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Introduction

In this option, students focus on how Ireland was partitioned in the early years of the 
twentieth century. Students analyse the key developments in unionism and nationalism 
in Ireland and the role of British governments and political parties in this period. There 
is a chronological approach, from the crisis over the Third Home Rule Bill for Ireland in 
the pre-war years to a study of the newly partitioned state of Northern Ireland 1921–25. 
Students also focus on individuals in Ireland and Great Britain who played a key role in a 
period of immense change.

This option is assessed in a written examination lasting two hours 30 minutes. Candidates 
answer three questions. Question 1 is source-based. In Question 1(a), candidates assess 
which of two primary and/or contemporary sources they consider to be of most value 
to an historian studying a particular issue or event. In Question 1(b), candidates use 
the sources and their own knowledge to evaluate how far they agree with a specific 
proposition. Question 2 is based on two different historical interpretations. Candidates 
assess which of two contrasting interpretations of a particular issue or event they find 
more convincing. Question 3 is an extended essay question. Candidates assess the extent 
to which they agree with a particular proposition, using relevant evidence to support their 
answer.

Question 1(a) targets Assessment Objective AO2: the candidate’s ability to analyse 
and evaluate appropriate source material, primary and/or contemporary to the period, 
within its historical context. Question 1(b) targets Assessment Objectives AO2 and AO1: 
the candidate’s ability to demonstrate, organise and communicate knowledge and 
understanding to analyse and evaluate the key features related to the periods studied, 
making substantiated judgements and exploring concepts, as relevant, of cause, 
consequence, change, continuity, similarity, difference and significance. Question 2 
targets Assessment Objective AO3: the candidate’s ability to analyse and evaluate, in 
relation to the historical context, different ways in which aspects of the past have been 
interpreted. Question 3 tests Assessment Objective AO1.

For ease of consultation, the following study is divided into four sections:
1. The Crisis Over the Third Home Rule Bill up to September 1914
2. Political Developments 1914–18
3. Political Developments 1919–23
4. Northern Ireland 1921–25
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1. The Crisis Over the Third Home Rule 
Bill up to September 1914

(a) Background to the Home Rule Crisis

In the late nineteenth century, a Home Rule movement began to gain momentum in 
Ireland. Home Rulers campaigned for a parliament in Dublin, something which Ireland 
had been denied since the 1801 Act of Union. Irish nationalists wanted a new, Dublin-
based devolved government with legislative powers for Ireland.

In 1886 William Gladstone, leader of the British Liberal Party, committed his party to 
the cause of Home Rule for Ireland. The Liberals would retain this commitment until 
1914. Gladstone formed an alliance with the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), sometimes 
called the Home Rule party, which was led at that time by Charles Stewart Parnell. The 
First Home Rule Bill was submitted to parliament in 1886, but was defeated in the House 
of Commons. The Second Home Rule Bill was passed by the Commons in 1893, but was 
defeated in the House of Lords.

In 1909, the Liberal Chancellor Lloyd George wanted a budget to fund a Liberal social 
reform programme in Britain, which would be paid for by taxes from the wealthy. The 
House of Lords rejected it, going against convention. Although the budget was eventually 
passed, the Liberals pledged to end a system whereby the House of Lords could overturn 
the wishes of the elected House of Commons. Therefore, Prime Minister Henry H. Asquith 
introduced the Parliament Bill, which was passed in August 1911. It contained the clause 
that, even if the Lords rejected a bill, it would still become law on its third reading in the 
House of Commons, provided two years had passed since its introduction.

The British general elections in January and December 1910 were narrowly won by the 
Liberals, resulting in a ‘hung parliament’. The IPP, now led by John Redmond, held the 
balance of power. It was prepared to support the Liberals in return for Home Rule. Now, 
with the Parliament Act on the statute book, the way ahead for a new Home Rule Bill 
seemed clear.
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Parties in the United Kingdom parliament, January and December 1910

Party Liberal 
Party

Conservative
Party

Irish 
Parliamentary 
Party

Labour
All-for-
Ireland 
Party

Leader Henry H. 
Asquith Arthur Balfour John Redmond George 

Barnes
William 
O’Brien

No. of MPs, 
January 1910 
election

274 272 71 40 8

No. of MPs, 
December 
1910 election

272 271 74 42 8

The structure of British government in Ireland
The British government was represented in Ireland by an executive based in Dublin Castle. 
The Lord Lieutenant, known as the Viceroy, was officially the Crown’s chief representative, 
but over time this had become a nominal position. Real power on a day-to-day basis was 
held by the Chief Secretary, who was supported by an Under Secretary. 

The Chief Secretary, who was often a member of the British cabinet, spoke on Irish issues 
in the House of Commons. From 1908 to 1916 the Chief Secretary was Augustine Birrell.

(b) Unionist opposition to Home Rule

Unionists supported the Act of Union which had bound Ireland to Britain since 1801. They 
opposed Home Rule for several reasons. Firstly, they suspected that Irish nationalists 
would use Home Rule as a stepping stone to independence from the United Kingdom 
at some point in the future. Secondly, their slogan, ‘Home Rule means Rome Rule’, 
highlighted fears of being ruled by a Dublin-based Catholic government which would have 
strong ties to the Catholic Church. The McCann case in 1910 highlighted the implications 
of Catholic power. Mr McCann, a Belfast Catholic, abandoned his Protestant wife, taking 
his children with him. He was following the Catholic teaching of the 1907 Ne Temere 
decree which declared that a marriage between a Catholic and Protestant was void unless 
performed in a Catholic Church and that any children must be brought up as Catholics.

Thirdly, many people in Ulster feared that their strong industrial economy would suffer in 
an Ireland severed from Britain and controlled by a Dublin government. John Redmond, 
Ireland’s potential future Prime Minister, rarely spoke publicly of Ireland’s future 
under Home Rule, but his occasional comments suggest that he envisaged a rural and 
traditional society which prioritised peasant virtues over urban and modern worldliness. 
Ironically, this vision was not dissimilar to that of Éamon de Valera when he was Taoiseach 
(Prime Minister) of Ireland in the 1930s and 1940s.
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(i) Unionist leaders
Edward Henry Carson became the leader of the Irish Unionist Party in 1910. Carson was 
a Protestant from Dublin and an outstanding lawyer. Recognising that many British 
people had grown indifferent to the debate on Home Rule, Carson highlighted its weakest 
point: the opposition of a majority of people in Ulster. Carson hoped that Ulster resistance 
would kill Home Rule for the whole of Ireland, not just Ulster. As well as a passionate 
commitment to the cause, Carson brought intellect and gravitas to the leadership role.

James Craig, Unionist MP for East Down, brought Carson support from Ulster. A Belfast 
man, Craig had strong business credentials since he was a stockbroker and the son of a 
whiskey merchant. Craig, an Orangeman, was close to grass-roots Unionism and was the 
organisational genius of Ulster Unionism.

In addition to these two men, Andrew Bonar Law, leader of the Conservative Party from 
November 1911, joined the Unionist cause. Bonar Law was born in Canada to a father who 
had been a Presbyterian minister in Coleraine. Blake, his biographer, showed that Bonar 
Law had a passionate attachment to Ulster. He hoped that the ‘defence of the Union’ 
would unite the Conservative Party which had suffered from acrimonious splits, divisions 
and electoral defeats in 1906 and 1910. Thus, the cause of Ulster was a rallying cry to 
reunite his party and smash the Liberals. Bonar Law developed a ‘New Style’ of politics 
– harsh, critical rhetoric in the Commons, extreme language in speeches and threats of 
violence. All these tactics were used in the Unionist cause.

Web Article

For a web article on Carson, see: http://www.historyireland.com/20th-century-
contemporary-history/edward-carsonulster-Unionist-or-irish-patriot/

(c) The methods Unionists used to oppose Home Rule 

Knowing that a Third Home Rule Bill was on its way to parliament, the Unionist leaders 
lost no time in organising public resistance:

September 1911: Craig organised a massive demonstration, attended by 50,000, in the 
grounds of his east Belfast home, Craigavon. Carson made a speech vowing that, if Home 
Rule ever happened, he would create a government for ‘the Protestant province of Ulster’. 
He planned an Ulster provisional government. The menu cards for Craig’s lunch party had 
a picture of crossed rifles and the motto ‘the arming of Ulster’.

Easter 1912: Craig organised a ‘monster demonstration’ of 100,000 people at Balmoral 
showgrounds, Belfast. Bonar Law and Carson raised their joined hands to symbolise 
Conservative and Unionist unity. 

July 1912: A Unionist conference was held at Blenheim Palace in England, attended by 
13,000 people. Bonar Law made a speech ominously declaring that ‘there are stronger 
things than parliamentary majorities’ and that, if Home Rule – a ‘corrupt parliamentary 
bargain’ – was forced on Ulster Unionists, ‘they would be justified in resisting such an 
attempt by all means in their power, including force’. He declared: ‘I can imagine no 
length of resistance to which Ulster can go in which I should not be prepared to support 
them’.

http://www.historyireland.com/20th-century-contemporary-history/edward-carsonulster-unionist-or-irish-patriot/
http://www.historyireland.com/20th-century-contemporary-history/edward-carsonulster-unionist-or-irish-patriot/
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September 1912: The Ulster Solemn League and Covenant was signed by 471,414 people 
on ‘Ulster Day’. It warned that Ulstermen would use ‘all means necessary to defeat the 
present conspiracy to set up home rule in Ireland’.

January 1913: The Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) was formed and by the end of the year it 
had 90,000 members.

September 1913: An Ulster Provisional government was constituted.

Web Video

For a web video on the UVF and Provisional government, watch: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=OLHFdX9x2Fw

Teaching and Learning Activity

Read the text of the Ulster Solemn League and Covenant at: http://www.
historylearningsite.co.uk/ireland-1845-to-1922/the-ulster-covenant/

Questions for discussion:
• What reasons are given for opposition to Home Rule?
• What pledge is made?
• What is meant by the words ‘present conspiracy’?
• What are the implications of this Covenant?

For more information about the signing of the Covenant, see: http://www.libraryireland.
com/ulsters-stand-for-union/solemn-league-covenant.php

(d) The Third Home Rule Bill April 1912 – September 1914

(i) Introduction of the Third Home Rule Bill
In April 1912, Prime Minister Asquith introduced the Third Home Rule Bill to parliament. It 
specified that only strictly Irish affairs would be ruled by an Irish Home Rule parliament. 
These affairs did not include taxation – in other words, Ireland would have no power to 
raise taxes. In addition, all Irish legislation would be subject to the veto of the British 
parliament.

A Liberal backbencher, Thomas Agar-Robartes, MP for Cornwall, moved an amendment to 
the bill calling for north-east Ulster (Counties Antrim, Down, Londonderry and Armagh) to 
be excluded. He said: ‘I have never heard that orange bitters will mix with Irish whiskey’. 
Unionists and Conservatives supported this amendment but Asquith rejected it. He 
reminded the House of Commons that some 80 per cent of Irish MPs wanted Home Rule 
and that Unionist MPs outnumbered Home Rule MPs in the nine counties of Ulster by only 
17 to 16.

Redmond agreed that there should be no provision for Ulster. He thought that Ulster 
resistance was a bluff and that, if the Liberal government stood firm, Unionist opposition 
would evaporate. He maintained: ‘The two nation theory is to us an abomination and a 
blasphemy’. However, Redmond underestimated the Ulster issue and Paul Bew notes that, 
while he tried to reassure Unionists that their fears were unfounded, he had no idea of the 
strength of Ulster Unionist feeling.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLHFdX9x2Fw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLHFdX9x2Fw
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/ireland-1845-to-1922/the-ulster-covenant/
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/ireland-1845-to-1922/the-ulster-covenant/
http://www.libraryireland.com/ulsters-stand-for-union/solemn-league-covenant.php
http://www.libraryireland.com/ulsters-stand-for-union/solemn-league-covenant.php
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(ii) Carson’s tactical amendment January 1913
Although Carson hoped that Ulster resistance could kill the entire bill for the whole of 
Ireland, he moved an amendment in January 1913 to exclude the nine-county province of 
Ulster from the bill. This was a tactical move only – Carson wanted to focus attention on 
Ulster’s hostility to being subjected to a Catholic parliament. Again, the amendment was 
rejected by the government. Rather than confront the issue of Ulster resistance, Asquith 
preferred to ‘wait and see’.

(iii) Secret talks autumn/winter 1913
By September 1913, Carson had accepted ‘leaving “Ulster” out’, admitting in a letter 
to Law the attraction of ‘a clean cut’ of six Ulster counties. In a letter to The Times in 
September 1913, Lord Loreburn, a Liberal peer, called for a compromise in the Home Rule 
Bill and warned of ‘serious rioting in the north of Ireland’ if it was passed unchanged. 
The letter indicated how the temperature was rising. By this time Liberal, Unionist and 
Conservative Party leaders had come to believe that some kind of compromise was 
inevitable. In September 1913, Bonar Law and Churchill met for secret talks about 
Home Rule. Bonar Law also met Asquith in a series of secret meetings in the autumn 
of 1913, while Carson met Asquith in December and January. Wanting to avoid violent 
confrontation in Ulster, Asquith proposed ‘Home Rule within Home Rule’ (in other words, 
a parliament in Belfast and in Dublin) but Carson rejected the offer, demanding that six 
counties be permanently excluded from Home Rule, a suggestion which Asquith turned 
down.

