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The events of 1912-1922 provided a decade of enormous change in Ireland leaving
a legacy for good and ill. The events shaped the rest of the 20th century and still
cast a long shadow into the 21st century. The Ulster Covenant and the Easter
Proclamation (see pages 14-15), in ways a mirror of each other, became
foundational documents of two states in Ireland after 1921. Everything had changed
by 1922, not least because of the Great War, but the decade was also a decade of
intense and often brutal, sectarian violence. The legacy of violence remained and
erupted again in Northern Ireland for a further 35 years at the end of the 20th
century.
The centenaries of these dramatic events will be remembered between 2012 - 2022.
The critical question is how? In the current global and local context that bears no
resemblance to the historical decade, how will we remember events of change
steeped in violence? The past is a foreign country and we do not live in it.
Emotionally we may be locked into it, but the world has moved on and changed, as
it always does. Living in the past can reduce us to being the flotsam and jetsam of
history, debris washed up on the beach of time. More than ever we are now global
citizens, planetary beings, struggling with a fragile peace process in Ireland, but
part of the web of globalisation with all its interdependency. How will we remember
and commemorate in this context? Both the change and the violence need to be
remembered and acknowledged together in Ireland and Britain, because the
decade is both Irish and British European history, as is the legacy.
Ethical and shared remembering are key to the approaching centennial decade.
Ethical remembering will mean asking critical and ethical questions about violence,
change, justice and peace in the context of the present and desired shared future.
One hundred years on there will be no ethical remembering without remembering
the future, and without an ethical and concrete commitment to building it together.
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1. Ethical Remembering and Future Vision
(a) Understanding the Context
In an ethical approach to the decade, context is critically important. The events of
1912-1922 did not happen in a vacuum, nor is the context merely Irish. Ireland, as
it had been for centuries, was being shaped and influenced by external and larger
political and historical dynamics. Larger global and European politics and ideologies
were swirling around the Irish shore line.

Imperialism was one of the dynamics. This was the age of empires. The 19th
century had witnessed the scramble for Africa, and the European empires extended
into Asia. Europe ruled the world through its various empires, the largest of which
was the British, about which it was said, ‘the sun never set’. Dominating the politics
of Europe were three powerful monarchs; Kaiser Wilhelm, Tsar Nicholas and King
George V. Each was intent on expansionism, which could only happen at the
expense of each other. Europe emerged into the 20th century with power hungry
leaders lusting for war, with a blood lust that believed in the moral good of war as
the cleansing of the nation.

Nationalism was another dynamic force, which had only emerged in the 18th and
19th centuries. The emergence of nationalism was a European phenomenon which
invented flags, national hymns, ultimate pride and the glorification of war as
supreme sacrifice. In other words, nationalism dressed itself up in religious language
and nationalised God. It was in fact, a recent invention and had not been around
since primeval times. Nationalism led to the bloodiest and most brutal century in
recorded human history.

A third significant dynamic was the suffragette movement. This also was much
wider than Ireland, but by the end of the 19th century and early 20th century, the
womens’ suffrage societies, with the aim of winning the vote for women in
parliamentary elections, had been formed in Belfast, Dublin, London and elsewhere.
Some progress had been made in 1896 and 1897. In 1911 Irish women were
promised membership in county and county borough councils, but it was 1928
before universal franchise in parliamentary elections was possible. Yet Irish women
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were engaged in a powerful consciousness-raising experience. By the 1918 General
Election, most women over thirty were given the vote.

Religion occupied a central role at this time and though there had been trends and
changes, Europe, including Ireland, was in “the Christendom mode”. Religious
institutions were in places of power and were closely identified with the centres of
power. This Christendom model ensured that the Christian religion was co-opted by
nationalism and became the chaplain to war and violence. This was both Catholic
and Protestant, imperial religion steeped in empire theology. The British motto, ‘For
God and the Empire’, easily translated as ‘For God and Ireland’ and ‘For God and
Ulster’. There was no theological problem about including God in the texts of the
Ulster Covenant and Easter Proclamation. There was equally no problem with
priests publicly blessing activists in the violence of the decade or with clergy
blessing UVF arms in the north. It was the imperial and civil religion of the time.

All of these currents were washing up on Irish beaches, north and south, and like
the gulf stream, were influencing the religio-political climate. They provide the
context of the decade.

