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Topic 9 
Ireland 1909–1922

Introduction: Ireland to 1910
In 1172, Henry II, the King of England, was made Lord of Ireland. He introduced a programme 
of Catholic reforms, which meant that Ireland was to be ruled by the great land lords. During 
the Wars of the Roses (which started in the 1450s), King Henry VI was unable to devote enough 
time to Ireland and Ireland consequently became independent.

In the 16th and 17th centuries, the Tudor and Stuart monarchs regained control of Ireland. 
Elizabeth I and James I began a policy of establishing or ‘planting’ Protestant colonies. This  
so-called ‘plantation’ of Ulster began in 1610, and most of the new settlers were Presbyterians or 
Anglicans. During the reign of Elizabeth I, Ireland became important to the security of England. 
England had become a Protestant nation under Henry VIII, and Catholicism was seen as a 
threat. The government of England believed a Catholic revival would start in Ireland, 
particularly since by 1580 the Jesuit Order, which was dedicated to spreading the Catholic faith, 
was active in Ireland.

In 1641 a Catholic uprising occurred in Ireland, during which more than 400 ‘planted’ Scots 
were massacred. Oliver Cromwell, who had gained power in England, was determined to obtain 
revenge. He believed Ireland with its Catholic links to be a serious menace to the security of 
England, and exacted revenge at Drogheda. Cromwell justified the atrocities that followed as ‘a 
righteous judgement of God’.

King James II of England, a Catholic, was forced to give up his throne in 1688. With the aid of 
French troops James attempted to regain his throne, and began his campaign by landing in 
Ireland. William III, the new King of England, landed in Ireland in 1691, and defeated James at 
the Battle of Boyne on 1 July 1691.

Rebellion broke out again in 1798, when both Presbyterians and Catholics demanded equality 
with the English. (Most English were Anglicans.) The Irish were inspired by the French 
Revolution (which had started in 1789). Wolfe Tone, the leader of the revolt, landed with  
12 000 French troops, hoping to receive general support from the Irish. However, by June 1798 
the rebellion was crushed.

The Act of Union 1800 merged Britain and Ireland to form the United Kingdom. The British 
Prime Minister at the time, William Pitt, was convinced that an independent Irish Parliament 
would continue to mean trouble. The fear of a Catholic alliance between Ireland and France still 
loomed large in England. The Act of Union 1800 meant that from this point on, Irish affairs 
would be decided at Westminster, the home of the House of Commons.

The Irish economy was largely dependent on the potato crop. In the 1840s there was one potato 
crop failure after another. This meant that between 1840 and 1900 the Irish population fell from 
eight million to four-and-a-half million, because two million Irish people migrated to England 
and America, while a similar number died of starvation. The terrible starvation was caused, in 
part, by the system of land ownership in Ireland: most of the land was owned by absentee 
landlords; ie landlords who did not live on their land. The Catholic tenant farmers who rented 
the land were generally poor, and many land holdings were too small to make a living on.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Irish opposition to the Act of Union increased. In 
1867 the Fenian uprising occurred, but failed. The Irish Republican Party was established in 
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1858, and the Home Rule Party was formed in 1870, with the aim of re-establishing an Irish 
Parliament. The Gaelic League was formed in 1893. Its purpose was to foster the Gaelic 
language and culture. The Gaelic Association to foster sports was established in 1894. The Sinn 
Fein Party was formed in 1902, with Arthur Griffith as its founder, and with the purpose of 
establishing an independent Irish Parliament.

Two Home Rule Bills failed to be passed by Westminster. The first Home Rule Bill (1886) was 
defeated in the House of Commons. In 1892 a similar bill passed the Commons but was rejected 
in the House of Lords.

The wave of nationalism which swept Europe after 1848 did not go unnoticed in Ireland.

Focus

What issues divided the Irish people before World 
War I?
The Third Home Rule Bill

The Constitutional Crisis
In 1906 the newly elected Liberal Government in England tried to deal with unemployment and 
falling living standards by implementing many reforms. Most of these reforms were to be 
financed by the ‘People’s Budget’ of 1909. The Conservative opposition decided to block the 
budget in the House of Lords. 

In 1910 Britain had a bicameral legislature. Legislation had to pass both the House of 
Commons and the House of Lords.

Prime Minister David Lloyd George called new elections in January 1910. The major issue was 
the budget, but to assure the Liberals of the support of the Irish Nationalists, Lloyd George, 
during the election campaign, committed the Liberal Party to support of Home Rule for Ireland.

The Irish Nationalists, whose objective was Home Rule, were led by John Redmond. In the 1906 
election, they had gained 83 seats, but the election result was indecisive. New elections were 
called for December 1910. The Liberal campaign for these elections included reform of the 
House of Lords. As in January 1910 the results of the election were inconclusive, and the Liberal 
Government relied on the Irish Nationalists for its majority.

