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RATIONALE 
The disentanglement of historical discourse 
from revisionism and bigotry is a marathon 
and not a sprint. Ireland’s relationship 
with Unionism has taken on various facets 
since 1920 but how discerning are we of its 
traditions and culture? Extracting cold facts 
from heated debate is another challenge 
facing us. Removing the blindfold of 
patriotism or subconscious loyalties (on both 
sides of the divide) are not easily overcome.  
The emergence of Northern Ireland in 
1920 created a separate jurisdiction on the 
island of Ireland, ruled by the Unionist 
majority unbroken for almost four decades. 
The Unionist government summoned the 
traditions of centuries earlier to mould and 
create a distinct Northern Irish, Protestant 
and Unionists identity. On the periphery of 
society and politics were nationalists whose 
own traditions had bestowed upon them little 
meaningful understanding of the Unionists 
perspective beyond the rudimentary.  
Unionism at its core did not commence with 
the enacting of the Government of Ireland Act 
1920, instead it became a tangible element of 
the political prism through which Northern 
Ireland emerged.  Nonetheless, it is pertinent 
to note that this was not the only identity 
in Northern Ireland and nor was it the only 
identity on the island. With this is mind, how 
can we ascertain the path of the emergence 

of Unionist identity, its nuances of culture 
and how its traditions became a political 
passport. Peeping beyond 1939 the outbreak 
of World War Two highlighted the increasing 
dichotomy within Northern Ireland, a 
juxtaposition of growing discontent which 
later manifested into the Troubles.  

This lesson is set for senior students who will 
focus on investigation, enhancing research 
skills, evaluating sources, analysing source 
provenance and using the Internet ethically. 

It may be assimilated into a Transition Year 
module or modified for senior students study 
of Topic 3: The Pursuit of Sovereignty and 
the Impact of Partition 1912-49 and Topic 
5: Politics and Society in Northern Ireland 
1949-93, and  Module 6, Option 5: The Partition 
of Ireland 1900–1925 of the Northern Irish 
history A-level syllabus. I have tried to allow 
for maximum flexibility to both teacher and 
learner. In our hands the future is shaped and 
the past understood.  

INITIAL ENQUIRY  
“All I boast of is that we are a Protestant 
Parliament and a Protestant State. It would 
be rather interesting for historians of the 
future to compare a Catholic State launched 
in the South with a Protestant State launched 
in the North and to see which gets on the 
better and prospers the more. It is most 
interesting for me at the moment to watch 
how they are progressing. I am doing my best 
always to top the bill and to be ahead of the 
South”, extract of a speech by James Craig, 
Unionist Party Leader to the Parliament of 
Northern Ireland on 24 April 1934. (1)

Lesson Plan 2

Unionist identity 
in Northern 
Ireland 1920-40

An inquiry focus for 
senior students by Shane 
FitzGerald (HTAI)

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
Time Allocated (1 hour class)

Initial Stimulus Using the above quotes, students discuss (Think-Pair-Share) their interpretation of this using only prior knowledge on Home Rule/Partition and 
a brief background by teacher 

Share with students the terms of the Government of Ireland Act 1920 (Think-Pair-Share)

15 mins

Lesson 
Development 

Students taught the cause-course and consequences of Craig’s statement. statement.  

Analysis of Unionism within Loyal Orders using IT 

Students analyse sources on loyal orders and evaluate outcomes using primary and secondary sources 

Teacher leads students in understanding diversity within Ulster Unionism 

Group/table evaluate data and offer historical judgements using questions from Effective Questioning. 

30 mins

Lesson 
Conclusion 

Students write a brief reflection on what they learned from the lesson and interpret a new understanding of the emergence of Unionism in 1920 

Students offer one key sentence from their reflections to the class group

10 mins

Learning 
Intentions 

1. Students understand the emergence of unionism in 1920’s Northern Ireland  
2. Students assess impact of James Craig’s statement 
3. Students evaluate the consequences of the tradition of loyal orders

Learning 
Outcomes 

1. Students understand the role of Craig and Carson in moulding Unionist tradition and culture in a political context 
2. Students can assess the emergence of Unionism  using primary sources 
3. Students evaluate objectively actions of non-political unionists 
4. Students use Internet to research ethically

Success Criteria Students can use numerous sources to objectively evaluate the origins of the Craig’s speech, its consequences and the significance of it in shaping the Unionist traditions  during 
this time period

Differentiation Students will have access to IT, paper resources and visuals. Each area can be divided by teacher. Effective Questions can be targeted to challenge each learner in a different way. 
Each cohort can be tasked with answering a selected question and presenting conclusions based on historical references and sources.

Effective 
Questioning 

1. What is the context of James Craig’s speech and who was his audience? 
2. What was unionist culture and tradition before 1920? 
3. Why was Ireland Partitioned? 
4. Why do unionists feel an instinctive loyalty to Britain? 
5. How might unionists feel different from the rest of the island of Ireland? 
6. What role did each of the following play in creating a distinctive Unionists culture circa 1920: religion, ethnic origins, culture and political aspiration? 
7. What differences are there between Nationalists and Unionists? 
8. How significant a role did Craig and Carson play in developing Unionists identity at this time? 
9. What measures were put in place by the Unionist Party to solidify power? 
10. Are Irish Catholic and Irish Protestant different at this time? If so, how? 
11. Beyond politics, how was Unionist identity expressed?