(b) Ethical Analysis1
An ethical approach calls for a critical analysis to the events of the decade . It is for
this reason that commemoration is a better word than celebration. There is nothing
celebratory about the brutal and sectarian violence of the decade. To attempt to
celebrate any of the centenaries would be unethical. There are three dimensions to
a critical analysis:

Personalities, Characters and Motives
The events are dominated by key personalities. In examining the Irish personalities
involved, there is Carson and Craig on the Unionist side and Collins and De Valera
on the Nationalist side. It is important to explore just who they were, where they
came from and what were the forces that had shaped them. Why were they so
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involved in the decade? But this was also British history and there were key British
players in the decade. At the beginning of the decade there was Prime Minister
Asquith and Conservative leader, Canadian born, Ulster-Scot, Bonar Law. For much
of the decade Lloyd George was Prime Minister and Churchill was heavily involved
in a ministerial role. The same critical questions need to be applied to them as to
the Irish players. What were their motives, characteristics and war time constraints?

Actions and Policies
Carson applied a politics of violence, either as a threat to the British government or
from the belief that only through violence could peace be achieved. The latter was
the ancient myth of redemptive violence, at the heart of all historical imperialism,
peace through victory or war. Pearse led an armed insurrection deeply rooted in a
combination of theology and mythology, believing that blood sacrifice would bring
redemption or liberation for Ireland.

Lloyd George was a war-time Prime Minister pre-occupied with the blood-letting of
Europe and then as key negotiator in the post-war peace treaties. At the same time
he was struggling with the Irish question and played each side against the other.
Collins and De Valera in the end each held different visions of Ireland, the former a
more democratic vision, the latter holding on to the republic.

(c) Ethical Principles2
Ethical remembering also involves an ethical framework through which to critically
appraise the events of the decade. The leading characters and personalities of the
time had brought with them the European ethos of Imperialism and Nationalism
and reflected the wider philosophy and ideology of the time. It was a world where
certitudes and absolutes underpinned the use of violence in politics and history. It
was a confident world entering into the 20th century. Progress was inevitable,
European expansionism was an absolute demand and God was on the side of
might and right. Violent nationalism was religion. There is less certitude and few if
any, absolutes a century on. The past was not monochrome either. The ethical
principles we bring to the decade are multiple.

An Ethic of Narrative Hospitality
The stories of the political stranger, victim and disappeared need to be heard. We
need to be willing and open to learning many more stories than our own.

An Ethic of Narrative Flexibility
In commemorating 1912-1922, there is a need to remember and realise that there
is always more than one narrative. There are many narratives from this decade and
to acknowledge the many is to be open to deeper understandings and fresh
interpretations.

Consequences and Outcomes
All policies and actions have consequences, some good, some bad. Critical
questions need to be asked of these. Where did the Ulster resistance and gun
running lead? Where did the outcomes of the Easter Rising lead? Did 1912 make
1916 inevitable and did both then settle the partition of Ireland? It is not an easy
question to ask, but was partition the only outcome of a decade of brutal and
sectarian violence? And did the violence of the decade leave us the tragic legacy
of the most recent phase of violence, post-1969? Ethically there is no avoiding the
critical re-appraisal of the violence and to ask was the violence necessary or
justified in 1912-1922 and that of the subsequent legacy?
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Narrative Plurality
In a shared future, many of us, strangers and adversaries, need to allow for a
flexibility of narrative. There is not one Irish history, but versions of Irish history and
stories told from different historical and experiential perspectives, even the same
account recounted differently and from different angles and standpoints. None of
us has 360° vision.

Ethical Remembering and Future Vision
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2. Covenant, Guns and Militarised Politics3
Transfiguring the Past
Remembering is an attentive and ethical exercise. We pay deep attention to the
past and ask critical questions of it. Part of this includes retrieving the betrayed
promises of history and the unfulfilled future of the past. Both the Covenant and
Proclamation are in this critical category as unfulfilled promises.

Pardon
Some see this as a religious act, others not, but it is a plus factor which moves
beyond narrative imagination to forgiveness. It is a kind of X factor with the potential
to transform a culture of violence and death into a culture of active peace-building
and life.

Whether associated with institutional religion or not, forgiveness is a spiritual act,
not replacing justice but enhancing it.

It is within the framework of these ethical principles that we critically commemorate
or ethically remember in 2012-2022.

Reflection Questions
How far does the context of the time explain the actions of the people involved?
Was violence necessary or justified in 1912-1922?
What will it mean to live with narrative hospitality in Ireland?
What gestures of forgiveness are needed to transform or liberate us?