British election results 1906 –1910 
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The Liberals introduced a bill to reform the House of Lords. Support of the Irish Nationalists for 
this bill was guaranteed, because the 1892 Home Rule Bill had been defeated in the House of 
Lords and because Lloyd George had committed the Liberals to support Home Rule. The House 
of Lords reluctantly passed the bill after King Edward VI advised Conservative Lords that he 
would create enough Liberal Lords to give the Liberals a majority.

The Parliament Act, 1911
If a bill passes the Commons in three consecutive sessions, it automatically becomes law 
once it has received Royal Assent, even if it is rejected by the House of Lords.

The Liberal Government introduced the Third Home Rule Bill in 1912. It passed the House of 
Commons in 1912, but the House of Lords rejected the bill. However, under the provisions of 
the Parliament Act, Home Rule would be enacted in September 1914.
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Opposition to Home Rule
The prospect of Home Rule sparked off widespread opposition in Ireland. In the north-east, 
Protestants feared ‘Home Rule’ would mean ‘Rome Rule’. Elsewhere, Irish Nationalists began to 
question the limitations placed on Home Rule.

The Unionists
Unionists were people who supported the continued union of Great Britain and Ireland. From 
the 1880s onwards, Unionists had begun to oppose Home Rule. Many feared they would be 
swamped by the Catholic majority, and Home Rule was seen as a betrayal.

At Westminster, the Conservative Party supported the Unionists. Conservative leader,  
Bonar Law, promised to fight Home Rule, and the Conservative majority in the House of Lords 
presented a serious obstacle to Home Rule.
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In 1905, the Ulster Unionist Council was formed. Unionist opposition was strongest in Ulster 
although it existed throughout Ireland. Sir Edward Carson, a Dubliner, became the leader of 
the Unionists in 1910. The Council slogan was ‘Ulster will fight, Ulster will be right’. The 
introduction of the third Home Rule Bill in Parliament strengthened the determination of the 
Unionists, and in April 1912, 100 000 Unionists attended a demonstration addressed by Bonar 
Law. Carson led a similar demonstration in September 1912, and this led to the proclamation of 
the Ulster Solemn League and Covenant. The 470 000 signatories to the Covenant promised to 
oppose Home Rule by all means that might be necessary.

By January 1913, various paramilitary groups – that is, military forces which are not part of the 
regular or official armed forces – existed in Ulster. They were organised into the Ulster 
Volunteers, which formed a militia, or citizen army, of 100 000. At first the Ulster Volunteers 
trained with wooden rifles, but weapons were provided by the Larne gun-running incident, which 
occurred on 24 April 1914, when 20 000 German rifles and three million rounds of ammunition 
were landed. These were distributed swiftly amongst Ulster Volunteers. The Ulster Volunteers 
were willing to fight to oppose Home Rule.

Unionists began to call for the partition (division into different sectors) of Ireland as a solution 
to the problem. Early in 1914, Sir John Redmond agreed to a proposal that the northern 
counties could opt out of Home Rule for six years, but this proposal was rejected by the 
Unionists.

The Home Rule supporters
Many Irish Nationalists were unhappy and disillusioned by the limitations of the Third Home 
Rule Bill, and the establishment of the Ulster Volunteers was seen as a threat to Home Rule.

In November 1913 the Irish Volunteers were formed, led by Eion MacNeill. Other leaders 
included Patrick Pearse, Roger Casemen and Bulmer Hobson. The aim of the Irish Volunteers 
was ‘to secure and maintain the rights and liberties common to all the people of Ireland … Their 
duties will be defensive and protective (of Home Rule)’. By September 1914, 180 000 had joined 
the Irish Volunteers. 

Following the example of their opponents, the Irish Volunteers acquired weapons from gun-
running. The Howth gun-running incident occurred on 26 July 1914, when 1 500 Mauser rifles 
and 45 000 rounds of ammunition were landed at Howth Harbour in Dublin Bay. Other Irish 
Volunteers drilled with wooden rifles.

The secret Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) entered and influenced the executive of the Irish 
Volunteers without being detected – at least eight executive members were IRB supporters. The 
IRB was committed to a republican form of Government, i.e. they wanted an independent 
country and government without a monarchy.