(iv) ‘The price of peace’ and a ‘stay of execution for six years’
In February 1914 Asquith advised Redmond that some form of exclusion was unavoidable. 
When Asquith outlined his suggestions, Redmond ‘shivered visibly’. Eventually, on 6 
March Redmond accepted as ‘the price of peace’ a proposal that counties could vote to 
opt out of Home Rule for a period of six years. In the Commons, Asquith announced the 
government’s intention of temporary exclusion/county option. Carson rejected the time 
limit, saying: ‘We do not want a sentence of death with a stay of execution for six years’. 
Nevertheless, the amendment allowing individual counties to opt out for six years was 
attached to the bill.

(v) The threat of violence
As Home Rule made its way through parliament, the threat of violence grew. Barely-
veiled threats had been made by Unionist and Conservative leaders since 1912. The UVF 
had formed in January 1913, and, using the UVF as its model, the Irish Volunteer Force 
(IVF) formed in November 1913. The move represented concern in nationalist Ireland 
over Redmond’s handling of the Home Rule crisis. Among those behind the IVF was Eoin 
MacNeill, a Gaelic scholar who had, with Douglas Hyde, launched the Gaelic League in 
1893. MacNeill wrote an article called ‘The North Began’ which suggested the formation of 
an Irish volunteer force. Patrick Pearse, another Gaelic Leaguer who joined the Volunteers, 
stated: ‘I think the Orangeman with a rifle a much less ridiculous figure than a nationalist 
without one’.

In early 1914 Bonar Law had considered using the House of Lords to amend or reject 
the Army Annual Bill, the law which annually regulated the code of military discipline 
for the British army. This would have left the government with no legal control over the 
military and thus saved Ulster from ‘coercion’. This would undoubtedly have provoked a 
constitutional crisis, but in the event it was not needed because of the Curragh Mutiny 
(or Curragh Incident). In March 1914, 58 army officers based at the Curragh army base in 
Co. Kildare said that, if orders were given to use force against Ulster, they would refuse. 
They were prepared to risk dismissal by refusing to march north. Brigadier-General Hubert 
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Gough said that, to accept the Home Rule bill, he needed a written guarantee that the 
army would not be used to coerce Ulster. This critical incident limited the government’s 
chances of applying pressure to force concessions from Unionists. 

The following month, in April 1914, the UVF landed a huge consignment of arms and 
ammunition (25,000 rifles, bringing the UVF total to 40,000) in the Larne gun-running. 
They had been purchased by Major Fred Crawford, a UVF member and former army officer. 
Although the importation of arms had been illegal since December 1913, the gun-running 
was a propaganda coup for the Unionists, Carson and Bonar Law taking full responsibility. 
Asquith condemned the gun-running, but did not prosecute Carson.

The Larne gun-running led to a sudden increase in the membership of the Irish Volunteers 
from just 7,000 members in March 1914 to as many as 130,000 by the end of May. Now 
Ireland had two citizen militias, giving rise to the possibility of civil war. Alarmed by 
the growth of the IVF, Redmond tried to gain some control over it in June. He forced the 
Provisional Committee of the movement to accept 25 new members, the nominees of 
the Parliamentary Party. Although they reluctantly agreed, Redmond’s men only ever 
had nominal roles since the IVF was firmly controlled by the secret Irish Republican 
Brotherhood (IRB).

In July 1914, the IVF took its turn to arm. Sir Roger Casement, a Protestant Irish 
nationalist, organised the ‘Howth gun-running’ for Irish Volunteers. Redmond did not 
know about it. Hearing of the gun-running, Dublin Metropolitan Police and a small number 
of troops tried to seize some of the arms. They did not have enough manpower, so called 
on more troops, who marched towards Howth but failed to seize the weapons. On their way 
back to Dublin, these troops were followed by an angry crowd who taunted them for failing 
to disarm the Volunteers. At Bachelor’s Walk, on the quay of the Liffey, stones and bottles 
were thrown and troops opened fire, killing three civilians and wounding 38. Nationalists 
were outraged and concluded that the authorities – who, after all, had ignored the Larne 
gun-running – were biased towards Ulster.

Web Video

http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/irish-volunteers-founded-
in-dublin

(vi) Home Rule Bill is passed in the House of Commons
On 25 May 1914 the Third Home Rule bill was passed for the third and final time in the 
House of Commons by a large majority. However, when it was brought before the House of 
Lords, the Lords rejected the attached amending bill which allowed individual counties to 
opt out of Home Rule for six years. The government had reached an impasse. The bill was 
due to get royal assent within a month. King George V had been calling for a conference of 
party leaders to try and settle the issue since the autumn of 1913. Now, in July, Asquith 
finally agreed. 

(vii) Buckingham Palace Conference, July 1914
The conference was attended by all four parties: 
Liberals: Henry H. Asquith and David Lloyd George
IPP: John Redmond and (IPP deputy leader) John Dillon
Conservatives: Bonar Law and Lord Lansdowne
Unionists: Edward Carson and James Craig. 

http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/irish-volunteers-founded-in-dublin
http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/irish-volunteers-founded-in-dublin
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The discussion centred on two issues, the area to be excluded from Home Rule and the 
time limit for the exclusion. Carson demanded the permanent exclusion of six counties. At 
a push, Redmond was prepared to accept temporary exclusion of six counties. Fermanagh 
and Tyrone were sticking-points because neither side was prepared to permanently give 
them up. The conference broke up without agreement.

(viii) Home Rule on the statute book
The Home Rule Act, called the Government of Ireland Act, finally reached the statute book 
and received royal assent in September 1914. It seemed like a great achievement to get 
Home Rule passed. However, there were two limitations. Firstly, it was accompanied by a 
Suspensory Act which suspended/ postponed the operation of the legislation, which would 
not come into force until the First World War was over. In addition, ‘special provision’ had 
to be made for Ulster before it came into force. This had still to be agreed on.

(e) Who were the winners and losers in September 1914?

Carson was disappointed by the passing of Home Rule. A Southern Unionist, he had 
always hoped to defeat Home Rule for the whole of Ireland and had originally viewed 
Ulster exclusion as a ‘wrecking device’ for the bill. By late 1913, however, he had accepted 
that only six Ulster counties might be saved.

Craig was angry that the six counties had not been explicitly excluded. However, the 
Unionist campaign had meant that the principle of exclusion for some counties had 
been accepted. As Craig’s priority was the welfare of the Protestant majority in Ulster, he 
was satisfied that, although Home Rule was on the statute book, there would be special 
provision for Ulster.

Southern Unionists had been effectively abandoned. They had supported the Ulster case 
against the Home Rule bill for tactical reasons, mistakenly believing that Home Rule 
without Ulster would be unworkable and unacceptable to nationalists.

Redmond was relieved that Home Rule had been passed: he was the first nationalist leader 
to finally deliver it. However, despite the celebrations in Dublin, uncertainty remained, 
since it was not to be implemented until after the war.

Teaching and Learning Activity

In groups, prepare and deliver presentations on the reasons for and 
consequences of involvement in the Home Rule crisis for: 
• Ulster Unionists
• Southern Unionists
• IPP
• Liberals
• Conservatives
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(f) How far were Asquith and the Liberals responsible for the 
Home Rule crisis?

Asquith and the Liberal Party have been blamed for the Home Rule crisis. Here are some 
possible reasons:

• The Home Rule Bill was prepared in a ‘leisurely manner’ with no clear provision for 
Ulster, despite the fact that the previous two Home Rule Bills had faced strong Ulster 
Unionist opposition. 

• The Liberals were more concerned about details of Home Rule finance than Unionist 
opposition. 

• Unlike Gladstone, Asquith and his colleagues lacked any passion for the cause of Home 
Rule: for them it was primarily a tactical alliance. Asquith had not mentioned Home 
Rule in his 1910 election manifesto.

• Asquith underestimated the strength of the opposition and allowed himself to be 
influenced by Redmond and the Belfast-based IPP MP Joe Devlin, who insisted that 
Ulster resistance was a bluff.

• While Liberal ministers, such as Lloyd George and Churchill, voiced concerns about 
a peaceful outcome to the crisis, and suggested compromises in February 1912, the 
government ignored them. 

• While Asquith had private doubts and felt that some form of compromise should be 
made on Ulster, he chose to ‘wait and see’. 

• The government therefore had no clear strategy and merely reacted to events – such as 
the Curragh incident – as they unfolded. 

• Chief Secretary for Ireland, Augustine Birrell, could have served as a vital link 
between IPP interests and the British government, but he was marginalised and felt 
overburdened and under-assisted by the British government. 

However, in the government’s defence, the Home Rule crisis unfolded at a time of great 
political distractions for the Liberals. It had to deal with the rivalry with Germany and 
a looming war, violent industrial action, including strikes by miners and dockers, and 
suffragette activity.

Web Audio

http://historyhub.ie/the-home-rule-party-the-irish-revolution-lecture-1
http://historyhub.ie/the-home-rule-crisis-the-irish-revolution-lecture-2

Web Article

http://www.historyireland.com/revolutionary-period-1912-23/the-search-for-
statutory-ulster/

http://historyhub.ie/the-home-rule-party-the-irish-revolution-lecture-1
http://historyhub.ie/the-home-rule-crisis-the-irish-revolution-lecture-2
http://www.historyireland.com/revolutionary-period-1912-23/the-search-for-statutory-ulster/
http://www.historyireland.com/revolutionary-period-1912-23/the-search-for-statutory-ulster/
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2. Political Developments 1914–18

(a) The political impact of the First World War on Ireland 1914–16

(i) Irish support for the war 
When war broke out in August 1914, Redmond pledged Ireland’s support for Britain in 
the war. He urged the government to withdraw its troops from Ireland and leave the IVF 
and UVF to defend the island. He hoped that this would persuade the government to pass 
Home Rule, which it did in the following month. 

However, on 20 September 1914, after Home Rule had been passed, Redmond went further 
than his initial offer to defend Ireland. At Woodenbridge, Co. Wicklow, he made a famous 
speech, appealing to Volunteers to serve in the war ‘wherever the firing line extends’. 
This appeal split the Irish Volunteers. Out of 170,000 members, all but 10,000 remained 
loyal to Redmond. The large group who supported Redmond took the name ‘National 
Volunteers’, while the smaller group under Eoin MacNeill remained the Irish Volunteers. 

(ii) Why did Redmond support the war?
Redmond’s decision to pledge Ireland’s support for the war has been debated by 
historians. Foster suggests: ‘If Irish history has turning-points, Redmond’s misjudgement 
at Woodenbridge may reasonably be seen as one’. There are several reasons why 
Redmond may have made this decision:
• He believed that only by supporting Britain could he hope to have any influence on a 

future partition settlement.
• The war was expected to last only a few months, and elections were due to be held in 

1915. Redmond did not want any future government to contrast neutral Nationalists 
unfavourably with ‘loyal’ Unionists.

• He believed that the war would unite Unionists and Nationalists as they fought side 
by side. This would avoid the need for a partitioned Ireland when Home Rule was 
introduced.

• He was sympathetic to ‘little Belgium’ following German atrocities there in the early 
days of the war. 

• He saw a parallel between Ireland and South Africa, which threw its full weight behind 
Britain in the war.

• Since, under Home Rule, Westminster still had decisions on ‘peace and war’, he was 
acting as if Home Rule was in operation.

During the first six months of the war, over 50,000 Irishmen joined the British Army. After 
serious losses in 1915, recruitment slowed down. Overall, 200,000 Irishmen went to war 
and 30,000 died. 

(iii) War Office treatment of Unionists and Nationalists in war
Despite Redmond’s requests, the National Volunteers were not allowed to form a Home 
Defence Force for Ireland. Nor were they officially recognised by the War Office. The 
Irish 10th and 16th Divisions were formed, but Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, 
refused to give them their own badges or colours. By contrast, the 36th (Ulster) Division 
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was based on members of the UVF and given its own officers, emblems and badges which 
closely resembled the UVF emblem. Clearly, Kitchener did not trust Irish Nationalists and 
the Irish public resented the difference in treatment.

(iv) War-time cabinet
In May 1915, a war-time coalition cabinet was created which included Carson as attorney 
general. Following Irish Party tradition, Redmond turned down a place. This reduced any 
potential influence he might have had. 

Teaching and Learning Activity 
In groups, assess the impact of the 
first year of the First World War on: 

1. Nationalism in Ireland.
2. Ulster and Southern Unionism in Ireland.

(v) The length of the war 
The First World War had a huge impact on the 
fortunes of the IPP. The longer it continued, the 
more unpopular the war became among Irish 
nationalists. Recruitment soon slowed down. Most 
had thought that the war would be over within a 
year. Home Rule was on the statute book, but, as 
time went on, this became a ‘hollow victory’. Home 
Rule was ‘on ice’ and the IPP was left in limbo with 
nothing to offer beyond a call to join the British 
army. Although the IPP won eight by-elections in 
1914–16, there was as yet little viable alternative 
for Nationalists. 

(b) The Easter Rising – causes, plans and events

(i) The Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB)
The Irish Republican Brotherhood, a secret conspiratorial organisation committed to an 
independent Irish republic, was revived early in the twentieth century and was the group 
responsible for the Easter Rising. Veteran Fenian Tom Clarke, who headed the movement, 
recruited ‘new blood’, including Sean McDermott and Denis McCullough. In 1913 the IRB 
had just 1,600 members and was not strong enough to stage a rebellion. To rectify this, 
the IRB infiltrated the Irish Volunteers and by late 1913, IRB men made up half of the IVF 
ruling committee. 