The British Government attempted to introduce three Home Rule Bills to Ireland.
Gladstone, the Liberal Prime Minister, was responsible for the first two in 1886 and
1893. He believed there was a moral basis for such Bills. When the Liberal leader,
Asquith, introduced the third in 1912, he did so out of a sense of ‘sacred trust’ in
relation to Gladstone, who had since died.
On each occasion there was strong Protestant opposition and resistance and the
Orange Order was already talking of armed resistance at an early stage. The first
Bill, in 1886 was defeated by the Commons and then in the 1893 Bill by the
Conservative dominated House of Lords.
In 1909 the Lords did the unthinkable and rejected Lloyd George’s budget. This led
to a constitutional crisis and new legislation which meant that the Lords could only
veto any Bill three times and then it would come back to the Commons for the
ultimate decision. This removed the Lords veto from Home Rule. A Bill was
proposed in 1912 which proposed the following:
• 42 Irish Westminster MP’s
• An Irish House of Commons of 164 members
• An Irish Senate of 40 members
• Legislation against discrimination
The Bill also contained measures to reassure Protestants who had been deeply
upset and offended by the Vatican Ne Temere Decree of 1909 which had made a
mixed marriage not conducted by a parish priest void. According to the Home Rule
Bill a religious belief or ceremony would not be a condition for the validity of
marriage.
The Unionist leader, Edward Carson, as an Irish Unionist, opposed Home Rule for
any part of Ireland. He came to believe that Ulster’s cause was the cause of the
empire, and even though remaining an Irish Unionist, he became more identified
with the Ulster problem.
The other Unionist leader was James Craig, the son of a Presbyterian whiskey
distiller. Craig was the first to call for armed resistance. Even before Asquith
introduced the Bill, up to 50,000 Orangemen and Unionists had warned in 1911
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against using the new Parliamentary Act to force Home Rule through the Lords.
Again before the Bill was introduced, Orange leaders were obtaining firearms
licences from Unionist magistrates.

supported Home Rule. Many blessed weapons at special services, but did they
always have a choice? Many though may have felt comfortable enough blessing
UVF weapons.

Not surprisingly on Easter Sunday 1912, a massive military style demonstration
expressed resistance. Up to 100,000 Ulstermen in military formation marched past
the Unionist leadership, Bonar Law and 70 Conservative MP’s. The Ulster Unionist
Council had already formed the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and was training
soldiers in a highly organised way.

The Covenant spoke of civil and religious freedom but this was civil and religious
freedom for Protestants only. Unlike the Judeo-Christian Biblical Covenant, on
which it was supposed to be based, the Ulster Covenant was not inclusive nor was
it a socio-economic and political vision of equality.

The UVF was an illegal army and a ban on weapons was defied by extensive gun
running through Larne, Donaghadee and Bangor in 1914. The German supplied
armoury consisted of 35,000 weapons and 5 million rounds of ammunition, all
landed and spirited away without any interference from authorities.
The Ulster Covenant was signed on 28th September 1912 by 237,368 Ulstermen,
and 234,046 women signing a different, but related document. Ulster Day was a
massive act of resistance and militant also. Religious services were held across the
north and free bibles distributed. This was religious militancy and civil religion.
Militant Unionism had God on its side.

Yet Carson left the Unionist Party leadership and Northern Ireland after partition in
1921, his vision of Irish Unionism defeated by the granting of Home Rule to six
Ulster counties. He may well have had doubts about it all, though he did see
violence in 1912 as the way to peace. He rarely returned to Northern Ireland
between 1921 and his death in 1935, and in his farewell speech in1921, he called
for a parliament representative of all the people and non-discriminatory against any.
Perhaps Carson’s farewell vision has not even yet been realised.

The leaders of the three largest Protestant churches were among the first seven
signatories of the Covenant. They pledged to ‘use all means which may be found
necessary to defeat the present conspiracy to set up a Home Rule parliament for
Ireland’. As early as 1910, if not 1893, Protestants knew this meant arms and guns.
A budget and planning was already in place.

Reflection Questions

The Covenant also claimed ‘equal citizenship’ in the UK, but in Ulster the issue was
not equality but superiority, which at the time was religious, racial and cultural. The
Covenant had religio-political antecedents, rooted in earlier Scottish Covenants in
the Calvinist Reformed Tradition. It was a very Presbyterian document and
promoted the primacy of material success, racial superiority and the physical force
tradition, all blessed by God.

How far did their actions set the tone for the rest of the decade?

At the time clergy posts and livelihoods were under threat, especially if they
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The Covenant remains in the minds of many as the foundational document and
constitution of Northern Ireland. It may well be commemorated as such by some
Unionists in 2012.

Covenant, Guns and Militarised Politics

Is God ever on the side of militarised politics?
Could Carson and Craig have chosen another way?