Another group opposing the Ulster Volunteers was The Citizens Army. In 1913 James Connolly 
became leader of the IRB, replacing W. Larkin after the failure of the 1913 Transport and General 
Workers Strike. Connolly attempted to link nationalism with socialism, and ultimately he hoped 
to establish an independent Marxist state. Connolly formed the Citizens Army in 1913, with  
200 members, with the aim of protecting workers in future strikes.
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The Curragh Mutiny
Most of the officers of the 3rd Cavalry Brigade stationed at Curragh, Dublin, were pro-Unionist. 
The officer corps was made up of both British and Irish. Throughout 1913 and 1914, the Ulster 
Volunteers were indirectly aided by the British forces stationed in Ireland.

In March 1914 orders were given to safeguard munitions depots against raids by the Ulster 
Volunteers, but the commander of the British forces in Ireland refused to carry out the order, 
and many officers threatened to resign. The situation was resolved when the Government 
assured the army that it would not be used against Unionist forces. This, the so-called Curragh 
Mutiny, confirmed in the minds of many Irish nationalists that Britain did not intend to put 
Home Rule into effect, and this was a view that led to increased recruitment to the Irish 
Volunteers.

By 1914 Ireland was on the verge of civil war as Nationalists and Unionists continued to arm 
themselves. Both provided a threat to the British administration – and an illegal one at that. 
Impending disaster was only prevented by the outbreak of World War I. With the onset of 
war the British Government postponed home rule indefinitely. This postponement came 
one month before the Third Home Rule Bill would have become law.

Activity 9A

1. Which of the following was the issue that is the subject of the cartoon above?

 a. leadership of Irish nationalists

 b. leadership of the Liberal Party

 c. passing of the Third Home Rule Bill

 d. passing of the Parliament Act
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2. In the cartoon on p. 268, the cartoonist drew wounds on the horse to comment on which 
of the following?

 a. the fast way in which political success was gained

 b. the determination of John Redmond

 c. the strong support of the Liberal Party

 d. the strong opposition of the Liberal Party

3. Who was John Redmond?

 a. the Prime Minister of Britain

 b. the leader of the Gaelic League

 c. the founder of the Sinn Fein Party

 d. the leader of the Irish Nationalists

4. Who became the leader of the Ulster Unionists Council in 1910?

 a. Bonar Law

 b. David Lloyd George

 c. Sir Edward Carson

 d. James Connolly

Focus

What developments during World War I intensified 
the conflicts?

The Easter Uprising
Most Irish supported Britain in World War I. The British stressed that they were fighting to 
defend Belgium, which, like Ireland, was a small Catholic state. An estimated 150 000 Irishmen 
volunteered for military service; 35 000 members of the Ulster Volunteers formed the 36th 
(Ulster) Division, and 80 000 members of the Irish Volunteers joined up. Conscription – 
compulsory enlistment for service in the armed forces – was not introduced in Ireland until 
1918.

World War I divided the Irish Volunteers. Most of them followed Redmond and supported the 
war effort, and they became known as the National Volunteers. On the other hand, between 
10 000 and 12 000 opposed the war effort, and kept the name of ‘Irish Volunteers’. 

However, the Irish Volunteers themselves were divided. Those led by Eion MacNeill wished to 
use the war to consolidate and strengthen their position, since MacNeill believed the war had 
nothing to do with Ireland. Within the Irish Volunteers a small group of dedicated republicans 
wanted to take advantage of British involvement in World War I. This group included Casement, 
Pearse, Connolly and Michael Collins, and had the support of the Citizens Army. Irish 
Volunteer leader, MacNeill, was never fully informed of the activities of this group. Both Sinn 
Fein and the IRB had infiltrated, or secretly entered, the Irish Volunteers. As they were exempt 
from conscription, members of the Volunteers and Citizens Army drilled openly in the streets of 
Dublin. As early as May 1915 an uprising was planned. MacNeill remained ill-informed. 

Arms were sought by Roger Casement, and Germany was prepared to supply them. These 
weapons would be transported on the vessel Aud, and Casement would return from Germany on 
a U-boat. However, Casement’s plans were known to British Intelligence, because they had 
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broken the German code. As a result, the Aud was captured and scuttled; Casement was set 
ashore at Tralee Bay on 20 April 1916, but was arrested later that day. The planned uprising 
would have to go ahead without arms. When news of these events reached MacNeill he 
cancelled planned ‘manoeuvres’ for Easter Sunday, but his order was countermanded by the 
Military Council of the Citizens Army. A parade would take place at 10.00 am on Easter 
Monday, and Connolly pledged his full support. Neither Connolly nor Pearse believed that there 
was much chance of success, but they were both convinced that a ‘blood sacrifice’ was necessary 
(see below). Some volunteers hoped there would be a general uprising.