With the onset of the First World War in 1914, Clarke and McDermott believed that 
‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’, maintaining that the war might create 
the right circumstances for an armed rebellion against Britain. At a meeting of the IRB 
Supreme Council in August 1914, it was agreed to stage a rebellion, but no date was set.

(ii) The role of the Gaelic Revival 
Many Irish revolutionaries, including the leaders of the Easter Rising, Patrick Pearse, 
Joseph Plunkett and Éamonn Ceannt, drew inspiration from ideas they had learned during 
the Gaelic Revival of the late nineteenth century.
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The Gaelic Revival, also known as ‘new nationalism’ or ‘cultural nationalism’, re-discovered 
ancient Irish language, folklore, sports, songs and arts. Organisations which were part 
of this movement included the Gaelic League, founded in 1893 to promote the Irish 
language and culture, and the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), founded in 1884, which 
organised Irish sports, such as hurling, athletics and gaelic football. By 1906 the League 
had a peak of 985 branches and some 75,000 members. Although a cultural organisation, 
the Gaelic League became politicised as it became infiltrated by the IRB and promoted 
Irish separatism.

(iii) Plans for a Rising 
IRB plans for an armed rebellion were kept top secret. Even Eoin MacNeill, the Irish 
Volunteers’ Chief of Staff, was kept in the dark. MacNeill and the vast majority of 
Volunteers were constitutional nationalists, committed to Home Rule as the first step 
to independence, and, unlike the IRB with its Fenian tradition, they opposed violent 
revolutionary methods.

In September 1915 the IRB appointed a military council of Patrick Pearse, Joseph 
Plunkett, Éamonn Ceannt, Tom Clarke and Sean MacDermott. Later, James Connolly and 
Thomas MacDonagh also joined the council which drew up detailed plans for a rebellion.

The writings of Pearse infused the Rising with a poetic, visionary tone. Very religious, 
Pearse focused on the symbolism of Easter and became obsessed with the idea of blood 
sacrifice, according to which Ireland’s soul had to be saved through bloodshed. He said: 
‘We may make mistakes in the beginning and shoot the wrong people; but bloodshed is 
a cleansing and sanctifying thing’. Knowing that the Rising would probably fail, he saw 
it as ‘a bloody protest’. Poets MacDonagh and Plunkett also contributed to the mystical, 
romantic character of the Rising.

Socialist activist, James Connolly, was more interested in a socialist than Gaelic republic, 
but he came to believe that a socialist revolution would follow a national one. He 
claimed: ‘The cause of labour is the cause of Ireland, the cause of Ireland is the cause 
of labour’. Even Connolly, however, came to absorb some of Pearse’s thinking. On Easter 
Sunday, when asked about the rebels’ chances, Connolly is reported to have replied ‘none 
whatever’.

(iv) The events of Easter Week 1916
On 19 April, the ‘Castle Document’ appeared, a forgery organised by Sean MacDermott 
containing apparent government plans to suppress the Irish Volunteers. Eoin MacNeill was 
initially fooled and issued instructions to his men to prepare for resistance. However, he 
then learned the truth and, angry at having been deceived by the IRB conspiracy, ordered 
the Irish Volunteers not to participate in a rebellion.

Despite this, the Rising went ahead on Easter Monday, 24 April. The IRB leaders knew that 
it was doomed to fail militarily. Not only were the rebels small in number, but they lacked 
adequate arms since the German weapons which Roger Casement had planned to land on 
the Kerry coast had been captured by the British.

The rebels occupied key buildings in Dublin, including the General Post Office (GPO) in 
O’Connell Street, known at that time as Sackville Street. Standing outside the GPO, Pearse 
read out the Proclamation of Independence, signed by all seven members of the military 
council, to a bemused crowd of onlookers. Insurgents held defensive points with artillery 
and waited for government forces to dislodge them. They managed to hold out for six 
days before surrendering. Just under 1,600 insurgents, including around 90 women, 
fought in Easter Week.
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Web Audios

Listen to podcasts on the Easter Rising at: 
1. http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/IrishHistoryResources/AudioMaterial/

TheEasterRising
2. http://historyhub.ie/arthur-griffith-sinn-fein-the-irb-and-the-lead-up-to-the-easter-

rising-the-irish-revolution-lecture-3
3. http://historyhub.ie/the-easter-rising-the-irish-revolution-lecture-4

Web Videos

Watch short clips about the Easter Rising at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n5hslg8qEt8

For web videos on the aftermath and impact of the Rising, watch:
1. http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/watch/1916-how-the-rising-changed-irish-

political-life
2. http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0736pkc

Teaching and Learning Activity

The following have been listed as causes of the Easter Rising: 
• Carsonism 
• The New Nationalism
• The First World War
• The IRB 
• The IRB military council
• A revolt against the IPP
• A revolt of the intellectuals

1. Give an explanation for each one.
2. List them in order of importance.

(c) The significance of the Rising and its immediate aftermath

(i) Public opinion and the Easter Rising
Initially, the citizens of Dublin were very hostile to the Easter Rising since innocent lives 
had been lost and property destroyed. After all, some 400 people were killed during the 
Rising, including 300 civilians, and 1,000 wounded. The leaders’ alliance with Germany, 
alluded to in the Proclamation, angered many whose family members were fighting at 
the front. The rebels who surrendered were cursed and pelted in the streets as they were 
marched to the barracks.

The British called the Rising a ‘Sinn Féin rebellion’, unaware of the role played by the IRB. 
The seven signatories of the Proclamation were shot, along with eight other rebels, over 

http://historyhub.ie/arthur-griffith-sinn-fein-the-irb-and-the-lead-up-to-the-easter-rising-the-irish-revolution-lecture-3
http://historyhub.ie/arthur-griffith-sinn-fein-the-irb-and-the-lead-up-to-the-easter-rising-the-irish-revolution-lecture-3
http://historyhub.ie/the-easter-rising-the-irish-revolution-lecture-4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n5hslg8qEt8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n5hslg8qEt8
http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/watch/1916-how-the-rising-changed-irish-political-life
http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/watch/1916-how-the-rising-changed-irish-political-life
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0736pkc
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a period of nine days. Although the Rising had been the work of a tiny minority, martial 
law was imposed on Ireland, with thousands of house searches, arrests and internment. 
Nearly 2,000 Sinn Féin activists, many of whom had nothing to do with the Rising, were 
arrested and shipped to England or Wales.

Sympathy for the shot leaders grew because of the insensitivity of the British towards the 
rebels. For example, a terminally ill Joseph Plunkett was not allowed to spend any time 
with his fiancée, who married him in Kilmainham chapel the night before his execution, 
while a seriously wounded Connolly was shot sitting in a chair.

In addition, British forces had killed three Irish journalists, including Francis Sheehy-
Skeffington, a well-known pacifist who had witnessed the murder of an unarmed Dublin 
youth by an army captain during the Rising. As Sheehy-Skeffington was a popular figure, 
the atrocity attracted widespread publicity and triggered a powerful anti-British reaction, 
especially in Dublin. 

(ii) A blow to the IPP
The British response to the Easter Rising was highly damaging to the IPP, a party closely 
associated with the British government. John Dillon, the party’s deputy leader, was 
acutely aware that the drawn-out executions were turning public sympathy away from 
the British and towards the rebels. In the Commons, he passionately pleaded with Prime 
Minister Asquith to halt the executions, declaring: ‘You are now washing away our whole 
life’s work in a sea of blood’. He was ignored and two more executions went ahead.

The premises of the IPP’s newspaper, the Freeman’s Journal, were destroyed in the Rising. 
Irish party stalwarts tried to keep the paper going, but this was another blow to the IPP 
because the party no longer had the capacity to defend its stance on many key issues. 

(iii) A Catholic Rising
Historians such as Foster and Gilley have noted that the Easter Rising explicitly linked 
Irish nationalism to Catholicism for the first time. Although Protestants such as Bulmer 
Hobson and Roger Casement had been involved in the earlier stages of the Easter Rising, it 
became strongly associated with a fervent Catholicism after the events of April 1916. Even 
those who had held few religious convictions throughout their lives, such as Connolly, 
accepted the religious importance of it. In fact, before they died both Connolly and 
MacDonagh asked their wives to convert to Catholicism.

All of the leaders except Clarke received the last rites. A cult of the dead leaders quickly 
developed, linked to their religious fervour. In many households, pictures of Pearse were 
hung next to that of Christ.

(iv) Lloyd George negotiations
After the Easter Rising, Asquith realised the need to have immediate talks over Ireland’s 
future and sent Lloyd George to Ireland to negotiate in May 1916. Lloyd George 
negotiated separately with Unionist and Nationalist leaders. He told Carson that six 
counties would be permanently excluded from Home Rule. Carson managed to get the 
Ulster Unionist Council – even representatives from Cavan, Monaghan and Donegal – to 
agree to this, arguing that rejecting it would do serious damage to the Unionist cause in 
Britain. 

However, Lloyd George led Redmond to believe that the exclusion would be temporary. 
Ulster Catholics, including a number of Catholic bishops in Ulster, were strongly opposed 
to partition, and Redmond only persuaded his party to back him by saying that partition 
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would be temporary. The talks failed, partly due to the opposition campaign mounted by 
Conservatives and Southern Unionists led by Walter Long and Lord Lansdowne. The failure 
of the negotiations seriously weakened the influence and reputation of Redmond and the 
IPP. In fact, the IPP MP Stephen Gwynn maintained that the Lloyd George talks caused 
‘fatal’ damage to his party.

Web Articles

For web articles on the Lloyd George negotiations, see: http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/
irishhistorylive/IrishHistoryResources/Shortarticlesandencyclopaediaentries/
Encyclopaedia/LengthyEntries/1916LlyodGeorgeNegotiations/

(d) The rise of Sinn Féin 

(i) Release of prisoners
In December 1916 the new Prime Minister Lloyd George released Sinn Féin members 
and Volunteers who had been imprisoned after the Rising. Many of the prisoners had 
had nothing to do with the Rising, but the experience of being interned together had 
radicalised them. On their arrival back in Ireland, the prisoners were welcomed by huge 
crowds at the docks.

The release of the prisoners provided Sinn Féin with new dynamic leaders, including 
Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith. In June 1917, the last of the prisoners, including 
Éamon de Valera and Thomas Ashe – both commandants who had fought in the Rising – 
were set free.

(ii) The origins of Sinn Féin
In 1906, Arthur Griffith, a Dublin-based printer and journalist, launched a journal called 
Sinn Féin which advocated his ideas of parliamentary abstentionism and a Hungarian-
style ‘dual monarchy’ system – the idea that an autonomous Ireland would be linked to 
Britain only through the monarchy. The Sinn Féin League was established in 1907.

Until 1916, Sinn Féin was a marginal, non-militant group. Its opposition to the First 
World War brought it to prominence, but did not gain it any electoral success. The British 
government helped to transform Sinn Féin into a major movement by associating it with 
the Rising of 1916.

(iii) By-elections of 1917 
During 1917, Sinn Féin raised its profile by competing in local by-elections. By-election 
successes and other significant events of the year are outlined below:

February 1917
• At a by-election in North Roscommon an independent candidate, Count George Noble 

Plunkett, who was well known for his Sinn Féin sympathies and was the father of 
executed Rising leader Joseph, defeated the IPP candidate. This first surprise electoral 
victory was crucial in the development of Sinn Féin.

• In response to this by-election result, the British government arrested Sinn Féin 
sympathisers. Dillon warned that it was ‘manufacturing Sinn Féiners by tens of 
thousands’, but again his words were ignored.

http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/IrishHistoryResources/Shortarticlesandencyclopaediaentries/Encyclopaedia/LengthyEntries/1916LlyodGeorgeNegotiations/
http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/IrishHistoryResources/Shortarticlesandencyclopaediaentries/Encyclopaedia/LengthyEntries/1916LlyodGeorgeNegotiations/
http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/IrishHistoryResources/Shortarticlesandencyclopaediaentries/Encyclopaedia/LengthyEntries/1916LlyodGeorgeNegotiations/
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May 1917
• A Sinn Fėin prisoner, Joe McGuinness, was put forward as a candidate for the South 

Longford by-election, with the slogan ‘Put him in to get him out’. The IPP failed to 
organise effectively and its candidate was not helped when the Archbishop of Dublin, 
William Walsh, publicly criticised the IPP for its concessions at the Lloyd George talks, 
claiming that ‘the country is practically sold’. McGuinness won the seat by 37 votes, 
helped by the support of younger priests and new voters.

July 1917
• Éamon De Valera, who took part in the Rising, won a by-election in East Clare. He was 

portrayed as an Easter hero.

• Arthur Griffith, Michael Collins and Thomas Ashe travelled around the country during 
the summer of 1917, addressing meetings and recruiting members to Sinn Féin.

August 1917
• The hero of the Easter Rising, Thomas Ashe, was arrested for making ‘seditious 

speeches’. He went on hunger strike in prison, but died being force-fed. He became 
another martyr and his funeral represented a propaganda success.

• W. T. Cosgrave, a pioneer Sinn Féin member of the Dublin Corporation, won the Kilkenny 
city by-election. 