Literacy Focusing on key words: Unionists, Loyalist, Orange Order, Apprentice Boys, Nationalism, Culture, Ethnicity, Religion. Protestant, Britain, Legislation, Government, State, Sovereign, 

Numeracy Interpreting statistics and data relating to Unionist Party membership, Loyal Orders membership, Geographical data analysis for Unionists in Northern Ireland, Police/IRA 
Membership figures

Student 
Reflection 

Students reflect on findings at the end of the lessons and challenges common perceptions of Unionists and time period.

Links to JCT 

This lesson and 
module are 
conducive to JCT 

Strand 1 -The Nature of History: 1.1 – 1.11 are applicable 

Strand 2 – The History of Ireland: 2.3, 2.4, 2.9, 2.10, 2.11 

JCT Key Skills  
⬤ Staying Well 
⬤ Managing myself 
⬤ Being Literate 
⬤ Being Numerate 
⬤ Working with others 
⬤ Managing Information & Thinking 
⬤ Communication

JCT Statements of Learning 
⬤ SOL3: creates, appreciates and critically interprets a wide range of texts 
⬤ SOL6: appreciates and respects how diverse values, beliefs and traditions have contributed to 

the communities and culture in which she/he lives 
⬤ SOL8:values local, national and international heritage, understands the importance of the 

relationship between past and current events and the forces that drive change 
⬤ SOL15: recognises the potential uses of mathematical knowledge, skills and understanding in 

all areas of learning 
⬤ SOL17 devises and evaluates strategies for investigating and solving problems using 

mathematical knowledge, reasoning and skills 
⬤ SOL24 uses technology and digital media tools to learn, communicate, work and think 

collaboratively and creatively in a responsible and ethical manner

Links to LC Irish History Topic 3 – Pursuit of sovereignty and the impact of partition, 1912-1949 
Irish History Topic 5 - Northern ireland, Politics and Society, 1949-1993 
Research Study Report – Scope for investigation 

RSR/CBA 
research

Key personalities/events that may be useful for CBA 1 – The past in my place.
Some key personalities/events for potential research are 
⬤ James Craig - Unionist millionaire 
⬤ Edward Carson - Dublin Unionist”. 
⬤ The Orange Order 
⬤ The economic significance of Partition 
⬤ Unionism and cultural traditions 
⬤ The plantation of Ulster 1603-1612 
⬤ Legacy of the Battle of the Boyne 1690 
⬤ Visit of King George V 1921 to Northern Ireland

Continuing the 
lesson 

⬤ The role of the Orange Order 
⬤ Nationalists within Northern Ireland 
⬤ Rioting for three days at Colonel Smyth’s funeral(former Black and Tan) 
⬤ The role of Apprentice Boys of Derry 
⬤ Visit of King George V 1921 to Northern Ireland 
⬤ The Emergency Powers Act 
⬤ The celebration of traditions in Unionist communities 
⬤ The opening of Stormont  
⬤ Events of Bloody Sunday and the Cario Gang 
⬤ Mapping the violence and conflict between nationalists and unionists 
⬤ Analysing history through songs (Nationalist and Unionists)

Appendix 1 
Useful Sources  
1. Biggs-Davidson, John, ‘The Hand is Red.’, (London,1973)): Johnson 
2. Wilson, Thomas (1955). ‘Ulster under Home Rule’, .(London, 1955),  Oxford 

University Press 
3. The Government of Ireland Act 1920, available at https://www.legislation.gov.

uk/ukpga/1920/67/pdfs/ukpga_19200067_en.pdf  
4. Roche Patrick J & Barton Brian, ‘A unionist history of Northern Ireland’, The 

Irish Times, 19th February 2021, available at https://www.irishtimes.com/
culture/books/a-unionist-history-of-northern-ireland-1.4488587  

5. Gray, Peter, ‘Northern Ireland: A history of Conflict, 1920-1972’, Irish Institute 
of studies, Queen’s University Belfast, available at  https://www.qub.ac.uk/
Research/GRI/mitchell-institute/FileStore/Filetoupload,825661,en.pdf  

6. Hancock, Landon, ‘Northern Ireland: Troubles Brewing’, (USA 1996), San 
Francisco State University, available at https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/othelem/
landon.htm  

7. Laffan, Michael, ‘The emergence of Two Ireland’s 1912-25’, History Ireland, Issue 
4, vol. 12, (Winter 2004) available at https://www.historyireland.com/20th-
century-contemporary-history/the-emergence-of-the-two-irelands-1912-25/  

8. Jackson, A., ‘Sir Edward Carson’, (Dublin, 1993) 
9. Fitzpatrick, D., ‘The Two Irelands, 1912–1939’,  (Oxford, 1998) 
10. Mulhern, D., ‘Symbols Used in Northern Ireland - Symbols Used by Both 

Traditions’, available at https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/images/symbols/crosstrad.htm   
11. Bew, J., ‘Ulster Unionism and a sense of history’, (Cambridge, 2003), available at 

http://www.historyandpolicy.org/policy-papers/papers/ulster-unionism-and-a-
sense-of-history 

Caption

Caption

Caption