The Easter Rising occurred in Dublin on Monday, 24 April 1916. The combined force of the 
Volunteers and Citizens Army numbered 1 300. Because so few joined, the original plan had to 
be changed. The rebels quickly seized the General Post Office (GPO) the Four Courts, a work-
house and Boland’s Flour Mill, which blocked the route British reinforcements would have to 
take. An attempt to take Dublin Castle and a munitions dump failed. On Monday, 24 April, 
Pearse and Connolly proclaimed the Irish Republic – POBLACHT NA H EIREANN. 

The British were taken completely by surprise by these events – this was clear from the fact that 
many were at the races. British Intelligence had underestimated the suicide pact of Connolly and 
Pearce, and believed the arrest of Casement and MacNeill’s cancellation of the ‘manoeuvres’ 
removed the danger of unrest. British reinforcements began to arrive on Tuesday, 25 April. They 
were led by General Sir John Maxwell who was under orders to crush the uprising as quickly as 
possible. Martial Law was established, and the army and the gunboat Helga bombarded the city, 
leaving the centre in ruins – Connolly had presumed that the ‘capitalist’ British would not 
bombard British property. There was no general rising, and most of the public remained hostile 
to the rebels. At 3.45 pm on Saturday, 29 April, the rebels surrendered.

Diary of events, Easter Uprising 1916:
Thursday, 20 April Aud arrived. Casement arrested.
Friday, 21 April Aud captured and scuttled.
Saturday, 22 April  MacNeill cancels planned manoeuvres.
Sunday, 23 April  Military Council countermands MacNeill’s orders.
Monday, 24 April  Easter Rising:
  • attack on Dublin Castle
  • rebels take over Post Office.
Tuesday, 25 April Fierce street fighting.
Thursday, 27 April  GPO burned.
Saturday, 29 April Rebels surrender.

The Blood Sacrifice
Total casualties were estimated at 2 600, of whom 500 were killed. This total included many 
Irish who were shot on sight. More than 3 500 suspected rebels were arrested: 1 000 were 
released; 90 were sentenced to death, of whom only 15 were executed, including Pearse and 
Connolly, while the other 75 were imprisoned in England or Wales. More than 1 500 people 
were interned (jailed) without trial. MacNeill was imprisoned for life.

The harshness of the reprisal dramatically changed public opinion. When the rebels had been 
arrested the public of Dublin had gathered and spat on them! However, many of those 
imprisoned, including MacNeill, had taken no part in the uprising, and so the public was aghast 
at the severity of the sentences. When the prisoners were freed 13 months later, they received a 
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hero’s welcome. Pearce and Connolly were proven right about a ‘blood sacrifice’ and the poet, 
W.B. Yeats stated that ‘a terrible beauty’ had occurred.

David Lloyd George replaced Asquith as Prime Minister in December 1916. Earlier in 1916 
Lloyd George and Carson had met and accepted the principle of partition, which required Ulster 
to remain part of Britain. Redmond had privately agreed to this plan, and Lloyd George called 
together an Irish Convention.

The interned rebels were released in December 1916. Britain was still attempting to gain the 
United States’ entry into World War I. After the harshness of 1916, the British Government 
adopted a more lenient policy, which included releasing Michael Collins. Collins set about 
reorganising the IRB, and his influence on the executive of the Irish Volunteers increased. Those 
imprisoned in England and Wales, including Eamon de Valera, were not released until June 
1917.

The Sinn Fein now became the dominant political force in Ireland. Redmond and the Nationalist 
MPs had become discredited. Their reputations as leaders of the nationalist cause was destroyed 
and they lost support. Redmond died in 1918. The Sinn Fein accepted the republican aims of 
the IRB, and in October 1917, De Valera became President of the Sinn Fein. The party met 
immediate electoral success, winning four by-elections.

Sinn Fein Political Wing
De Valera President 1917

I.R.B.

Collins Leader

Volunteers (I.R.A.) Military Wing
De Valera President

Michael Collins (1890 –1922)
   Born in Cork.
1906  Worked in London.
1916  Returned to Ireland to avoid conscription.
   Joined Irish Volunteers.
   Fought in the Easter Uprising.
   Interned.
1917  Became leader of the IRB.
1919–1920 Organised IRA during the Anglo-Irish War.
1921  Negotiated the Treaty.
1922  Assassinated during the Civil War.
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Eamon De Valera (1882–1975)
  Born in New York.
  Sent to Ireland as a child.
1913  Joined the Irish Volunteers.
1916  Fought in Easter Uprising at Boland’s Mill.
  Sentenced to death.
  Sentence reduced to term of imprisonment.
1917  Freed.
  Elected MP.
1918  Rearrested.
1919  Elected President of Dail.
1921  Refused to accept the Treaty.
1922  Led Republican Forces in Civil War.
1927  Founded Fianna Fail.
1932  Became Prime Minister.
1959  Elected President.