October 1917
• At the Sinn Féin Ard-Fheis (convention) in October 1917 Éamon de Valera took over the 

party leadership from Griffith. A new constitution was drawn up, stating that Sinn Féin 
aimed to secure ‘an independent Irish Republic’. It was ambiguous enough to embrace 
all those disillusioned with the IPP. 

• The following day, de Valera also became President of the Irish Volunteers, symbolising 
the unity of the whole movement.

Web Audios

1. http://historyhub.ie/aftermath-of-the-rising-and-1917-by-elections-the-irish-
revolution-lecture-5

2. http://historyhub.ie/the-1918-general-election-the-irish-revolution-lecture-6

Web Video

For a web video on the Sinn Féin by-election successes and the funeral of Thomas 
Ashe, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-
NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY

Sinn Féin propaganda appealed to latent anti-British attitudes. Posters, leaflets and 
articles warned that ‘the dangers of British culture’, especially music halls, salacious 
literature, drink and freemasonry, were threatening traditional Irish culture and morals. 
The IPP was attacked for being too closely associated with ‘immoral’ and godless Britain. 

http://historyhub.ie/aftermath-of-the-rising-and-1917-by-elections-the-irish-revolution-lecture-5
http://historyhub.ie/aftermath-of-the-rising-and-1917-by-elections-the-irish-revolution-lecture-5
http://historyhub.ie/the-1918-general-election-the-irish-revolution-lecture-6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
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The electoral successes gave Sinn Féin political credibility and it became an umbrella 
movement containing various groupings such as the IRB, Volunteers and Gaelic Leaguers. 
Sinn Féin club membership grew from 11,000 in July 1917 to 200,000 in October of the 
same year. 

The winning electoral candidates refused to take up their Westminster seats. Instead, 
they looked forward to a national assembly. De Valera hoped that President Woodrow 
Wilson would grant Ireland self-determination after the war.

Web Video

For a short clip on the rise of Sinn Féin, see: http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/
watch/a-sinn-fein-rebellion

Teaching and Learning Activities

A banner erected following Éamon de Valera’s election victory in East Clare in July 1917 
declared: ‘Irish party wounded in North Roscommon, killed in South Longford, buried in 
East Clare. R.I.P’.

1. Explain the slogan.
2. Discuss how the decline of the IPP began before 1917. 
3. Do you agree that the IPP was ‘buried’ by July 1917? What evidence can you find in its 

defence? 

Question for discussion:
 ‘A vote for Sinn Féin in 1918 was not necessarily a vote for an Irish Republic’. How far 
would you agree with the statement?

(iv) The Irish Convention July 1917 – May 1918
Meanwhile, Lloyd George pursued another unsuccessful initiative to solve the Irish 
Question. The Irish Convention was attended by Nationalists, Ulster Unionists and 
Southern Unionists, but Sinn Féin refused to send delegates.

Ulster Unionists insisted on the permanent exclusion of six counties, but the Southern 
Unionists could not accept this. The unwillingness of the Ulster Unionists to play a full 
part in the convention, and the lack of co-operation from many Nationalists, including 
Dillon, prevented meaningful progress. The convention’s failure was another blow for 
the IPP. Sinn Féin, which had denounced the convention as a futile exercise, benefited. 
Redmond died in March 1918, before the convention had finished.

Web Video

For a web video on the Irish Convention, see: http://www.creativecentenaries.org/lloyd-
george%E2%80%99s-convention

http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/watch/a-sinn-fein-rebellion
http://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/watch/a-sinn-fein-rebellion
http://www.creativecentenaries.org/lloyd-george%E2%80%99s-convention
http://www.creativecentenaries.org/lloyd-george%E2%80%99s-convention
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(v) The conscription crisis
The IPP won three successive by-elections in early 1918, showing that it still had some 
power to challenge Sinn Féin. However, any possibility of an IPP recovery was shattered by 
the conscription crisis of April 1918. 

In March 1918, a German offensive on the western front created a sudden shortage of 
manpower. Unwisely, the British cabinet turned to Ireland to help produce the 150,000 
men it needed. Despite warnings from Dillon, the new IPP leader, who warned that 
‘all Ireland will rise against you’, the Military Service Bill was passed. In protest, IPP 
members led by Dillon walked out of the House of Commons. This only made Sinn Féin’s 
abstentionist policy look like the right one.

In response to the conscription crisis, the number of Irish Volunteers surged. Both the IPP 
and Sinn Féin mounted an anti-conscription campaign. At a joint conference on 18 April, 
de Valera drew up an anti-conscription pledge. Catholic bishops ordered that the pledge 
be read outside every mass throughout Ireland on the following Sunday, and thousands 
signed it.

The conscription crisis gave Sinn Féin a new lease of life. Since it had consistently 
opposed the war, its argument seemed stronger than that of the IPP. The fact that the 
Catholic Church supported the campaign gave Sinn Féin a new moral respectability. 

(vi) Lord French and the German Plot
In the light of the strong public feeling in Ireland, the British authorities decided on 17 
May 1918 not to enforce conscription there. However, on the same day, Lord French, a 
tough new Viceroy who had been appointed to restore ‘law and order’ in Ireland, ordered 
the mass arrest of leading Sinn Féin figures on the pretext of a so-called ‘German plot’, 
a claim that Sinn Féin was conspiring with Germany. As many as 73 Sinn Féin leaders 
allowed themselves to be arrested and deported to England. They knew that their arrest, 
and the public’s belief that the German allegations were false, would only win them 
further support.

Stepping up his attack on the separatist movement, French declared Sinn Féin, the 
Volunteers and the Gaelic League to be ‘dangerous’ and illegal organisations. By October 
1918, 500 people had been arrested. This crackdown provoked further public indignation 
in Ireland and GAA matches were played in defiance of the law. Michael Collins, one of the 
few Sinn Féin leaders not in prison at the time, led the political opposition. 

(vii) The General Election of 1918
The war ended on 11 November 1918 and a general election was held in December. 
Sinn Féin’s election manifesto vowed to abstain from Westminster, establish its own 
constituent assembly and take Ireland’s case for independence to the Paris Peace 
Conference.

Sinn Féin won 73 seats, the Unionists 26 and IPP only six. This landslide victory owed 
much to the fact that the general election of 1918 was the first to be held on universal 
franchise – men over 21 and women over 30 could vote. This raised the Irish electorate 
from 700,000 to nearly 2,000,000 and many first-time voters were attracted to Sinn Féin. 
Another significant factor in Sinn Fėin’s success was the weakness of the IPP; in fact, the 
party failed to field a candidate in more than 20 constituencies. Dillon, who lost his seat in 
Mayo to de Valera, admitted the weakness of his party’s organisation.
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Web Video

For a web video on Conscription, the German Plot and the General Election of 
1918, watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-
NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY (From 7.30 to 11.00)

Teaching and Learning Activities

Why was Sinn Féin successful in 1918? Make notes on each of the four points, and then 
place them in order of importance:

1. British government mistakes since 1914
2. IPP weaknesses and mistakes
3. IPP misfortunes
4. Strengths of Sinn Féin.

Source Analysis and Evaluation

Source 1

Extract from a letter from General Maxwell, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army, to 
Prime Minister Asquith, June 1916. Maxwell is commenting on the conditions in Ireland in 
June 1916.

There is a growing disposition to demonstrate on every possible occasion in favour of Sinn 
Féinism or Republicanism. Masses for the repose of the souls of executed rebels, at the 
arrival or departure of released or deported suspects, on their return to their native town 
are all seized upon to demonstrate. A grievance is manufactured because martial law has 
been declared. All public bodies spend their time passing resolutions protesting against it.
 
Source 2

Extract from a letter from John Dillon, leader of the IPP, to T.P. O’Connor, a close friend and 
Home Rule MP, 20 December 1918. Dillon is commenting on his defeat in East Mayo by 
Éamon de Valera in the 1918 General Election.

The election campaign at East Mayo was typical of conditions all over the country. There 
was an absolute lack of organisation on our side against the most perfect organisation on 
the other, backed by ferocious intimidation. The Lloyd George talks of July 1916 struck a 
deadly blow at the Irish Party and since then we have gone downhill fast. If Lloyd George 
had not forced through the Conscription Act for Ireland, we might have recovered the 
country.

1 (a) Use Source 1 and Source 2 and your knowledge of this period.
Which of these sources would an historian value most as evidence in a study of the rise of 
Sinn Féin in the period 1916–18?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
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1 (b) Use Source 1 and Source 2 and other evidence you have studied. 
How far do the sources support the view that British policy was responsible for the rise of 
Sinn Féin in the period 1916–18?

Assessing Historical Interpretations

Interpretation A
Extract from Alvin Jackson, Ireland 1798–1998, published in 1999.
 
Between 1914 and 1916 it may be said that the Irish Party was becoming increasingly 
vulnerable; but it would be quite wrong to argue for an irreversible decline. Equally, it 
might be argued that the Easter Rising created some of the conditions for the party’s 
demise without actually guaranteeing this finale. The failure of the Lloyd George talks 
was, however, a defining moment: it underlined the extent to which the Irish Party was 
a marginal force and its concerns of secondary significance within a British parliament 
broadly united by the war. The negotiations vindicated armed force: they were, at root, 
a response to one set of militants (the Easter rebels), and they involved humiliating 
concessions to another who had threatened militancy (the Ulster Unionists). After July 
1916 the Irish Party was still capable of winning by-elections in Ireland, but only because 
there was as yet no organised alternative. 

Interpretation B
Extract from Francis Costello, The Irish Revolution and its Aftermath: Years of Revolt, 
published in 2003.

In the 1918 election, it was clear in many constituencies that Redmondites would be 
unable to field a candidate. For decades the party enjoyed an unchallenged role at the 
ballot box as the voice of Nationalist Ireland. The election manifesto issued by Sinn Féin, 
now growing into the role of a political party, placed special emphasis on the upcoming 
Paris Peace Conference, while also seeking to bleed every last ounce of propaganda value 
out of the conscription fiasco. From the outset, the document offered the Irish electorate 
a clear choice between Sinn Féin and the Irish Party, between abstention from the British 
Parliament and maintaining an Irish Nationalist delegation at Westminster.

Study Interpretation A and Interpretation B. Historians have different views about 
particular issues. Using both the interpretations, and your understanding of the historical 
context, which of these different interpretations of the reasons for the outcome of the 
General Election of 1918 do you find more convincing?
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3. Political Developments 1919–23

(a) The Anglo-Irish War 1919–21

All the Irish MPs elected at the general election of December 1918 were invited to 
attend an Irish parliament (Dáil Éireann), established in January 1919. Only Sinn Féin 
MPs attended. In the Dáil, held in the Mansion House in Dublin, the Proclamation of 
Independence was read, linking Sinn Féin again to the Rising. The Dáil met again on 
1 April 1919, with 52 MPs in attendance. De Valera was elected ‘President of the Irish 
Republic’. Ministers included Michael Collins (Finance), Arthur Griffith (Home Affairs), 
Cathal Brugha (Defence) and Countess Markievicz (Labour).

A Sinn Féin delegation went to the Paris Peace Conference to plead Ireland’s case for 
national self-determination, but it was ignored. Some of the more militant members of 
Sinn Féin concluded that an armed struggle, rather than constitutional means, would be 
needed to achieve independence.

(i) The early phase of the war: 1919
On 21 January 1919, while the first meeting of the Dáil was taking place, the first shots 
of what would become known as the Anglo-Irish War were being fired in Soloheadbeg, Co. 
Tipperary. Local Volunteers ambushed two Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) constables who 
were escorting a cart of dynamite to a local quarry. When ordered to surrender, the police 
resisted and were shot. The incident had occurred without the knowledge of Volunteer 
General Headquarters. Initial reaction was hostile since both policemen were Catholic, and 
the Church denounced the killings. 

The British government proclaimed the district a Special Military Area, effectively 
punishing an entire local population for the actions of a small number of Volunteer 
extremists. This caused resentment and the £1,000 reward to help capture the Volunteers 
was never claimed. 

Attacks such as these – uncoordinated and isolated, usually to acquire arms and 
ammunition – characterised the opening months of the war. Volunteer HQ found itself 
trying to keep up with events. However, on 31 January 1919 the Volunteer journal An 
t Oglach declared a ‘state of war’ between England and Ireland and asserted: ‘Every 
Volunteer is entitled to use all legitimate methods of warfare against the soldiers and 
policemen of the English usurper, and to slay them if necessary’. The Volunteers, still 
controlled by the IRB, were asserting their authority, yet they did not accept the authority 
of the Dáil. The two groups co-existed uneasily for a while; in August the Volunteers were 
placed under the Dáil’s nominal authority and became known as the Irish Republican 
Army.

In August two more constables were killed in Co. Clare. The authorities responded by 
placing the whole county under military rule. Public fairs and markets were disrupted, 
houses were searched and curfews imposed. The policy was counter-productive because, 
while it fostered public resentment, it failed to crush Volunteer activity. Throughout the 
rest of 1919, 14 policemen and soldiers died, as well as a smaller number of civilians at 
the hands of Crown forces. 
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(ii) The ‘Year of Terror’: 1920
During 1920, IRA operations intensified, still focused on the RIC. Under cover of darkness, 
the IRA set fire to RIC barracks, 400 of which were destroyed during the first half of 
1920. RIC men began to retaliate in unauthorised reprisals. In March 1920, following the 
assassination of the RIC District Inspector in Cork, the RIC murdered the Commandant 
of the local IRA Brigade, Thomas MacCurtain. MacCurtain’s funeral drew a huge crowd, a 
major propaganda success for the IRA.