Did the Ulster Covenant fall far short of the biblical covenant vision of inclusive,
socio-economic and political equality?
How could the centenary of the Covenant be commemorated or acknowledged
in an ethical manner?
What would a new covenant try to say in 2012?
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3. Rising, Blood Sacrifice and Equality Deferred
After the fall and death of Parnell, the Irish Nationalist Party split. John Redmond
became its leader and sought Home Rule for Ireland within the Empire. Sinn Fein
was founded in 1905, a non-violent party seeking independence for the whole of
Ireland. It had no interest in Unionists and rejected relationships with Britain and the
Empire. The Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) was a physical force tradition in
existence from the mid 19th century. Its roots were in the Fenian movement and it
sought the complete expulsion of the British from Ireland and an independent state.
The early Sinn Fein leaders assisted in the re-organisation of the IRB and there was
a readiness for any opportunity to weaken the British link through another Irish rising
or rebellion.
In 1910 a British election left the Liberals with a majority of two and dependent on
Irish MP’s for support. A second 1910 election, brought about by the Lords
constitutional crisis, produced a similar result. Asquith had no choice but to give
Redmond his Home Rule Bill. With the Lords veto removed in the 1911 Parliament
Act, there was every likelihood of the Bill being passed, as it was in 1914 after the
Parliamentary process.
Militant and militarised resistance had come from the Unionists and in 1913 partition
was being considered. Carson in 1913 had suggested a nine county Ulster
provincial exclusion from Home Rule. Whatever the motivation for this, it left
Redmond weakened and Sinn Fein and the IRB betrayed. Irish unity was being
disregarded. The conclusion was emerging that Irish freedom would never be given,
it would have to be won.
In response to the formation of the illegal UVF, the nationalist response was the
formation of the Irish Volunteers. They too mobilised about 100,000 men which left
Ireland with two private illegal armies, both armed, making an all-out civil war a real
possibility.
In 1914 Home Rule became law, but this was also the year in which the First World
War began. The Bill was put into cold storage until the war ended, which many
thought would be by Christmas 1914, or at most in a year. The Bill was suspended
for one year or for the duration of the war. Meanwhile Redmond supported the war
and lost considerable support for himself and his party.
12
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By 1914 a rebellion was being plotted by the physical force tradition with 20,000
rifles being landed in Kerry. In 1916 the IRB Council was ready for a rebellion. Easter
Sunday was planned but orders were countermanded by Eoin MacNeill (leader of
the Irish Volunteers). There was confusion, including print difficulties with the
production of the Proclamation. On Easter Monday, April 1916, the Rising began,
confused, badly organised and poorly armed. It lasted for a week, with 450 dead,
2600 injured and much of central Dublin destroyed. There was little public support
but when the British executed fifteen of the leaders, the tide turned and outrage at
the British activity ensued.
The Rising led to the destruction of constitutional nationalism and created a
campaign of violence against British rule. It also ensured that the partition of Ireland
would be a reality. There was no other way to go after 1916. Tim Pat Coogan, an
Irish nationalist historian, has said that the Rising was ‘both profoundly important
and profoundly unnecessary. Widely and rightly marked as a high water mark of
the fenian or Catholic and Nationalist tradition, it was in fact triggered off by the
Orange and Protestant tradition and its British allies’.
The Easter Rising was a complete military failure. It was more a symbolic act, even
a piece of street theatre, in Pearse’s words, ‘a blood sacrifice’ on behalf of Ireland.
His ideas and language constituted the essence of physical force republicanism. On
the basis of Irish mythology and Catholic Eucharistic theology and atonement
theology (shared by Protestantism in differently nuanced ways), he combined blood
sacrifice and redemptive violence giving the spiritual and mystical dimensions to the
Rising, and to subsequent dying for Ireland. Reflecting the same mystical theology
of the early British and French war poets, a mystical theology of war prevalent in
early 20th century Europe, Pearse became the high priest of the Rising.
By 1916 the mystique of the gun and political violence was well established in
Ireland on both sides. The gun was at the heart of politics and politics was remilitarised in Ireland. Personal and national redemption was only possible through
violence and enormous self-sacrifice.
The Proclamation was to acknowledge the God of nationalism and guns, a national
cause under the protection of the Most High God whose blessing was invoked on

Rising, Blood Sacrifice and Equality Deferred
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“The Unfulfilled Promises of History”

The archive of the Ulster Unionist Council, held by the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI), contains just
under half a million original signatures and addresses of the men who, on 28 September 1912, signed the Ulster
Covenant, and of the women who signed the parallel Declaration. In total,
the Covenant was signed by 237,368 men, and the Declaration by 234,046 women.
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The 1916 Proclamation or Easter Proclamation, issued by the
Irish Volunteers and Irish Citizen Army during the Easter Rising in Ireland on 24 April 1916.
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4. The Somme, Slaughter and Sectarianised Memory
arms. It was a mythical and ideological vision of nationalism, which was also
mystical. Did nationhood go back 300 years or was this a 19th century idea being
read back into history?
There was a vision of equality and social inclusion in the text as well as civil and
religious liberty. All the children of the nation were to be cherished equally. Was this
a reference to the Northern Protestants? Like the Covenant was this to become the
unfulfilled promise of history? In a context of sectarian violence did the equality of
Covenant and Proclamation have any chance of realisation? The theology of blood
sacrifice and violence maimed the vision of equality from the start, and the four
years from 1912-1916 left a legacy for the 20th century.