The British Government attempted to provoke Ireland to rebel again. As the end of the World 
War approached, they feared Woodrow Wilson’s support for self-determination, ie the right of a 
people to determine their own form of government. This principle was included in his Fourteen 
Points. British politicians were afraid that Ireland’s fate would be decided at Versailles and not in 
Westminster. To prevent this, Britain hoped to disrupt Irish political life. The Government 
ordered the enforcement of the Conscription Act, and Dillon, leader of the Irish National MPs, 
declared that ‘All Ireland will rise against you’, before leading the Nationalist MPs out of 
Westminster. Lord French, who was very sympathetic to the Unionists, was appointed Lord 
Lieutenant of Ireland. He ordered the arrest of 73 members of the Sinn Fein on 17 May 1918, 
including Griffith, Cosgrove, De Valera and the Countess Marckievicz, because he alleged that 
they were involved in a plot with the Germans. Collins avoided arrest and eluded the police for 
three years. These events failed to provoke an uprising but instead strengthened support for the 
republicans and Sinn Fein. By 1918, the Irish Volunteers could rely on 100 000 members.

Timeline
April 1916  Easter Uprising
December 1916 Internees released, including Collins
June 1917  Prisoners released, including De Valera
October 1917  De Valera elected President of Sinn Fein
May 1918  Seventy-three Sinn Fein members arrested
December 1918 Khaki election – 73 Sinn Fein MPs elected
January 1919  First Dail Eireann met

Activity 9B
Describe in a sentence or two how each of the following groups in Ireland responded to the 
outbreak of World War I.

1. The Ulster Volunteers

2. The Ulster Unionists

3. The Irish Republican Brotherhood
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Focus

To what extent did the conflict remain unresolved?

The De Facto Republic
In December 1918, Lloyd George called the ‘Khaki Election’; so-called because soldiers returning 
from the war had a big influence on the result. The Sinn Fein campaigned on a platform that 
they would boycott Westminster; ie, they said that if they were elected to the British Parliament, 
they would not attend or take part in its proceedings. (Many Sinn Fein candidates had been 
imprisoned by Lord French.) The election was a great success for the supporters of an 
independent Ireland.

     1913  1918
Irish Unionists 18 26
Irish Nationalists 68 68
Sinn Fein 7 73
Others  28 –

Sinn Fein MPs viewed this result as support for their policy, and, as they had promised, the Sinn 
Fein MPs boycotted Westminster, meeting instead at Mansion House in Dublin on 21 January 
1919. They declared themselves the First Dail (Parliament) Eireann, and Ireland was proclaimed 
an independent republic. Only 27 members were able to attend, since 34 MPs were still 
imprisoned. In April 1919 the imprisoned MPs were released. 

At the second session of the Dail, De Valera was elected President. The Republic had no legal or 
constitutional basis, but it existed in practice and therefore it was a de facto republic. The Dail 
established several government departments, and a separate system of courts was set up. The 
Irish Rural Bank was established; an independent postal service was created; the Irish Volunteers 
and Citizens Army became the military wing, known as the Irish Republican Army (IRA). 

The IRA recognised the Dail as the provisional government of Ireland, ie until Ireland achieved a 
fully independent republic the Dail would act as the government. Members of the Dail had to 
swear on oath to the republic. De Valera left for the USA in June 1919 to raise funds, leaving 
Michael Collins in effective control.

British reaction to the de facto Republic was slow in coming. The Dail Eireann was illegal, but it 
was only declared illegal in September 1919.

The Anglo-Irish War
Unrest increased throughout Ireland. Enforcement of the law was the responsibility of the Royal 
Irish Constabulary (RIC). Clashes between the IRA and RIC saw 18 RIC members killed, and 
Collins forced more than 1 000 RIC members to resign. IRA assassination squads were created. 
Collins had penetrated British intelligence sources.

In reply, Britain strengthened its forces. Many ex-servicemen were disillusioned with civilian life 
after World War I, and 3 000 of these men were recruited and placed under RIC control. They 
were the so-called Black-and-Tans and were sent all over Ireland. Former officers were recruited 
to join the Auxiliaries. The combined number of troops available to Britain and the RIC was 
more than 40 000, whereas the IRA numbered 2 000.
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The Black-and-Tans and the Auxiliaries terrorised the Irish countryside. They were unable to 
cope with the guerrilla tactics of the IRA – ambush tactics and savage reprisals were frequent. 
The Black-and-Tans often went out and raided villages and towns that were known to be 
sympathetic to the IRA. On 11 December 1919, 17 Auxiliaries were killed in an ambush near 
Cork. The Black-and-Tans sought revenge by looting and burning the centre of Cork.