In March 1920 ex-soldiers from Britain were sent to Ireland to reinforce the RIC. They were 
nicknamed the Black and Tans because of their dark tunics and tan trousers, a mixture of 
police and army uniforms. Ex-army, untrained and unsuited for police work, the Black and 
Tans became known for their ruthlessness. At their peak there were 7,000 of them serving 
in Ireland. In addition, an Auxiliary Division of the RIC was recruited during the summer of 
1920, and by September there were 500 Auxiliaries in Ireland. Even worse than the Black 
and Tans, Jackson described them as ‘probably the least disciplined of the Crown’s forces’, 
prone to drunkenness and occasional brutality.

As the conflict reached new levels of violence, civilians were shot and property damaged. 
IRA prisoners began to go on hunger strike in protest at their sentences, winning the 
sympathy of the public. Cork IRA Commandant and Lord Mayor Terence MacSwiney 
fasted for 74 days in a Brixton jail before his death in October 1920. His hunger strike and 
death commanded international attention. During 1920, 232 police and soldiers were 
killed.

Web Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-
NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY

(iii) Michael Collins and the intelligence war
As the Anglo-Irish War progressed, the IRA demonstrated a clear superiority in gathering 
intelligence over the British. This was thanks to the work of Michael Collins. Collins set 
up a highly effective intelligence system relying on informants in the RIC and the civil 
service who placed themselves at great risk. He formed an elite assassination unit, the 
‘Squad’, nicknamed ‘the Twelve Apostles’. Disguised as building tradesmen, their real work 
was to murder police detectives who posed a threat to Volunteer activity.

(iv) Flying columns 
In the summer of 1920 the IRA developed flying columns, groups of about 30 guerrilla 
fighters who moved around country they were familiar with carrying out ambushes. 
Relying on their knowledge of the local area, they had a massive advantage over the 
Crown forces. As a result, the Black and Tans resorted to even more reprisals. British 
forces were also frustrated when railway workers in Ireland were told to go on strike and 
forbidden by the IRA to transport any British armed forces.

In August 1920, the new Chief Secretary, Hamar Greenwood, introduced the ‘Restoration 
of Order in Ireland Act’ (ROIA). This Act allowed most law cases to be tried by courts 
martial, overcoming the difficulty of finding a jury. The Act fell just short of martial law.

(v) Reprisals
Two major examples of reprisals – Bloody Sunday and the burning of Cork city – occurred 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY


pg 24

HISTORY

as the brutality of the war reached new heights in November and December 1920. 
Aware that the British secret service was closing the net around the leaders of the 
Dublin IRA, Collins ordered the synchronised execution of eleven British agents. At 9am 
on Sunday 21 November IRA members forced their way into houses and hotels before 
opening fire at point blank range. Many Dublin citizens were horrified at the manner of 
these executions.

However, any sympathy the British might have gained was swiftly forfeited when their 
forces reacted with equal ferocity the same day. Auxiliaries arrived at a Gaelic football 
match in Croke Park in Dublin, declaring that they were searching for arms. A scene of 
panic ensued when the Auxiliaries fired recklessly into the crowd. Thirteen people were 
killed and 60 wounded. The brutality of Bloody Sunday shocked public opinion in Ireland 
and Britain.

When an IRA unit in Co. Cork killed 17 Auxiliaries on 11 December, Auxiliaries set fire to 
buildings in Cork city, destroying a section of the city centre. A few days later, two people 
in Dunmanway, West Cork, including a 70-year-old priest, were killed by an Auxiliary. 
The Cork actions were condemned by the British Army’s General Commanding Officer in 
Ireland, Neville Macready. 

Watch: Martial law, Terence McSwiney, Kevin Barry, Bloody Sunday. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-
NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY

Fighting in the Anglo-Irish War was patchy and heavily localised. While large areas saw 
virtually no military activity, Dublin and some parts of Munster were very active. Cork city 
and county – the ‘rebel county’ – were at the centre of the IRA campaign. Also active were 
Cork’s neighbouring counties – Tipperary, Limerick and Kerry. These four counties were 
put under martial law from December 1920.

(vi) British government policy in the Anglo-Irish War
By October 1919, Lloyd George’s government had realised that Home Rule would not be 
enough to satisfy the Irish. But the urgency of other problems after the First World War 
pushed the issue of Ireland down the political agenda, meaning that in 1919–20 the 
government failed to follow a clearly-defined strategy in Ireland and merely relied on 
repression in response to events. In short, the policy of the British government was halting 
and inconsistent.

Friction between the military and the police was a major factor in Britain’s failure to 
implement a successful security policy. While military commander General Macready 
forbade troops from retaliating, the Chief of Police, Major-General Hugh Tudor, did not. 
Rather than make full use of the army, Lloyd George insisted on reinforcing the police as 
he claimed that the situation was a ‘policeman’s job’ dealing with ‘murder gangs’.

The Restoration of Order Act of August 1920 was inconsistent with the ‘criminal murder 
gangs’ theory and, even though Macready supported the Act, it offended the Liberal 
principles of some cabinet ministers. But Lloyd George was in the awkward position of 
being a Liberal Prime Minister in a Conservative-dominated cabinet. If he wanted to stay 
in power and hold the coalition together, he needed to avoid antagonising Conservatives 
such as Bonar Law, who favoured harsh measures against the republicans. 
 
In December 1920, Lloyd George used intermediaries to put out feelers to republicans 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cj7vWhD4CUY&index=9&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
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such as Griffith and Collins to find out if a truce could be discussed. The initiative failed at 
this stage and Lloyd George’s precondition that all arms be surrendered was refused. So, 
on 10 December Lloyd George introduced martial law in the south-west counties of Cork, 
Kerry, Limerick and Tipperary. Four more counties were added to the list a month later. 

In May 1921, with the Government of Ireland Act (see below) due to be implemented, the 
cabinet voted to extend martial law to 26 counties in July in an attempt to force Sinn Féin 
to accept the Act. However, extended martial law was never implemented; instead came a 
truce and subsequent negotiations.

(vii) Dáil courts and administration 
Local government elections held in June 1920 gave Sinn Féin control of 29 out of 33 
county councils. The Dáil’s local government minister, William T. Cosgrave, developed 
a system of local government administration intended to replace the British one. He 
established Dáil courts as an alternative to the British court system. The Dáil courts 
frequently settled land disputes and the local population, including Unionists, favoured 
them over the British system. Meanwhile, local IRA units took on the role of ‘police’. In 
1920, a British panel sent to investigate administration in Ireland reported back that 
Dublin Castle administration was ‘obsolete’.

(viii) The propaganda war
Sinn Fėin attached huge importance to propaganda. In fact, during the first six months of 
1921, at the peak of the Anglo-Irish War, spending on propaganda increased from £407 to 
£4,000.

From November 1919, the Dáil published the Irish Bulletin, edited by Childers, twice 
weekly. It was intended primarily as a source of information for the Irish, British and 
American daily press.

It was so effective that Dublin Castle tried to circulate fake copies of the newspaper, 
an attempt which backfired when the bogus issues were exposed and the government 
ridiculed.

(ix) The final phase: 1921
In 1921, the war intensified as official reprisals occurred almost daily. For every house 
the Crown forces destroyed, the IRA burned two Unionist houses. Flying column attacks 
increased. Despite this, the British began to gain the upper hand. Improved intelligence 
led to more IRA arms seizures, while aeroplanes helped the British to overcome flying 
columns. They handcuffed Sinn Féin prisoners to security vehicles in order to deter 
ambushes. 

The IRA had always terrorised and punished local people who supported the RIC, but in 
1921 the war took on a more sectarian character when they shot significant numbers of 
Unionist civilians, claiming that they were spies. 

At Christmas 1920, de Valera had returned from the USA where he had been gaining 
publicity and raising funds for the republican cause. He favoured a switch in strategy to a 
smaller number of larger-scale raids which would command international attention and 
embarrass the British. His thinking was probably behind one of the most spectacular – and 
disastrous – republican acts in the war: the burning of the Dublin Customs House in May 
1921. Badly planned and executed, the raid left 12 IRA members dead and 70 arrested. 
This was a major blow to the IRA and practically wiped them out in Dublin.
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The Government of Ireland Act (see below) was due to come into force in the early 
summer of 1921 and the cabinet decided to increase coercion in an attempt to force Sinn 
Féin to comply with the act. In May, the British government announced that martial law 
would be extended to all 26 counties in mid-July. When asked to prepare for 26-county 
martial law, General Macready pointed out that British soldiers were suffering from 
psychological fatigue and thousands of additional troops would be needed for a difficult 
winter campaign. Stressing that it was a matter of ‘all out or get out’, Macready said that 
he would need the powers to execute Sinn Féin leaders, including Griffith and de Valera. 
Even Conservative cabinet members balked at the thought of scaling the campaign to 
this level. In the event, extended martial law never happened, largely because of public 
opinion.

(b) Why did the British authorities move towards a truce?

Lloyd George was forced to consider a truce and negotiations in the spring of 1921 
because public opinion in Britain had turned against the government’s policy in Ireland. 
Writers, intellectuals, newspapers, the Labour party, the TUC and the bishops of the 
Church of England all condemned the government’s policy of indiscriminate reprisals and 
its decision to increase coercion.

Bonar Law’s resignation from the government due to ill health gave Lloyd George more 
flexibility. He was also influenced by the Prime Minister of South Africa, Jan Smuts. 
Smuts described British policy in Ireland as ‘an unmeasured calamity’ and urged Lloyd 
George to use the King’s speech at the state opening of the Northern Ireland parliament to 
encourage exploration of a new arrangement for the 26 counties. The plan was successful. 
The King’s speech on 22 June made a big impact on British public opinion and allowed 
Lloyd George to radically change his policy without losing face. 

Another key consideration was a recognition by the British authorities of the immense 
difficulty of securing a military victory in Ireland. The British may have had superior 
numbers, experienced troops, better expertise and training and a better supply of weapons 
and ammunition, but they were incapable of winning a convincing military victory. This 
was partly because ‘guerrilla warfare’ was notoriously hard to defeat. Another factor was 
the reluctance of the local population to co-operate with the British forces. Moreover, the 
feud between the military under Macready and the police forces under Tudor was a major 
handicap.

(c) Why did Sinn Fėin move towards a truce?

Historians agree that the Anglo-Irish War had reached a stalemate by the summer of 
1921. Sinn Féin accepted a truce in July 1921 for several reasons: 

(i) Military pressure
From the middle of 1920, the IRA suffered as a consequence of increased British 
efficiency. Better intelligence, the use of aircraft and martial law had combined to 
weaken the IRA. At one stage 5,500 of the 7,500 IRA activists were in prison. By July 1921 
3,000 IRA men were facing British forces totalling 40,000. IRA morale was deteriorating 
and Collins commented to Hamar Greenwood that the IRA could have only survived for 
another three weeks after the truce.

(ii) Political pressure
By 1921, Sinn Féin numbers were dwindling and the party was running out of money. The 
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Department of Local Government was less effective and Dáil courts had ceased to exist. In 
fact, Jackson observed that by April 1921 the courts were ‘thoroughly crushed’. 

By July 1921, a reasonable truce offer could scarcely be rejected without the loss 
of political sympathy. The offer of July 1921 was remarkably generous, especially 
when compared with the earlier truce proposals suggested by the British cabinet in 
December 1920. While in December republicans were required to hand over all arms as a 
precondition, no such prerequisite was set out six months later.

(iii) Public opinion 
The IRA increasingly resorted to more ruthless tactics which attracted severe criticism, 
including from Sinn Féin itself. The Roman Catholic Church also spoke out against the 
IRA. Ordinary people had become war weary and resented the way in which the IRA had 
disrupted their lives through destroying roads and bridges and commandeering food and 
other supplies. The local population was becoming increasingly reluctant to support the 
rebels’ campaign. Despite all these pressures, Townshend has argued that Sinn Féin had 
won a psychological victory. 

On 24 June 1921 Lloyd George sent de Valera a letter inviting him to London to explore the 
chances of a settlement. He eventually agreed and a truce commenced on 11 July.

Web Article

http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/IrishHistoryResources/
AudioMaterial/IrishWarofIndependenceandtheCivilWar/

Web Audio

http://historyhub.ie/the-war-of-independence-the-irish-revolution-lecture-7

(d) The Anglo-Irish Treaty

(i) Pre-Treaty talks
De Valera arrived in London 14 July 1921 and met Lloyd George four times. Recognising 
that Lloyd George would not allow an Irish republic, de Valera knew that a compromise 
was inevitable, yet feared that this would split Sinn Féin.

Lloyd George was very clear about what was on the table. He offered Ireland dominion 
status with some limits on defence, trade and finance, and stated that partition would 
remain unless the people of Northern Ireland should decide otherwise. Dominion status 
would give Ireland the same position as countries such as Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand. 