Reflection Questions
How should the centenary of the Rising be commemorated or acknowledged in
2016?
Who are the children of the nation in the 21st century? What is the nation in a
post-nationalist world?
How can the vision of the Proclamation to ‘cherish all the children of the nation
equally’, be affirmed and realised socially, culturally, economically and politically?

The 20th century began with widespread ‘trench’ religion. In Europe the Christian
faith was considered central to soldiering, military patriotism and discipline. In
Victorian and Edwardian Britain there were strong religious sensitivities. God was
on the side of Britain and war was an honourable state. Churches had a patriotic
role, not only through the flying of national flags in Protestant churches, but as
recruiting agencies and as instruments of the State. One Scottish church leader
even said that to make peace fundamental in religion was not to follow the order of
Christ or his apostles.
Regiments had a Christian culture, the Welsh being non-conformists, and the Scots,
Presbyterian. Ireland had its Catholic divisions and the 36th Ulster was Protestant,
also being joined by Glasgow Orangemen.
The links between religious culture and patriotism broke down under the stresses
and trauma of war. On the first day of the Somme, 20,000 British were dead. The
slaughter of the First World War destroyed patriotism and nationalised religion. The
nationalised God died in the trenches.
For a variety of reasons over 200,000 Irishmen, Protestant and Catholic, served in
the War. The 36th Ulster division was given its own regiment, unlike the Catholic and
Nationalist volunteers. Even in war there was no equality of treatment. The 36th
Ulster Division and the 16th Irish Division were involved on 1st July 1916 at the
Somme. The 10th Irish Division was involved with Gallipoli. On July 1st the 36th
Division lost 5000 men. More than 50,000 Irish men were to die in the War.

Is the idea of blood sacrifice a distorted idea both religiously and politically?
The 36th Ulster losses on July 1st were deeply felt in the Protestant community in
the north. Orange parades had already been cancelled on July 12th and at noon
Ulster came to a standstill with five minutes of silence. The rain poured down during
it all.
The Ulster Protestants were quick to contrast their losses at the Somme with the
disloyal, betrayal of the earlier Rising. The death of the 36th Ulster men was a blood
sacrifice which placed an obligation on the British to honour the Ulster Protestants
right to self-determination. Blood sacrifice gave birth to partition. The blood of their
dead had liberated Protestants from Home Rule, though maybe not quite as
expected.
16
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The War had exacerbated the psychological division between nationalists and
unionists. The unionists had sacrificed for King and Empire. The nationalists had
rebelled and were German sympathisers. The War had also split the National
Volunteers. Redmond had called for ‘Young Ireland to the cause of Britain and
gallant little Belgium’. Redmond’s own brother, Willie, had died at the battle of
Messines. In all more than 50,000 Irish died in 1914-1918. Most were Irish
nationalists and most until recently were airbrushed from Irish history. Not only had
the Irish born Lord Kitchener, wanted no acknowledgement of Irish nationalism by
his refusal to give Irish recruits their own regiments like the 36th Ulster, Irish
nationalism for almost 90 years could not acknowledge the deaths of so many Irish.
It did not fit with the dominant ideology.
The ambivalence or denial continued for decades. By 1921 a 70 foot memorial
tower was built at Thiepval in memory of the 36th Ulster Division. It was dedicated
by the Protestant Church leaders. The Presbyterian Moderator compared the men
who fought and died to those who closed the gates of Derry in 1689. The cause of
Ulster, freedom and empire were the same. In the south of Ireland the Protestants
had their memorials inside churches, while in the north they dominated the centre
of towns as symbols of partition. The centres of southern towns were dominated by
the heroes of the Easter Rising. The 20th anniversary of the Somme was
commemorated with fervour in 1936. in 1966, for the 50th anniversary, Prime
Minister Terence O’Neill visited Thiepval. In the Standard Bar in Belfast’s Shankill
Road it was commemorated by forming (re-forming) the Ulster Volunteer Force.
O’Neill returned from the Somme and proscribed the UVF. Every 1st July East
Belfast commemorates the Somme with a march of Orange Lodges, and the
Drumcree standoff on the nearest Sunday to July 1st is a Somme commemorative
service.
In the south the ambivalence continued. In 1919 the Birr Comrades of the Great
War were refused Council permission to put up a war memorial. In the same and
following years a range of plans and proposals were still-born in Dublin with a war
memorial described as a ‘comfortless thing’. In 1927 the Senate, by a casting vote,
decided on a Dublin memorial in the Phoenix Park. The government implacably
opposed the plan. The President of the Dail, Cosgrave believed it was of an
‘imperialist nature’ while Vice-President O’Higgins deprecated the attempt to make
the ‘11th November a Twelfth of July’.
18
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By 1929 a site was located at Islandbridge and a design drawn up. An Irish National
War Memorial was finally opened in 1938. Divisions were apparent earlier in Cork.
Before 1925 there were two separate Remembrance parades. One was Protestant
and the other Catholic and they finished at the same site at different times. On St
Patricks Day 1925, a new memorial was unveiled attended by both groups. They
commemorated those who fell ‘fighting for freedom of small nations’. Before the
unveiling the memorial was shrouded by the Union Flag as was a later memorial in
Longford.
With time things have changed. Perhaps the most significant event of recent times
has been the dedication of the Island of Ireland Peace Tower by President McAleese
and Queen Elizabeth in 1998 at Messines in Belgium. Since then other sites have
been visited by Unionists and Sinn Fein representatives. Family history and stories
have been revealing and even embarrassing as many have discovered relatives in
uniform in 1914-1918. The impressive Peace Park in Castlebar, Co Mayo is another
memory of shared mourning and a very visible commitment to peace. The Diamond
War Memorial Project in Derry/Londonderry has significantly opened up space for
remembering after decades of division. At last there is the sharing of memory and
experience, not as the glorification of war, but as a shared tragedy and a common
memory.

