 
Republic’s Taoiseach Sean Lemass to Stormont House for 
talks about economic co-operation. Paisley led a protest 
showing placards, including: “No Mass, no Lemass’, and 
‘IRA murderer welcomed at Stormont”. He challenged 
O’Neill to test the support for his policy by calling an 
election and threw snowballs at the Taoiseach’s car.
     Still O’Neill pressed on, accepting Lemass’s invitation 
to Dublin. Protests and abuse led by Paisley followed. 
More visits between O’Neill and Jack Lynch, Lemass’s    !
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successor, occurred in 1967 and 1968. Paisley’s campaign 
against O’Neill intensified after 1966, when he established 
the Protestant Telegraph which poured out a diet of 
bigotry, scaremongering and homophobia. Other 
Protestant religious leaders adopted the silent approach 
with regard to this toxic bile, and so the cancer was 
allowed to spread into the hearts and minds of large 
sections of the Protestant public.
     After the civil rights movement was founded in 1967, 
Paisley, who accused it of being a front for republican and 
communist ideas, led and instigated loyalist opposition 
and stepped up his anti-O’Neill protests, with the slogan, 
‘O’Neill Must Go!’ Eventually in 1969 O’Neill did go and 
in 1970 Paisley won his Bannside seat. In 1971 he and 
Desmond Boal founded the Democratic Unionist Party 
and it wasn’t long before O’Neill’s successor 
Chichester-Clark was also branded as an appeaser of 
republicanism. He went in 1971 and was succeeded by 
Brian Faulkner.
    The Sunningdale Agreement of December 1973 set up a 
power-sharing executive and Council of Ireland. Paisley 
and other loyalists formed the United Ulster Unionist 
Council to oppose the Agreement. Its slogan was Dublin is 
just a Sunningdale away. Loyalists formed the Ulster 
Workers’ Council to mobilise loyalist workers against it 
and Paisley worked with them. In May 1974 the UWC 
called a general strike aimed at bringing down the 
Agreement and the government. Paisley was one of its 
organisers, though he absented himself for much of the 
strike period with the excuse that he had to go to Canada 
to attend a friend’s funeral. 
       On 17th May, the third day of the strike, the UVF 
detonated four car bombs in Dublin and Monaghan 
killing 33 civilians. Speaking in a BBC documentary earlier 
this year, Paisley said that it was the Republic’s own 
political leaders who brought it on the victims.
      13 days into the strike Northern Ireland was about to 
face a complete power shut down. Faulkner and his 
ministers resigned and the executive collapsed. 
Sunningdale was thus defeated by a combination of the 
loyalist paramilitaries and Paisley, whose habit was to 
court or condemn his lethal allies when it suited.
     After 1974 the Official Unionist Party moved to the 
right to compete with the DUP, which continued to grow 
until by 2003 it became the largest unionist party. Paisley, 
who viewed the European Union as a ‘papal conspiracy’, 
topped the poll in every European election from 1979 
until he stood down in 2004.  
      Nearly a third of the voters in Northern Ireland in this 
period consistently wanted Paisley to represent them in 
Europe. In these circumstances liberal unionism didn’t 
stand a chance, as David Trimble discovered when, having 
switched from the unionist right wing to a more 
progressive position, he was finally defeated by the DUP’s 
David Simpson at the general election of 2005 because he 
was prepared to accept the power-sharing deal with Sinn 
Fein that Paisley accepted a year later at St Andrews.

PAISLEY DESTROYED LIBERAL NATIONALISM
AS some commentators have said, Paisley was never 
targeted for assassination by the IRA leadership because 
they were smart enough to realise he was their best 
recruiting sergeant. Like Hitler, his demagogy whipped up 
hatred of the enemy for all the country’s ills – in Hitler’s 
case Jews and in Paisley’s Catholics. In their biography, 
Moloney and Pollack record that one man used to say he 

would go to meetings Paisley held in the Ulster Hall and 
that when he came out he could have killed the first 
Catholic he saw (Paisley, p141). Paisley thus created the 
climate in which the Shankill Butchers and other loyalist 
killers operated.
      In the face of such a threat, Liberal nationalism in the 
form of the SDLP seemed to many Catholics ineffective. 
Kevin Myers refers to the Provisional IRA as Paisley’s 
stepson and says that it was he who ushered it into the 
cushions of power. Of course, this is only one side of the 
story. Sinn Fein and the Provos also destroyed liberal 
nationalism. They killed thousands in the name of Ireland. 
Paisley killed no one, though neither did Hitler. Yet he and 
the IRA were like Siamese twins of the Troubles, living off 
the same bigoted life-blood or, to use another metaphor, 
they were sectarian cannibals at the heart of the carnage, 
voraciously feeding off each other.

PAISLEY DESTROYED LIBERAL CHRISTIANITY
THERE is an intellectual argument against Catholicism, as 
there is against Puritanism. But Paisley personalised the 
former as an attack on Catholics and their leader whom 
he called the anti-Christ, thereby exceeding the bounds of 
polite debate. As Dennis Cooke argues (Persecuting Zeal, 
p223), his denial of the Catholic Church as a Christian 
church also went beyond the Reformers and the 
Evangelical tradition. It also negated the basic Christian 
ethic of loving one’s neighbour and displayed a hatred and 
intolerance which gave Ulster Christianity a very bad 
name.
        Paisley’s take on Christianity was a version of the 
faith more akin to the 17th than the 20th century, more at 
home with the Biblical Dark Ages than to the open, 
pluralist society which is the hallmark of modern western 
civilisation. Apart from its fervent anti-Catholicism, it 
wanted to save Ulster from sodomy and protect 
traditional marriage, lock up the swings, cinemas and bars 
on Sunday, and act as Ulster’s moral guardian in literature 
and the arts. It was a repressive, killjoy ethic totally out of 
kilter with the modern world. 
         Both Paisley and Adams performed u-turns to 
become symbols of peace. Paisley transformed himself 
from belligerent bigot to Chuckle Brother. Why this late 
Damascene conversion? One clue occurred during the 
Referendum count on the Good Friday Agreement in 
1998. He was jostled by supporters of the loyalist parties 
who mocked him by singing the Madness song Yesterday’s 
Man. Perhaps he realised that to share some of the credit 
he would have to go with the flow. But whether his last act 
will redeem a lifetime of destructiveness is debatable. 
        We now have two extremes at the heart of 
government, and the future is uncertain. Like a psychotic 
arsonist, Ian Paisley stoked the fires of sectarianism and 
then unashamedly claimed the credit as the courageous 
firefighter who put out the flames. But such deep divisions 
cannot be removed by a quick political fix. There is a long 
journey to be taken to undo the damage that Paisleyism 
inflicted on the people of Northern Ireland.   
     And where do the Protestant working class, tuned in to 
hatred and bigotry by this divisive Pied Piper, find 
themselves? His legacy is like the cave into which the 
Hamelin children were lured in the Browning poem – the 
dead end of loyalism, all stirred up against Catholics for 
half a century but with nowhere to go except to refight old 
battles already lost or won.    !                                                      