De Valera returned to Dublin with the proposal. Griffith was moderately encouraged, but 
Brugha angrily turned it down. Overall, the Dáil cabinet voted to reject it. During August 
1921 the British and Irish cabinets exchanged letters, but no progress was made. On 29 
September, Lloyd George offered to resume negotiations and, even though a republic was 
still not on offer, de Valera agreed.

http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/IrishHistoryResources/Articlesandlecturesbyourteachingstaff/TheWarofIndependence/
http://historyhub.ie/the-war-of-independence-the-irish-revolution-lecture-7
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(ii) De Valera’s refusal to attend the Treaty talks
De Valera decided that he would not attend the conference. Collins argued that, by 
refusing to participate in the negotiations, de Valera was abdicating his responsibilities. 
However, de Valera insisted that, as ‘President of the Republic’, a position created on 
26 August, his office as head of state should not be compromised. He argued that his 
presence in Dublin could keep potential opponents of compromise, such as Brugha and 
Stack, under control.

De Valera’s decision not to engage in the peace talks has puzzled historians. Several 
conclude that he knew that a republic was not achievable and therefore decided to let 
Collins take the blame for the necessary compromise. Costello points out that de Valera 
had unsuccessfully negotiated for a republic in July. Arguably, however, he may have 
thought that a settlement approved by Collins had a better chance of being accepted in 
Ireland.

(iii) The delegations
The five-member Irish delegation comprised: 

Arthur Griffith: chairman
Michael Collins: second in command
Robert Barton: economic expert
Gavan Duffy and Eamon Duggan: lawyers 
Erskine Childers and John Chartres accompanied the delegation as secretaries. 

The Irish team, though able, lacked political or negotiating experience. It was also divided. 
Childers was a hard-line republican and Collins distrusted him because he justifiably 
suspected that Childers was reporting back to de Valera in Dublin. 

The British delegation was talented and united in its determination to make Sinn Féin 
accept the Crown and Empire. It included the talented negotiator, Lloyd George, known 
as ‘the Welsh wizard’, as well as high-profile figures, including Austen Chamberlain, Lord 
Birkenhead and Winston Churchill.

Web Article

For a web article entitled ‘Meet the delegates’, see: http://treaty.nationalarchives.ie/the-
delegates/

(iv) British aims
As the leader of a Conservative-dominated coalition government, Lloyd George had to 
reassure traditional Tories on three issues. He regarded Ireland’s allegiance to the Crown 
as a key aspect of a Treaty. In addition, Ireland would remain part of the British Empire 
and, for security reasons, Britain would have permanent access to Irish ports. The British 
also wanted free trade between Britain and Ireland. In view of Lloyd George’s dependence 
on Conservative support, and recurring threats of a political coup by ambitious 
Conservative backbenchers, a compromise on partition was not possible. The Unionists 
and Conservatives would never allow Ulster to be coerced into a united Ireland. 

(v) Irish aims
Several die-hard republicans within Sinn Féin were determined to achieve a republic. 

http://treaty.nationalarchives.ie/the-delegates/
http://treaty.nationalarchives.ie/the-delegates/


pg 29

HISTORY

Hardliners included Cathal Brugha, Minister of Defence, who favoured a return to war 
rather than a compromise, and Austin Stack, Minister for Home Affairs. To appease these 
hardliners, De Valera came up with the idea of ‘external association’ status, which would 
not require an oath of allegiance to the Crown, but merely accept the Crown’s position as 
head of a proposed ‘association’ with Britain.

Since Collins knew that a resumption of war would mean the defeat of the IRA, he, like 
Griffith, was prepared to accept a compromise. All agreed that their starting point was a 
32-county independent state. 

Confusingly, the Irish delegation received two different sets of instructions before 
going to London. In the first place, the delegates were formally appointed by the Dáil as 
plenipotentiaries with full authority to reach an agreement in London. However, de Valera 
then issued them with a second set of written instructions which told them that they 
must consult him before making any decisions. Griffith and Collins resented this attempt 
to dictate events from Dublin.

(vi) Negotiations 11 October – 6 December 1921
The negotiations took place in Downing Street, London. On their arrival, Lloyd George 
presented the Irish delegation with his proposal which outlined dominion status. The 
Irish were wrong-footed when it was revealed their counter document, based on de 
Valera’s ‘external association’, was incomplete. On 24 October the Irish delegation 
finally submitted their counter proposals which demanded ‘association’ rather than 
‘membership’ of the British Empire. By this time, the Irish delegation had given up the 
demand to the title ‘Republic’. 

During the early part of the talks, Childers proved to be unwilling to compromise. To 
facilitate discussions, the British sidelined him and his followers, Barton and Duffy, by 
dividing the negotiations into ‘sub-conferences’. This allowed the British to talk to Collins 
and Griffith, the two moderates, more freely.

Collins and Griffith took the line that they would accept allegiance to the Crown if the 
government ended partition. They agreed that, if the talks broke down, it should be over 
partition. The Prime Minister promised to put pressure on the Ulster Unionists and made 
some attempt to do so. The Unionist leader Craig, unsurprisingly, refused to budge, 
pointing out that the Government of Ireland Act of 1920 had made provision for six 
counties and that was the ‘supreme sacrifice’.

As a possible way forward, Tom Jones, the secretary to the British delegation, proposed 
a Boundary Commission which would review and re-draw the border. Lloyd George 
told Griffith that a Boundary Commission would probably lead to a united Ireland. He 
put pressure on Griffith to accept it by threatening to resign if talks broke down. His 
resignation would more than likely lead to a Conservative Prime Minister taking over, most 
likely the unsympathetic Bonar Law.

Promising that he would do all in his power to ensure a Boundary Commission would re-
unite Ireland, Lloyd George managed to secure Griffith’s written consent on 12 November 
not to break off talks over Ulster. Essentially, the notion of a Boundary Commission 
removed partition as a possible reason for breaking off the talks. Knowing that his weakest 
card was partition, Lloyd George used the Boundary Commission as an ingenious solution.

The Oath 
The issue of the Crown was discussed on 25 November. As a symbol, the Crown was 
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important to the British as it bound together all the members of the Empire. Unionists 
insisted on an oath of allegiance to the King, but the Irish were only prepared to 
‘recognise’ him. In the end, the Irish delegation accepted an oath of ‘faithfulness’ but 
not ‘allegiance’ to the Crown. The distinction was so minor that the British government 
claimed ‘allegiance’ had been won.

The Irish returned to Dublin for a crucial meeting of the Dáil cabinet on 3 December. Lloyd 
George had ramped up the pressure by threatening an ‘immediate and terrible war’ if 
an agreement was not signed on their return. The Dáil instructed the delegates to reject 
the oath in its existing form. De Valera attempted to find a form of wording that would 
be acceptable to all. He suggested: ‘I do solemnly swear true faith and allegiance to the 
constitution of the Irish Free State, to the Treaty of Association and to recognise the King 
of Great Britain as Head of the Associated States’.

Griffith agreed not to sign a Treaty containing an oath of allegiance to the Crown without 
the Dáil’s approval. However, confusion continued to characterise the proceedings. Back in 
London on 5 December, the Irish delegation tried to force a break over Ulster. In response, 
Lloyd George theatrically produced Griffith’s earlier written consent not to do so, which 
the others had been unaware of. Sinn Féin again proposed external association and the 
British once again rejected it. Collins did manage, however, to secure full fiscal autonomy 
for Ireland, as well as its own army. Talks continued into the early hours of 6 December. 
Faced with a renewed threat of ‘war in three days’, a weary Griffith and Collins agreed to 
sign the Treaty and the others eventually gave in.

Teaching and Learning Activity 

In groups, prepare and deliver presentations on the role the following people played 
during the negotiations:

• Griffith
• de Valera
• Collins 
• Lloyd George

(vii) The terms of the Treaty
The Anglo-Irish Treaty included the following terms: 

1. Ireland was to be known as the Irish Free State (Saorstat Éireann) and would have full 
Dominion status (equivalent to the position of Canada within the empire) (Articles 1–2)

2. A Governor- General would represent the Crown. (Article 3) (This was to be a nominal 
position only)

3. Members of the new Irish parliament would take the following oath:

“I………do solemnly swear true faith and allegiance to the constitution of the IFS as 
by law and that I will be faithful to H.M. King George V, his heirs and successors by 
law in virtue of the common citizenship of Ireland with Great Britain and…the British 
Commonwealth of Nation”. (Article 4)

4. The Irish Free State was to make a contribution to the British war debt. (Article 5)
5. The Irish Free State was to allow the Royal Navy access to permanent port facilities at 

Queenstown (Cobh), Berehaven and Lough Swilly with additional facilities in time of 
war. (Articles 6–9)
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6. The new Irish Free State government was to pay pensions to retired/resigned civil 
servants and Royal Irish Constabulary /Dublin Metropolitan Police officers. (Article 10)

7. The Irish Free State parliament was to assume responsibility for the six counties 
of Northern Ireland unless the Belfast parliament wished to be excluded from its 
jurisdiction. In the event of the Northern Irish parliament’s exclusion a three man 
Boundary Commission was to be established to look into the border and revise it ‘in 
accordance with the wishes of the inhabitants so far as may be compatible with the 
economic and geographical conditions’. (Articles 11–15).

Teaching and Learning Activities

Questions for discussion:
1. How far did the British achieve their aims in the Anglo-Irish Treaty?
2. How far did Sinn Féin achieve its aims?

Source Analysis and Evaluation

Source 1
Extract from a letter from Eamon de Valera to the Irish-American, Joseph McGarrity, 21 
December 1921. De Valera is recounting what happened after he returned to Dublin from 
London in July 1921.

On my return from London, when it became necessary to send a written reply to the 
British proposals, I proposed another way out – external association of Ireland with the 
group of free nations in the British Empire. In entering such an association Ireland would 
be doing nothing incompatible with her declared independence. This proposal in its main 
outline was accepted by the [Dáil ] Cabinet and the whole Ministry and I set out with the 
fixed determination of making peace on that basis. Lest I might in any way compromise 
the position of the Republic, and in order that I might be in a position to meet any tricks 
of Lloyd George, I remained at home myself, but the plenipotentiaries had agreed with my 
view, had their instructions and even a preliminary draft treaty to guide them.

Source 2
Extract from Tom Jones’ diary of the Treaty negotiations. Tom Jones, secretary of the 
British delegation, is recalling discussions he had with Arthur Griffith and Lloyd George on 
8 and 9 November 1921.

8 November 1921

Griffith urged that the Prime Minister should stand up to Craig and co., that their 
rejection was a giant piece of bluff. I assured him that the Prime Minister would put up 
the strongest possible battle but that we were bound to contemplate his failure. I pointed 
out that if the Prime Minister resigned it was impossible to foretell the course of events. 
There might be no general election immediately; if, for example, Bonar Law formed a new 
government he would be supported by the big Unionist majority in the House. It was in 
my opinion all important to keep [Lloyd George] at the helm.

9 November 1921

I told him [Griffith] that the Prime Minister was prepared to play the boundary 
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commission as an absolutely last card if he could feel sure that Sinn Féin would take it, if 
Ulster accepted. Griffith replied: ‘We would prefer a plebiscite but in essential a boundary 
commission is very much the same. It would have to be not for Tyrone and Fermanagh 
only but for the six counties’.

About 5.45 I saw the Prime Minister alone. He was perfectly satisfied with what I reported.

Questions for discussion:
1. Which of these sources would an historian value most as evidence in a study of the 

Anglo-Irish treaty negotiations of 1921?
2. How far do the sources support the view that the superior negotiating skills of the 

British prevented Sinn Féin from achieving its objectives in the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 
1921?

(viii) Irish reaction to the Treaty
When de Valera was informed that the Treaty had been signed, he was outraged that the 
delegates had not, as promised, consulted him first. Their so-called ‘act of disloyalty’ 
appeared to upset him more than the Treaty itself. 

The seven-member Dáil cabinet voted to support the Treaty by a margin of four to three. 
Griffith, Collins, Barton and Cosgrave voted in favour, while de Valera, Brugha and Stack 
voted against. Rather rashly, de Valera issued an immediate proclamation to the press 
stating that he could not recommend acceptance of the Treaty to either the Dáil or the 
Irish people.

However, the Irish press was overwhelmingly in favour of the Treaty, as was the Catholic 
hierarchy. Influenced by Collins, the supreme council of the IRB endorsed the Treaty, as 
did many IRA commanders. To sum up, while there was only a small majority in favour 
of the Treaty in the Dáil, public opinion in Ireland supported the Treaty by a substantial 
majority.

Web Audio

For a web audio on the Anglo-Irish Treaty, see: http://historyhub.ie/anglo-
irish-treaty-the-irish-revolution-lecture-8

Web Videos

For British newsreel after the Treaty was signed, watch: http://treaty.
nationalarchives.ie/document-gallery/treaty-newsreel/

For the Treaty film, watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S25pDTkijuc

(ix) The Dáil debates
The full Dáil reassembled after Christmas on 3 January. Collins called for the creation of a 
Provisional government and a new constitution. De Valera rejected this and insisted on a 
vote between Document No. 1 (the Treaty) and his own Document No. 2, based on external 
association. Collins pointed out that the delegates had argued for external association in 
London to no avail. On 6 January, the Dáil accepted the Treaty by 64 votes to 57.