Reflection Questions
Why, for almost 90 years, did nationalist Ireland airbrush its war dead from
history?
Why did Ulster Protestants monopolise the Somme commemorations?
Are there positive ways in which we can commemorate shared history and
experience?
If we now live in a Europe, which for the first time in centuries is at peace, can
the Somme commemoration of 2016 be a shared commitment to a just peace
and to sustaining it?

The Somme, Slaughter and Sectarianised Memory
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5. An Irish Parliament and a War of Independence
The Great War changed the map and face of Europe. Great Empires fell and borders
were redrawn. Home Rule had been shelved for the duration of the war, but
whatever changes had been brought to Europe, the Irish and Ulster problem
remained.

part in its invention which drew on five main sources of information woven together
into very subjective “tradition”. The sources were history, often mythologised,
language as unique, folklore as claim to antiquity, religion as sanctifying
endorsement, and racial theories as exclusive type.

A policy of partition was forming in London and Lloyd George had even wanted
Home Rule implemented before the war was over. But Home Rule for Ireland had
been destroyed by the Rising, an outcome of the 1912 Ulster crisis, and the rising
of 1916 confirmed the partition of Ireland. This was an unintentional consequence
of the Rising but a reality nevertheless. It also made further physical force inevitable.

All of this translated into aggressive political nationalism in many parts of Europe.
In Ireland it was expressed by many Ulster Protestants who saw no place in Ulster
for Catholics, and in the extreme tendency of Irish Catholic nationalists, who saw
all Protestants and Anglo Irish as instruments of an alien domination. It hardly bears
thinking about, but what if the entire decade 1912-1922 was based on fiction and
therefore delusion.

Redmond accepted the reality of partition but disagreed with Carson that it should
be permanent. In an attempt to break the impasse, despite the crisis of war, Lloyd
George held an Irish Convention in Dublin in 1917. Sinn Fein ignored the Convention
and the Unionist leadership refused to participate as well as refusing to move from
their position. Inevitably the Convention became an irrelevancy. By 1918 Redmond
had died and the Irish Parliamentary Party was struggling. The British government
threat to introduce conscription to Ireland played into Sinn Fein’s hands. Now the
Irish Parliamentary Party, Sinn Fein, Labour and the Catholic Bishops were all
opposed to conscription.
The shift in Irish politics became evident with by-elections in 1917-1918. Sinn Fein
began to win seats and when a General Election was called in December 1918,
Sinn Fein won a landslide victory. They won 73 seats out of 105, appealing in a
manifesto to an unbroken history of resistance to British rule and an unbroken
tradition of nationhood as unity. It mattered not that this was pure fiction, even
fantasy, and had no historical basis.
Apart from nationhood and nationalism being a 19th century fiction, there never
had been a United Ireland, except when the British created it in the Act of Union
1801 within the United Kingdom. The idea of a British nation was also invented
fiction. Given that from the earliest recorded history of Celtic times, Ireland was
always decentralised, it is pure fantasy to think that there ever was some kind of
national unity. Nationalism, when it did arrive in 19th century Europe, was about
“imagined community” or “invented tradition”. Historical falsehood played a large
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By the 1918 Elections, The Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP) was finished and Sinn
Fein was in the ascendancy. With 75% of Irish adults having a vote (only 25%
before), Sinn Fein took 47.5% of the votes. The IPP had gone down from 68 seats
to 6, 5 of which were in Ulster. The Unionists had increased their seats from 18 to
26. This was a Westminster election but Sinn Fein invited all the Irish elected,
including the Unionists, to constitute a Dail or Irish Parliament. On the 21st January
1919, the Dail was constituted in the Mansion House, Dublin. De Valera was
President, Arthur Griffith, Vice President, Countess Markieviez, Minister of Labour
and Collins was in charge of the campaign to resist the British, as well as having
responsibility for finance.
The first Dail, which was not recognised by the British, did four things:
•
Ratified the 1916 Proclamation
•
Declared independence
•
Asked the international community to recognise Ireland as a Republic
•
Produced a democratic programme – setting out social and economic
goals.
Social equality was part of the programme, but the sectarian violence that followed
crushed the vision and there was no real Labour influence in a largely middle-class
Dail. The Dail, in fact, became more obsessed with power and holding on to it than
with social vision and policy. Social and political conservatism reinforced by the
influential power of the church conspired to keep Irish people divided and to ensure
that a social vision of equality would not be realised.
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On the same day as the first Dail was constituted, violence immediately maimed the
experiment in self-governance. At Soloheadbeg, County Tipperary, the Irish
Volunteers, without any mandate from anyone, certainly not the Dail, killed two RIC
officers. The Volunteers later became the IRA and the killings were a clear message
that there were forces on the ground that believed only in a physical force tradition
to implement by violence the will of the Irish people. The Anglo-Irish War had begun.
This involved guerrilla warfare, flying columns, characterised by ambushes,
assassinations and raids on RIC barracks. There was a ruthless efficiency about it.
The British responded with equally brutal methods. The Black and Tans engendered
intense hatred and there was an increasing spiral of violence. The Auxiliaries were
brutalised ex-army officers who behaved in a dysfunctional way.