21 November 1920 became known as ‘Bloody Sunday’. Twelve British Intelligence Officers were 
murdered by IRA assassination squads. The Black-and-Tans opened fire on the crowd at Croke 
football stadium, killing 12 spectators and wounding 62. The activities of the Black-and-Tans 
and Auxiliaries created further public hostility and opposition to the British administration. 
Eventually, a truce was arranged in July 1921, but hatred towards the Black-and-Tans is still 
present today.

Casualties from the Anglo-Irish War were surprisingly low: 800 supporters of the Dail and  
300 Auxiliaries, Black-and-Tans and RIC members were killed. Griffith and De Valera went to 
London to negotiate a treaty.

During the Anglo-Irish War, Westminster had passed the Government of Ireland Act (in December 
1920). This effectively put into place Home Rule with partition, as follows. The six north-
eastern counties of Ireland would establish a parliament, and this area, known as Ulster, would 
be called ‘Northern Ireland’. The remaining 26 counties would form the Irish Free State. Both 
parliaments would be under the authority of Westminster: 

•	 External	affairs	(foreign	relations)	would	be	controlled	by	Westminster.

•	 A	Council	of	Ireland	would	be	established	as	soon	as	possible	to	bring	about	a	union,	
which could only result from an absolute, or unanimous, majority in both parliaments.

The Dail Eireann and the IRA rejected these proposals, and elections to the new parliament were 
held in May, in which Sinn Fein won 124 of the 128 seats. All were uncontested. Rejecting the 
Government of Ireland Act, the Sinn Fein continued fighting.

In Ulster, the Unionists reluctantly accepted independence – they would have preferred to 
remain part of Britain. In elections that were held, the Unionists won 40 of the 52 seats.

Northern Ireland
Northern Ireland consisted of the six Ulster counties. In two of these counties, Fermanagh and 
Tyrone, there was a Catholic majority. The City of Londonderry was mainly Catholic, and Belfast 
had a large Catholic minority. Twenty-five per cent of the population of Northern Ireland were 
Catholics.

The capital of Northern Ireland was established at Belfast, and parliament met at the Stormont. 
Sir James Craig (Lord Craigavon) was Prime Minister from 1921 to 1940. He had entered 
Westminster as a Unionist MP in 1906, and was a supporter and ally of Carson who joined the 
Ulster Volunteers. The Unionists dominated the Stormont until 1972.

The Treaty of 1921 caused disturbances in the North, because Catholics felt betrayed by 
partition. A campaign of civil disobedience began, as Catholics refused to obey certain laws as a 
protest. Sinn Fein MPs boycotted the Stormont, and Catholic schools refused to accept state 
funds. Predominantly Catholic regions in the border area declared their allegiance to the Free 
State, and sectarian violence broke out, during which 453 were people killed in Belfast. 
Catholics were laid off from work and Catholic businesses were looted.

To maintain peace, the Ulster Special Constabulary was formed and it reinforced the Royal 
Ulster Constabulary. Its weapons were supplied by Britain, and the Civil Authorities Act 1921 
gave special powers to the Minister of Home Affairs.
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Catholics were disappointed by the Boundary Commission (see p. 277), and had little political 
influence. 

At first the Sinn Fein boycotted the Stormont. In 1925, proportional representation was 
removed, which meant that Catholic representation was no longer assured. In 1920, Catholics 
gained success in local body elections, particularly in Catholic-dominated areas. Parliament 
passed the Local Government Act, in terms of which all local authorities had to swear allegiance 
to the Crown. Many Catholics refused to do this and they were forcibly removed by the police.

The economy of Northern Ireland is dependent on Britain. The lack of raw materials means that 
they must be imported, and food supplies are also imported from Britain.

World War II
The industrial boom brought about by the outbreak of war favoured the north. Rationing was 
more severe in the Irish Free State than in Northern Ireland. Many Protestants were bitter when 
conscription was not applied to Northern Ireland, as they wished to show their loyalty to the 
Crown.

Independence
Early peace negotiations failed. De Valera and the Dail rejected Dominion status. As a Dominion, 
Ireland would be a self-governing member of the British Commonwealth. The British monarch 
would be the country’s Head of State. Instead, Ireland opted to become an independent 
republic.

Negotiations resumed in October 1921. The Dail Eireann was represented by Collins and 
Griffith, while De Valera remained in Ireland. Negotiations again stalled when conflict arose over 
the role of Ireland in the British Empire and the separation of Ulster. Collins accepted the idea of 
a Boundary Commission because he believed that an independent judge would re-adjust the 
borders, and that Fermanagh and Tyrone would then be included in the Irish Free State. In 
return for this, Collins and Griffith had to accept an Oath of Allegiance.