De Valera resigned as President but immediately put himself forward for re-election. He 

http://historyhub.ie/anglo-irish-treaty-the-irish-revolution-lecture-8
http://historyhub.ie/anglo-irish-treaty-the-irish-revolution-lecture-8
http://treaty.nationalarchives.ie/document-gallery/treaty-newsreel/
http://treaty.nationalarchives.ie/document-gallery/treaty-newsreel/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S25pDTkijuc
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lost by 60 votes to 58, and Griffiths was voted the new President. But real power now lay 
with the Provisional government, formed on 14 January with Collins as its Chairman.

In the Dáil debates, Collins defended the Treaty, arguing that it gave Ireland ‘not the 
ultimate freedom that all nations aspire and develop to, but the freedom to achieve it’. 
But de Valera and his followers refused to accept the oath to the Crown. The relationship 
of Ireland to the Crown – the oath – was the overriding issue in the Dáil debates, as it had 
been in Downing Street. Partition was not a concern of either the cabinet or the Dáil and 
was barely mentioned.

Teaching and Learning Activity

Collins wrote to a friend that, by signing the Treaty, he had signed his actual ‘death 
warrant’.

1. What reasons did Collins give in support of the Treaty during the Dáil debates?
2. For what other reasons did Collins sign the Treaty?
3. Tom Garvin suggests that ‘the symbols of the monarchy in the treaty, there to comfort 

English opinion and to deceive it as to the status of the new polity, actually succeeded 
in deceiving much of Sinn Féin and the IRA’. What does Garvin mean? How far do you 
agree?

(e) Events leading to the Irish Civil War 1922–23

After the signing of the Treaty, power was formally handed over from Dublin Castle to 
Collins’ Provisional government. British troops withdrew and the RIC was disbanded. Anti-
Treaty deputies boycotted the Provisional government and the Dáil.

Teaching and Learning Activity

Source Analysis and Evaluation

Extract from a speech by Cathal Brugha during a debate in the Dáil on the Anglo-Irish 
Treaty, 7 January 1922.

Now Mr Griffith has referred to the difference between this Treaty of his and the 
alternative that we have [Document No. 2] as being a mere quibble; and yet the English 
government is going to make war, as they say they will, for a quibble. The difference is, to 
me, the difference that there is between a drink of water and a drink of poison. If I were 
to accept this Treaty and if I did not do my best to have it defeated I would, in my view, 
be committing national suicide; I would be breaking the national tradition that has been 
handed down to us through the centuries. We would be doing for the first time a thing that 
no generation thought of doing before – wilfully, voluntarily admitting ourselves to be 
British subjects, and taking the oath of allegiance voluntarily to an English king.

1. Why is this source valuable as evidence for an historian studying the outbreak of the 
Irish Civil War? 
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2. How far does the source support the view that divisions in Sinn Fėin caused the Irish 
Civil War?

(i) The IRA splits
Like the Dáil, the IRA was divided over the oath of allegiance. Most at General HQ were in 
favour of the Treaty, while most units in the south and west of Ireland were against it. As 
British troops left their military barracks, they were filled by local IRA units irrespective of 
their Treaty stance.

On 12 January anti-Treaty IRA officers wrote to Richard Mulcahy, the new Minister of 
Defence, calling for a convention to form an executive of an army committed to ‘the 
Republic’. This represented a veiled threat to the Provisional government. Desperately 
wanting to avoid a split in the army, Collins and Mulcahy did everything they could to 
delay the army convention. They hoped that scenes of British troops leaving the country 
would show that the Treaty had brought real advantages. Collins also hoped that the new 
Free State constitution he was drafting might appease the hardliners by seeming to bring 
a republic closer.

On St Patrick’s Day 1922 de Valera made a speech in Thurles, Co. Tipperary, declaring: ‘If 
they accept the Treaty, they would have to wade through Irish blood’. He also argued that 
‘there are rights which a minority may justly uphold, even by arms against a majority’. 
Such speeches were incendiary, but the fact that de Valera supported the anti-Treaty side 
gave it gravitas and credibility. 

In February 1922, the Provisional government was undermined in Limerick after it tried 
to prevent the city falling under complete control of anti-Treaty units by installing pro-
Treaty units from Co. Clare. The anti-Treaty units reacted by occupying every available 
building in the city and calling on other anti-Treaty units. A crisis was avoided by a deal 
brokered by Mulcahy and Liam Lynch, a prominent anti-Treaty army officer. The barracks 
were left to local anti-Treaty men. However, the incident set the stage for a Civil War.

(ii) Army convention
As the date set for the convention (26 March) approached, the Provisional government 
worried that it would result in the establishment of an executive independent of the Dáil 
which would impose an IRA military dictatorship. At the eleventh hour, the convention 
was banned. However, dissidents ignored the ban and held their own convention attended 
by 200 anti-Treaty IRA officers. These militant republicans repudiated the Dáil’s authority, 
and Rory O’Connor announced that his section of the IRA would instead act as a military 
junta. Asked by a journalist if this meant that they were proposing a military dictatorship 
in Ireland, O’Connor replied: ‘You can take it that way if you want’.

Despite all attempts at reconciliation, it became clear that the IRA had split. To defend 
itself, the Provisional government built up a pro-Treaty army, with the result that there 
were soon two opposing armies in Ireland.

(iii) De Valera – Collins Pact
On 14 April an anti-Treaty section led by Rory O’Connor seized the Four Courts and other 
buildings in Dublin as defensive positions. O’Connor’s aim was to create political and 
military instability which would make the British return and re-ignite a war. Around the 
same time, a new anti-Treaty ‘executive’ was created with Liam Lynch as Chief-of-Staff. 

A state of lawlessness slowly grew in the country as anti-Treaty troops raided banks and 
post offices to raise money. As tensions rose, skirmishes took place and by May 1922 
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eight people had been killed. The Catholic Church and the press called for a stop to the 
anarchy. The IRB unsuccessfully attempted to broker an agreement. Collins met anti-
Treaty IRA officers but, again, failed to achieve a compromise. In an attempt to find 
common ground, Collins then met with de Valera. De Valera had formed a new political 
movement, Cumann na Poblachta (League of the Republic), but both he and his new party 
had quickly been sidelined by events. 

The Collins-de Valera electoral pact, signed on 20 May 1922, was designed to take 
the initiative away from the Four Courts executive and prevent the divisions over the 
Treaty from spiralling into war. A national Sinn Féin panel of candidates was agreed for 
the forthcoming June election with the proportion of pro- and anti-Treaty candidates 
mirroring the then strength of the two factions in the Dáil. The pact also promised the 
creation of a unity government after the election which would include five pro-Treaty and 
four anti-Treaty ministers.

Churchill, as Colonial Secretary with responsibility for Ireland, was disappointed with 
the ‘anti-democratic’ pact which he saw as breaking the Treaty and serving as a sop to 
republicans. He was also disappointed by the Provisional government’s failure to deal with 
the anti-Treaty faction, especially after the Four Courts occupation. In the event, however, 
the pact was shattered by some pro-Treaty leaders, such as Eoin O’Duffy and Ernest 
Blythe, who urged voters not to vote for anti-Treaty Sinn Féin candidates.

(iv) The Free State constitution and the election of June 1922
In May, Collins and Griffith were summoned to London with the draft constitution for 
the Irish Free State. Collins’ draft had included no mention of the oath to the Crown. It 
was dismissed by the British as an evasion of the Treaty. Faced with threats of economic 
sanctions, the Irish eventually agreed a new constitution which met British requirements, 
including the oath to the Crown.

The election to the third Dáil was held on 16 June 1922. Collins published the constitution 
on the morning of the election. The results indicated an overwhelming endorsement of 
the Treaty from the people. In fact, some 78 per cent of the 620,283 votes cast were for 
pro-Treaty parties, while anti-Treaty Sinn Féin candidates won just 22 per cent of the vote. 
However, the results meant little to republican militants and the Four Courts executive 
declared war on Britain.

(v) The bombing of the Four Courts
On 22 June, Sir Henry Wilson, a Unionist MP and military adviser in Northern Ireland, was 
assassinated. This was the final straw for the British government, which insisted that the 
Provisional government take action against the Four Courts executive. With reluctance, 
Collins ordered Free State troops to attack the Four Courts. On 30 June the Four Courts 
garrison marched out of a bombed building to surrender. Anti-Treaty units, or ‘irregulars’ 
who had occupied buildings in O’Connell Street were also forced out. The incident is 
generally regarded as the start of Civil War in Ireland.

Teaching and Learning Activity

Access this timeline from January 1919 to June 1922: 
http://treaty.nationalarchives.ie/timeline/

Research any events that are unfamiliar to you.
Highlight the events that you think are the most significant.

http://treaty.nationalarchives.ie/timeline/
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Source Analysis and Evaluation

Extract from a speech by Winston Churchill to the House of Commons, 26 June 1922.

When, on the night of 6 December 1921, we signed a Treaty with the plenipotentiaries 
of the Irish people we had every right to believe, and every reason to believe, that the 
Irish signatories represented the settled view of the vast majority of the Dáil and the 
united authority of the Sinn Fėin cabinet. But we learned almost immediately that Mr 
De Valera and a very large number of his followers repudiated the action taken by his 
own plenipotentiaries, and the Treaty was only carried through the Dáil, after prolonged 
wrangling, by a majority of seven votes. We therefore pressed upon the Provisional 
Government the importance and urgency of an election, which alone could give them 
the status of a national administration and which alone could enable them to govern 
with native authority. Mr de Valera, knowing himself to be in a minority in Ireland, and 
in a small minority, set to work by every means in his power to obstruct, to delay, and, 
if possible, to prevent, such an election. The presence, in Dublin, in violent occupation of 
the Four Courts, of a band of men styling themselves the Headquarters or the Republican 
Executive, is a gross breach and defiance of the Treaty. The time has come when it is 
not unfair, not premature and not impatient for us to make to this strengthened Irish 
Government and new Irish Parliament a request, in express terms, that this sort of thing 
must come to an end.

Questions for discussion:
1. What is the context of this source?
2. Why was Churchill surprised by de Valera’s response to the Treaty?
3. Why did Churchill think that it was important to hold an election in Ireland?
4. Why does he advocate ‘firmness’ in Ireland? What might this mean?
5. Why does Churchill say that the Four Courts must be evacuated?

(f) The events of the Civil War

At the outset of the Civil War the irregulars controlled the south and west of the country, 
while the Provisional government forces were concentrated in Dublin. During the early 
stages of the war Free State troops steadily drove irregular forces from the cities and large 
towns. Limerick city, held by Liam Lynch, fell on 21 July; Waterford fell at same time. 
Cork was taken on 8 August. Thereafter the war developed into a guerrilla-style conflict in 
which the irregulars failed to be effective as the public was generally hostile to anti-Treaty 
troops.

The irregular campaign was haphazard and confused with little centralised control 
under Commander Lynch, and it lacked an effective intelligence system. The outcome 
of the Civil War was decided during the first two months, as irregulars found themselves 
defending the areas they controlled.

A recruitment drive in early August built up the number of ‘regulars’ or Free State army to 
14,000.

Collins became Commander-in-Chief, leaving W.T. Cosgrave in charge of the Provisional 
government. However, August witnessed the death of both Griffith and Collins. Griffith 
died of a brain haemorrhage, while Collins was shot in his native Co. Cork by anti-
Treatyites. The loss of Collins was a major blow for both the army and government. 
Mulcahy took over control of the army.
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Web Audio

Listen to podcasts on The Anglo-Irish War and the Civil War at: 
http://historyhub.ie/reaction-to-the-treaty-irish-revolution-lecture-9- http://
historyhub.ie/the-irish-civil-war

Web Video

For a web video on the Seizure of Four Courts to Collins’ death, watch: http://
www.dailymotion.com/video/x2budj0_ireland-a-television-history-part-10-of-
13-civil-war-1921-1923_school

(i) Public Safety Bill
After Collins’ death the Free State became more ferocious against the irregulars. A Public 
Safety Bill was introduced in the Dáil on 27 September. This was emergency legislation 
establishing military courts with wide powers, including execution for offences such as 
possession of arms or arson. The bill enjoyed the support of Catholic bishops and Mulcahy 
stressed that the army would always be subject to political authority.

Childers was arrested in possession of a gun and, under the Public Safety Bill, was 
executed in November. In retaliation, Lynch issued an order for his troops to shoot Dáil 
deputies who had voted for the emergency legislation. The Provisional government 
responded by executing four senior prisoners who had been in jail since the Four Courts 
surrender, including Rory O’Connor. These executions prevented further assassinations 
and weakened morale among the irregulars.

At the beginning of 1923, the Free State government stepped up its offensive and in 
January alone 34 prisoners were executed. All in all, 77 republicans were executed by the 
Free State. Meanwhile, the Free State army grew to over 50,000. Calls began to be made on 
the republican side for peace negotiations, but Lynch refused.

When Lynch was killed in March 1923, the will to carry on faltered without him. The anti-
Treatyites were not only out-gunned and outmanned but lacked support from the local 
population in most rural areas. Lynch’s successor, Frank Aiken, favoured negotiations. At 
the beginning of May 1923, de Valera, who had established an independent republican 
government, with him as President, tried to secure a ceasefire on favourable terms. When 
the government dismissed his proposals, de Valera issued a proclamation ending with 
the words: ‘Military victory must be allowed to rest for the moment with those who have 
destroyed the Republic’.

The statement showed that republican forces still did not recognise the legitimacy of the 
Free State. They dumped, rather than surrendered, their weapons. But, with a ceasefire 
agreed on 14 May, the Civil War was over. It had resulted in an estimated 3,000 casualties, 
far more than in the Anglo-Irish War.