Reflection Questions
Was the election of 1918 and the formation of the Dail really democratic?
Why was there so much social conservatism in Ireland, north and south?
Was the War of Independence necessary or could constitutional politics have
achieved a better goal?
To what extent was the Irish problem a sectarian disease and blight?

Collins himself was not beyond ruthlessness and on Sunday 21st November 1920
he gave orders to assassinate 14 British officers in their beds. Later that day the
Tans took revenge by firing indiscriminately into a crowd at a Gaelic match in Croke
Park, killing 12 civilians. A week later at Kilmichael, near Dunmanway, West Cork,
a flying column ambushed a party of 17 Auxiliary cadets, killing them in a summary
execution, meant to shock the British.
A few weeks after Kilmichael, Tans scorched the centre of Cork City. British policy
since 1916 had been repressive and hard line. Yet the brutality of the flying columns
was also immoral. Kilmichael became venerated but it was cowardly murder which
involved the deliberate killing, some shot in the back, of already surrendered
soldiers.
In Cork, between 1917-1923, over 700 died, 400 killed by the IRA. The IRA
deliberately shot over 200 citizens, 70 of whom were Protestants. There was a
sectarian dimension to the brutality. In April 1922, 10 Protestants were shot dead
in the Bandon Valley. Of the many Protestants executed, some of the bodies have
never been found and remain among Ireland’s disappeared.
The war meant that Munster, Leinster and Belfast had spiralled into a vortex of
violence, much of it indiscriminate and a lot of it markedly sectarian. But then,
religious and political sectarianism was at the heart of the Irish problem. Most of its
deaths, then and now, have been civilian and innocent.
22
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6. Partition, Civil War and Legacy
At one point the partition of Ireland was being considered on a nine county basis.
Lloyd George contemplated this along with a Council of Ireland, 20 members from
each parliament who would then develop an all Ireland parliament. Craig felt that the
inclusion of Cavan, Donegal and Monaghan would weaken a Protestant Parliament
in Belfast. A Protestant majority would be left vulnerable.
The irony was that Unionists had been afraid of Home Rule, but given the
inevitability they came to see it as safeguarding their security, but only on a six
county basis.
On the 23rd December 1920, the Government of Ireland Act was passed by
Westminster and became operative in May 1921. Elections followed in both parts
of Ireland with the following results:
Southern Ireland
Sinn Fein 124
Independents 4