Lloyd George brought the negotiations to a successful conclusion. He provided Collins with a 
24-hour ultimatum: unless Collins agreed to his terms, the British would resume military action. 
Collins was well aware that the IRA was exhausted and could not continue the war. 
Consequently, Collins, Griffith and Barton signed the Articles of Agreement at 2.00 am on  
6 December 1921. The Articles are usually simply referred to as ‘The Treaty’.

Provisions of the Articles of Agreement 
• Ireland was to have Dominion status.
• Ireland would be known as the Irish Free State.
• An Oath of Allegiance would be sworn to the King by all MPs.
• Defence would be provided by Britain.
• Access to ports and facilities would remain unaltered.
• Northern Ireland was able to opt out under the Government of Ireland Act.
• A three-man Boundary Commission was to be established.
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Civil War
The task before Collins and Griffith was now to obtain ratification of the Treaty by the Dail.  
De Valera led those who opposed ratification in the debate, because he believed better terms 
could have been negotiated. However, although the final vote was a close one, the pro-Treaty 
group won the debate by 64 votes to 57. As a result, De Valera resigned the presidency of the 
Dail, and Griffith became president. De Valera and those who opposed the Treaty left the Dail.

Many republicans were unable to accept the Treaty and joined De Valera. They became known 
as the Irregulars. In April they seized the Four Courts in Dublin, and the military adviser to 
Northern Ireland was assassinated by Irregular sympathisers in June. The British Government 
reacted strongly to these disturbances: the withdrawal of British troops in Dublin stopped; 
Winston Churchill, as Colonial Secretary, supplied weapons and munitions to the Free State 
Army; and the Free State government was informed that ‘the ambiguous position of the IRA 
could no longer be tolerated’. In other words, they could not be allowed to continue to operate 
independently.

The results of the 1922 elections, listed below, clearly showed that the Free State Government 
had the support of the people:

Pro-Treaty Sinn Fein 58
Anti-Treaty Sinn Fein 35
Labour 17
Others  19

With this strong basis of support, Collins moved against the Irregulars, who were led by  
De Valera. On 28 June 1922, Free State Troops attacked the Four Courts. By August all Irregular 
and republican strongholds had been captured, and the Irregulars turned to guerrilla tactics. 
Ambushes and burning the houses of pro-Treaty sympathisers were common – Collins himself 
was murdered in an ambush in August. The Provisional Government reacted with harsh 
reprisals, and Government executions became common.



277History NCEA Level 1 

Level 1 History Study Guide. Israel, 1909 - 1922
© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, 2012. For individual student use only. No other use permitted.

Level 1 History Study Guide. Israel, 1909 - 1922
© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, 2012. For individual student use only. No other use permitted.

By April 1923 a truce was reached, in terms of which the supporters of De Valera put away their 
arms. However, they neither surrendered, nor did they accept the Free State.

The new State
In December 1922, the Irish Free State was formally declared, taking over from the Provisional 
Government, and its leadership passed to a new group. Griffith had died in August 1922, and 
William Cosgrove became Premier. The results of the elections that were held in August 1923 
were as follows:

Cumann na nGaedheal (Cosgrove)  63
Sinn Fein* (ie anti-Treaty – De Valera) 44
Others    46
*Sinn Fein MPs viewed the elections as invalid and refused to take their seats in the Dail.

The Constitution of 1922 established a bicameral legislature. The Dail was to be elected on 
proportional representation, in order to make sure that religious minorities would be  
represented. The Upper House (Senate) was to consist of 60 seats. The constitution did not refer 
to Northern Ireland. 

De Valera and republicans remained opposed to the constitution, rejecting partition, opposing 
the Oath, and regarding the position of Governor General as a limitation on sovereignty 
(sovereignty is the independence and authority of the government).

The Oath of Allegiance (1925) was an extension of the oath required by the Treaty. This oath 
had to be sworn by all civil servants, and it provoked a crisis in the army. It also made anti–
Treaty groups even more strongly opposed to the Treaty.

The Boundary Commission (1925)
In the Treaty, the boundary question had deliberately been left unclear and vague. Lloyd George 
had believed union would occur, and Collins and Griffith had been persuaded to sign due to the 
proposal to establish a three-man Commission. This Commission made its report in 1925. Few 
changes were proposed and the provision for the Council of Ireland was dropped, reinforcing 
the view that partition was permanent.

Economic policies
The economy of the Free State had been shattered by continued conflict and the loss of 
Northern Ireland’s industry. The agricultural sector had hardly recovered from the potato famine, 
and land reforms had taken place very slowly. 