(g) What were the causes of the Civil War?

The Civil War was fought over the differences between the Treaty and Document No. 2, 
or more particularly, over the oath. The immediate cause of the Civil War was the split in 

http://historyhub.ie/reaction-to-the-treaty-irish-revolution-lecture-9
http://historyhub.ie/the-irish-civil-war
http://historyhub.ie/the-irish-civil-war
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2budj0_ireland-a-television-history-part-10-of-13-civil-war-1921-1923_school
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2budj0_ireland-a-television-history-part-10-of-13-civil-war-1921-1923_school
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2budj0_ireland-a-television-history-part-10-of-13-civil-war-1921-1923_school
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the IRA (which was separate from Sinn Fėin) into pro-Treaty and anti-Treaty groups. The 
trigger to war was the pressure applied by the British to clear the Four Courts.

Teaching and Learning Activity

Write an essay plan for the following question:

‘Divisions within Sinn Féin from 1917 onwards were mainly responsible for the outbreak of 
the Irish Civil War in 1922’. How far would you agree with this statement?

Gather evidence for the following:

1. Sinn Féin divisions over the Treaty
2. Longer standing divisions in Sinn Féin
3. Divisions in the IRA
4. The short-term causes of the war

(h) The Government of Ireland Act 1920

In October 1919, British cabinet member Sir Walter Long was put in charge of a 
committee responsible for drawing up a Home Rule settlement for the whole of Ireland. 
This would become the Government of Ireland Act of 1920.

(i) The aims of the British
The Act was drafted in 1919–1920 against the backdrop of the Anglo-Irish War, when a 
political and military movement fought for an Irish republic and raised the prospect of 
further conflict with northern Unionists. The Government of Ireland Act had several aims:
• find a political solution to the Anglo-Irish War
• grant Home Rule parliaments to the northern and southern parts of Ireland
• take the ‘Ulster Question’ out of British politics by accommodating the aims of Ulster 

Unionists and Conservatives
• clear the way for a direct conflict with Sinn Féin.

Craig was anxious to consolidate the northern state as soon as possible because he feared 
that British politicians would make concessions on partition in order to secure a deal with 
Sinn Féin.

(ii) The issue of six counties or nine
With international opinion in mind, Long’s committee wanted to be seen to be laying 
a foundation for eventual reunification. Long recommended the creation of two Home 
Rule style parliaments and the creation of a Council of Ireland to work towards eventual 
unification. His committee favoured nine county exclusion. Lloyd George also believed 
that the exclusion of the historical province of Ulster (nine counties) would shorten the 
time of partition and make reunification more certain.

However, Craig mounted a powerful campaign to have only six counties excluded, since 
a nine-county Ulster would have a Protestant majority of only 200,000. This constituted 
a ratio of Protestants to Catholics too close for comfort for Craig, who wanted to ensure 
Unionist control. By February 1920 Craig had won over Long and the bill was altered to 
make provision for just six counties. Charles Craig, James Craig’s brother, told the House of 
Commons that a six-county state was a guarantee of ‘absolute security’.
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(iii) The role of the Conservatives
Craig used his influence in the coalition government to shape the Act to his liking. 
The Conservatives in the coalition government supported him in his determination to 
have control over the six counties of Ulster promised during the Lloyd George talks of 
1916. With Balfour’s support, Craig also made sure that the Council of Ireland would be 
powerless.

(iv) The Government of Ireland Act passed
In May 1920 Craig won the endorsement of the Ulster Unionist Council for the Government 
of Ireland Act with only 80 out of 390 votes against it. The Government of Ireland Act 
received royal assent at Christmas 1920 and came into operation in May 1921, when 
elections for the two parliaments were held. In the south, Sinn Féin refused to recognise 
the new assembly and used the elections to elect a second Dáil. 

(iv) How satisfied were the political parties with the Government of Ireland Act?
The Ulster Unionists were quite satisfied, since they had won the battle for the six county 
bloc as against the original nine county split envisaged by the drafting committee under 
Walter Long. The establishment of a separate parliament in Belfast reassured Unionists as 
it implied a permanency which could not be revoked by future Westminster governments. 
The role of the Northern Ireland Senate was harmless, and the northern parliament had 
the right to abolish proportional representation within three years. While dissatisfied with 
the Council of Ireland, Craig had successfully lobbied for a limitation of its powers and so 
helped to prevent future unity.

Some Ulster Unionists were dissatisfied. The 1920 Act represented a defeat for Carson, 
who had led Ulster resistance in order to totally defeat Home Rule. Unionists in Cavan, 
Monaghan and Donegal were very bitter at what they saw as their abandonment by the 
UUC and a betrayal of their Covenant commitments of 1912. There were some 70,000 
Unionists in the three abandoned counties which contained 200,000 nationalists.

Southern Unionists were totally dissatisfied with the 1920 Act. Permanent partition was 
all but guaranteed and Southern Unionists faced an uncertain future in a hostile state 
where they were an isolated and scattered minority.

Sinn Féin refused to recognise the 1920 Act because it fell far short of an all-Ireland 
republic. The elections held in the 26 county state in May 1921 were used to establish 
a second Dáil, rather than a southern Home Rule parliament. In one sense, Sinn Féin 
was satisfied as the election – where won it 124 out of 128 seats – reinforced its popular 
mandate.

Constitutional nationalists found their Home Rule aspirations crushed. The 1920 Act 
imposed permanent partition, which they had flatly rejected during the 1916 Lloyd 
George talks.

Teaching and Learning Activity

Assess what the passage of the Government of Ireland Act showed about the 
relative strengths of:
• the government
• Ulster Unionists 
• Southern Unionists
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4. Northern Ireland 1921–25

(a) Institutions established by the new government

The Government of Ireland Act gave the Northern Ireland state a bicameral parliament, 
including a Commons of 52 MPs elected by proportional representation and a Senate of 26 
individuals, including the Lord Mayors of Belfast and Derry and 24 others elected by the 
Commons.

The Commons would elect the government consisting of a Prime Minister and ministers 
for Health, Home Affairs, Education, Commerce and Agriculture. The Government of 
Ireland Act elections held in May saw Unionists win 40 seats, Joe Devlin’s Nationalists (the 
old IPP) six and Sinn Féin six. The first Prime Minister was Sir James Craig as Carson had 
resigned as leader after the Government of Ireland Act.

(b) The challenges facing the new Northern Ireland government 

The most important challenges confronting Craig’s government included:

• Establishing its authority and legitimacy
• Achieving security from external and internal threats
• Establishing a system of local government
• Relations with neighbouring governments in Dublin and London
• Winning the allegiance and trust of the nationalist minority
• Economic issues
• Taxation and funding for the new administration
• Establishing an education system
• Its relationship with the main churches.

(c) How successfully did Craig’s government meet these 
challenges? 

(i) Craig and the Anglo-Irish Treaty
From July 1921 Craig observed the Treaty negotiations from the sidelines. He refused 
Lloyd George’s request for Northern Ireland to reunite with the 26 counties during the 
negotiations. He regarded the Government of Ireland Act ‘as a final settlement and 
supreme sacrifice in the interests of peace’.

Craig was shocked by the final Treaty which recognised the unity of Ireland, although it 
did include a get-out clause. Lloyd George told him that the Boundary Commission would 
not involve the loss of a large amount of territory.

(ii) ‘The Troubles’
Between 1920 and 1922 ‘the Troubles’ took place in Northern Ireland, characterised by 
IRA attacks on the police and bitter sectarian fighting. Around 8,000 Catholics were forced 
out of their homes and some 6,000 Catholic workers expelled from their jobs. Violence was 
concentrated in Belfast and was often provoked by IRA murders of high-profile figures, 
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such as police chiefs Colonel G.B. Smyth and O.R. Swanzy in the summer of 1920.

Police were involved in some of the murders, including the infamous killing of four 
members of the Catholic McMahon family, together with one of their employees, in March 
1922. However, both English and Hart point out that Catholics in Belfast soon armed and 
engaged in ‘tit-for-tat’ violence against the loyalist community. 

Craig had hoped to treat northern nationalists fairly but found it almost impossible 
due to the violence and tension. He was under constant pressure from the IRA on one 
side, and a defensive, bitter cabinet and an angry Unionist population on the other. The 
internal violence became steadily worse during 1922, particularly in the months before 
the Civil War. In May 1922, after Unionist MP W.J. Twaddell was murdered, internment was 
introduced, the vast majority of internees being Catholics. 

The outbreak of the Civil War in the Free State eased the situation in Northern Ireland 
as the IRA concentrated south of the border. In all, 428 people were killed in the 1920s 
‘Troubles’ in the north, the majority of whom were Catholic. For example, 58 per cent of 
those killed in Belfast in the period 1920–22 were Catholic, although Catholics comprised 
only one-third of the city’s population.

(iii) Craig-Collins Pact
News of the Boundary Commission inflamed an already tense situation in Northern 
Ireland. Churchill brought Craig and Collins together and they signed the Craig-Collins 
Pact on 21 January 1922. Craig promised to prevent the further intimidation of the 
Northern Ireland nationalist minority, while Collins agreed to end the Belfast boycott, a 
Dáil-imposed trade embargo on Ulster goods.

But the pact lasted only a few days. Failure to see eye-to-eye on the Boundary 
Commission was a major problem because Craig expected that it would bring little 
change, while Collins anticipated significant land transfers to the Free State. 

A second Craig-Collins Pact of March 1922 promised similar things to the first but it once 
again broke down and IRA violence in the north rose.

(iv) Policing in Northern Ireland
In October 1920 the Ulster Special Constabulary was launched. It had three categories: 
A (full-timers); B (part-timers) and C (emergency men). The B Specials lasted longest and 
became notorious for their sectarianism. In May 1922 the RUC was formed as an armed 
police force. It was hoped that Catholics would make up one-third of this force but this did 
not happen and it became identified with Unionism. By the summer of 1922, the Northern 
Ireland government could call on 50,000 full- and part-time police officers.

(v) Special Powers Act 
In April 1922 the Unionist government passed the Special Powers Act, which gave it 
draconian powers. It was initially for one year only but became permanent. This allowed 
for arrest without trial, special courts, public floggings and internment of prisoners 
without trial in places such as Larne Workhouse and the prison ship HMS Argenta. A 
curfew was also imposed. The powers were generally used against nationalists rather than 
loyalist extremists.

(vi) Elections
In local council elections nationalists won control of Derry City, Tyrone and Fermanagh 
County Councils. They gave allegiance to the Dáil, not Northern Ireland. The Unionist 
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government responded with the Local Government Act in 1922. This abolished 
proportional representation in local government elections, limited voting rights and re-
drew local government electoral areas (gerrymandering). Unionists won control of Derry 
City, Tyrone and Fermanagh as a result of these changes.

Walker notes that Unionist councils were able to pursue their ‘sectarian agendas’ and their 
wish to ‘keep down rates’ at the expense of poor Catholics. London turned a blind eye to 
these practices.

Discuss: How far was Craig justified in passing the Local Government Act of 1922?

(vii) Economic problems
Northern Ireland faced bankruptcy in its early years. Spending on security was high, while 
the Northern Ireland imperial contribution of £8 million was a huge burden. Under the 
Government of Ireland Act, the state had little power to raise taxes. 

The province’s main industries – linen, shipbuilding and engineering – struggled in 
the post-war slump. Unemployment hit 100,000 and this placed a huge burden on the 
government’s unemployment fund. The economy also suffered due to the southern state’s 
‘Belfast Boycott’ during the Troubles. 

Northern Ireland repeatedly relied on special payments from London to make ends meet. 
In 1924–25 its financial predicament eased somewhat when the Colwyn Committee 
advised reducing Northern Ireland’s imperial contribution; unemployment insurance from 
Britain was also welcome.

(viii) Education 
Some Catholic teachers in Northern Ireland refused to recognise the northern Minister of 
Education and some 800 Catholic teachers were paid a salary by the Free State during 
the first ten months of 1922. However, this practice was discontinued by Cosgrave and 
O’Higgins after Collins’ death.

In 1923, the Minister of Education, Lord Londonderry, introduced an Education Bill which 
aimed to establish integrated education in Northern Ireland. His bill was defeated mainly 
due to opposition from the Catholic Church. Lord Londonderry resigned in 1926 and a dual 
education system was established instead. 

(ix) Boundary Commission 
The Boundary Commission, which had been put on hold during the Civil War, deliberated 
for much of 1925 but ultimately recommended only minor changes. In 1925 London, 
Dublin and Belfast signed a tripartite agreement which confirmed the existing border and 
scrapped the Treaty provisions for a Council of Ireland. After this the Nationalist Party, the 
successor to the IPP, entered the northern Parliament under the leadership of Joe Devlin. 
By the end of 1925 Craig boasted that Unionists had ‘a Protestant state for a Protestant 
people’.

Web Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BSDHcMuK01U&index=13&list=PL-
NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BSDHcMuK01U&index=13&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BSDHcMuK01U&index=13&list=PL-NlJbmY3woh0SDUIy2ION2-DWyoz8oxY
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Teaching and Learning Activity

Write an essay plan:

How successfully did the government of Sir James Craig respond to the 
political and economic problems facing Northern Ireland between 1921 and 
1925?
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