Northern Ireland
Unionists 40
Nationalists 6
Independents 4

Neither parliament had an opposition leaving both parts of Ireland with one party
rule. On 7th May 1921, the Northern Ireland Parliament met with Craig as the first
Prime Minister. On 22nd May the Parliament was officially opened by King George
V whose speech suggested that the Parliament was not intended to last, but that
Irishmen would find a way to resolve differences and create a single parliament.
On 16th August 1921 Sinn Fein convened the 2nd Dail. It lasted less than a year,
because Sinn Fein had nothing but contempt for the 1920 Act. The huge paradox
was that the Ulster Unionists were now Home Rulers and Sinn Fein was rejecting
it!
The combination of British, IRA and loyalist violence had made partition inevitable.
Now both republicans and unionists ensured that partition would last, the
nationalists by dismissing it as irrelevant and hoping it would go away, the unionists
by structuring partition to make it work.
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What followed for the south was a tragedy. A truce was called in the Anglo-Irish
War on 11 July 1921 and between then and December intensive negotiations led to
the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty at 2.30 am on 6th December 1921. Collins had
been sent as head of a five-man delegation to lead negotiations but De Valera’s
absence has remained obscure and controversial. Was Collins to be the fall-guy in
negotiations always likely to be unsatisfactory? Collins and his team returned
believing that the Treaty terms were the best they could get. For Collins it was
freedom to obtain freedom.
The Treaty was debated in the Dail from 14th December – 7th January 1922. De
Valera was totally opposed and Collins made the best speech of his life, described
as ‘one of the greatest statements of political rationality in Irish history’. In closing,
he said ‘Don’t let us put the responsibility upon anyone else. Let us take
responsibility ourselves and let us in God’s name abide by the decision’.
The Treaty was carried by 64-57. Anti-treaty members led by De Valera withdrew
from the Dail. In June 1922, a large majority of the Irish people endorsed the Treaty.
In the Treaty debates no mention was made of partition. There may have been
acceptance or even relief that partition was a fact. The south plunged into civil war.
Collins persuaded half of the IRB to join the Free State Army. Meanwhile the antitreaty forces established themselves in the Four Courts. On the 28th June the Free
State Army bombarded the Four Courts and the Civil War had begun. It became
more brutal and destructive than the War of Independence. It destroyed the Public
Records Office and Irish historical manuscripts, an inevitability given the stockpiling
of petrol, paraffin and munitions by the anti-treaty forces.
Almost 1000 died and in the final months the government executed twice as many
as were executed by the British Army between 1916-1921. Executions continued
after the war was over and 12,000 anti-treaty people were imprisoned. On 22nd
August 1922, Collins was shot dead in an ambush in his native West Cork and
unofficial vengeance and executions were carried out. The Civil War was more
traumatic and influential than the War of Independence. It separated parties,
interests and families and created the rationale for enduring political divisions.

Partition, Civil War and Legacy

25

Referemces
The north had its own killing fields. Sectarian brutality and the human costs are
reflected in the statistics for July 1920-1922:
•
•
•

453 killed; 257 Catholics, 196 Protestants
8750 Catholics driven from employment
23,000 Catholics driven from their homes

In August 1922 the IRA killed an RIC District Inspector leaving church in Lisburn in
revenge for his alleged involvement in the killing of the Lord Mayor of Cork. Loyalists
took revenge by looting and burning Catholic shops, pubs and homes. The Catholic
population of Lisburn of approximately 1000, fled to West Belfast.
After a decade of violence, Ireland was well and truly partitioned. Both states were
born in violence and represented a Catholic State and a Protestant State. Violence
in the north remained and erupted again in 1969 and lasted for 35 years.
Committed ultimately to their respective nationalisms, Unionism and Nationalism
did not have much room for democracy. The cause mattered more than people and
people were expendable. That most of those who died in 20th century Irish violence
were civilians, in itself raises major ethical questions.

1. Murphy, Seamus, Easter Ethics in 1916: The Long Revolution, edited by Gabriel
Doherty and Dermot Keogh (Cork: Mercier Press 2007) pp329-351. In his chapter,
Murphy deals specifically with 1916 in the light of the just war theory and applies
the elements of ethical analysis to the events of 1916-1922. His ethical analysis
framework has been adapted here in relation to the decade.
2. Kearney, Richard, Interreligious Discourse: Hermeneutics and Fundamentalism in
Violence and Christian Spirituality: An Ecumenical Conversation edited by
Emmanuel Clapsis (Geneva: World Council of Churches 2007) pp47-55. Kearney’s
ethical principles are in the context of religious dialogue and tolerance and have
been adapted here in relation to how we read history and evaluate the particular
decade of 1912-1922.
3. What follows is a summary and adaptation of two chapters in a future publication
Overcoming Violence: A History and Theology of Irish Violence and an Alternative
Future by Johnston McMaster.

There are many key books on a history of Ireland among which various volumes of
a new history of Ireland are significant, especially the volumes dealing with 18701921.

Reflection Questions

Was partition a sectarian solution to a sectarian problem?

How far did Nationalists and Unionists copperfasten partition?

Commemoration, remembering, celebration - which is the most appropriate
wording for 1912-1922?

What does ethical remembering really mean in the context of the decade? What
could it mean in 2012-2022?

Beyond Covenant and Proclamation, what vision would we put at the heart of a
new Covenant for Ireland or new Proclamation? What would we call such a
document?
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