The Land Act 1923 extended legislation pertaining to land, by removing uneconomic plots, ie 
plots of land too small to be farmed successfully. Assistance was provided to farmers through the 
Rural Bank. The development of the Shannon Scheme was similar to that of Muscle Shoals (later 
the Tennessee Valley Authority in the USA during the Great Depression). Hydro-electric dams 
were built; irrigation schemes were started and the Scheme was run by a State Corporation.

The London Agreement 1925 settled the financial issues raised in the Treaty. The Irish Free State 
was no longer required to pay a share of the war debt or pensions, but in return it had to give 
up claims for extra territory or compensation.
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Conclusion
After years of struggle and seven years of bitter fighting, peace returned to Ireland and with 
it, independence. The independence was a far cry from that hoped for by the martyrs of 
1916. The Ulster provinces remained outside the new state. Inside the new State there were 
internal divisions as both De Valera and the Sinn Fein continued their opposition to the 
Articles of Agreement.
Economically the new State was bankrupt. Cut off from the industrial wealth of Belfast and 
Londonderry, it was exhausted by the ravages of first the Anglo-Irish War and then the Civil 
War. Now there was the additional burden of compensation to England in the form of land 
annuities (annual payments to British land owners).
The political pull of De Valera remained strong and when he chose to re-enter politics in 
1928, he soon mounted a challenge strong enough to unseat Cosgrove as Premier.  
De Valera was to remain Premier from 1932 until 1946. During this time, ties with Britain 
were cut – until finally Ireland left the Commonwealth and declared itself a republic in 
1948.

Activity 9C
Match each of the following words or names with its definition or description.

1.  Belfast

2.  Black-and-Tans

3.  Eamon De Valera

4.  Irish Republican Army (IRA)

5.  Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC)

6.  The London Agreement

7.  Winston Churchill

8.  First Dail Eireann

9.  Irish Free State

10. Dublin

11. ‘Khaki election’

12. Northern Ireland

13. David Lloyd George

14. James Craig

15. Sinn Fein Party

a. Colonial Secretary in 1922; supplied weapons to 
the Free State Army

b. signed in 1925; settled the financial issues raised in 
the 1921 Treaty

c. established in 1902 with the purpose of 
establishing an independent Irish Parliament

d. British police force responsible for enforcing the 
law in Ireland before partition

e. the six counties of Ulster; given a separate 
parliament by the Government of Ireland Act 1920

f. first Prime Minister of Northern Ireland

g. military wing of Sinn Fein

h. the 26 southern counties of Ireland; formally 
proclaimed in December 1922

i. met on 21 January 1919 and proclaimed Ireland an 
independent republic

j. first President of the de facto Irish Republic

k. capital of the Irish Free State

l. British Prime Minister who negotiated the signing 
of the Articles of Agreement (‘The Treaty’) in 1921

m. an auxiliary force made up mostly of ex-servicemen 
and under RIC control

n. capital of Northern Ireland

o. held in December 1918; soldiers returning from the 
war had a big influence on the result
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2. CORE leader, James Farmer.

3. In Jackson, Mississippi. For 60 days.

4. At the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, on 28 August 1963, at the culmination of a 
march by 250 000 people.

Activity 8D 
1.  c 2.  e 3.  g 4.  j 5.  m 6.  a 7.  n 8.  b 9.  l 10.  k

11.  i 12.  h 13.  f 14.  d

THEME E: Conflict
Ireland 1909–1922
Activity 9A
1. c.

2. b.

3. d.

4. c.

Activity 9B
1. Ulster Volunteers joined up, hoping to show that they were loyal to the Crown and that 

they wanted Home Rule.

2. Ulster Unionists joined up in such large numbers that they had a troop of their own, the 
38th Brigade.

3. The Irish Republican Brotherhood saw the war as an opportunity for rebellion, since 
British attention was elsewhere. They began preparing for rebellion as early as 1915.

Activity 9C 
1.  n 2.  m 3.  j 4.  g 5.  d 6.  b 7.  a 8.  i 9.  h 10.  k

11.  o 12.  e 13.  l 14.  f 15.  c

Palestine–Israel 1935–1967
Activity 10A
1. The Balfour Declaration (in the form of a letter from Balfour, the British Foreign 

Secretary, to Lord Rothschild (who was Jewish)) stated clearly that the British favoured 
the establishment of a ‘national home’ for Jewish people in Palestine. Balfour also stated 
that Britain would try its best to bring about the establishment of such a Jewish ‘national 
home’. Arabs in the region felt that this would endanger the Arabs who had settled in 
Palestine since AD 700.

2. The Peel Commission recommended that Palestine should be partitioned (that is, divided 
into Arab and Jewish sectors). The Arabs rejected this recommendation, since it meant 
that Jews were being offered a national state, not just a ‘national home’, as proposed by 
the Balfour declaration. 
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