Ashley Mc Fee
The Irish Question
Dr Lester Mason
18 December 2022

Discuss the reasons behind the schisms within the Irish Republican movement following the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921.
The Easter Rising of 1916 was the catalyst for further examination and discourse surrounding Independence in Ireland. It was not the act of staging an uprising but rather the outcome for leaders and other supporter of the insurrection which confronted the discourse. After the failed attempt at becoming a sovereign state, many rebels of the cause were court martialled and sentenced to life or executed for treason. The harsh treatment of the British powers towards the insurgents left an after effect among surviving rebels, as well as members of the public and in Ireland’s history. Many saw the executions as a motivation to continue the battle towards liberation from the British empire. Sanders states:
Although the Rising itself failed to achieve its objectives, the fallout from Easter week 1916 served to invigorate both the spirit of Irish republicanism and the physical force tradition inherent in the republican movement.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  (‘The Origins of Division: The Republican Movement in the Twentieth Century, 1916–62’ 2011)] 

It was this motivation that led to the War of Independence from 1919 to 1921, which ended in the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921. Amid the War of Independence, there was the partition of Ireland under British law; before the signing of the Anglo-Treaty. It occurred through the Government of Ireland Act also known as the Fourth Home Rule Bill, which created Northern Ireland consisting of the six counties in the north of Ireland. By the end of the war, the Anglo-Treaty was drafted, finalized, signed and later ratified by the parties involved. It was an agreement between Great Britain and Ireland and the Irish Republic. In summary, the treaty would give the Irish Republic the opportunity to be an independent entity and Northern Ireland the choice to remain under the United Kingdom of Great Britain. Anyone would think that the offer to be independent in any capacity would be greatly accepted. Unfortunately, the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty left a nation divided. It caused a rift in the Irish Republican movement which eventually led to another war for Ireland. The schism in the movement saw Arthur Griffith and Michael Collins and other pro-treaty supporters at an impasse with the then president of the Irish Republic, Eamon de Valera and other republicans. There seemed to have already been cracks in the Republican movement when the president was not among the members of the delegation heading to London to negotiate the terms of the treaty. Among the motives for the division of the republican movement was the failure to effectively communicate and the dichotomy of the definition of independence in the Irish Republic have led to the Irish having no aversion to war and constant battle.
The Anglo-Irish Treaty was signed by Arthur Griffith and Michael Collins along with additional representatives of the Irish Republic. The British delegation included members of the British government with the likes of the Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, and Winston Churchill. Notably missing from the list of signatories was President Eamon de Valera, president of the Irish Republic. De Valera entrusted Collins and others with the responsibility of negotiating the terms and conditions of the treaty on behalf of the movement, with the effects of each meeting be conveyed to him prior to any conclusions to sign the treaty were made. In the end, the treaty was signed and de Valera along with other members of the Republic opposed the terms of the treaty, which left the movement divided in the matters of the state. This division was because of the failure to communicate effectively during the negotiation of the treaty. Ineffective communication occurred throughout the process of signing the treaty. It arose due to the location of the debates, among members of the delegation representing the Irish Republic and between the representatives and the Republican. The British had home court advantage which allowed them the privilege of making decisions comfortably and information did not lose its essence; there was no pressure in their communication which afforded them the ability to maintain the integrity of information. On the other hand, the Irish were expected to travel between Ireland and England during the time of negotiation. This undoubtedly caused an issue with the way information was received and the efficiency of the information. According to Kenny, on some occasions:
… there was little or no opportunity for Collins and Griffith to compose themselves together and to swop news or idea before facing some harsh cabinet colleagues.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  (Kenny 2018)] 

These moments occurred after these men had to travel to Ireland separately. It left them in an unfortunate position to maintain credibility in the information being disseminated after having to communicate the necessary details from a distance, which did not make for a positive outcome for the Irish Republic. The lack of communication between members representing the Republic also had a significant role in the split within the movement. On numerous occasions, three of the five delegates would be left out of the conversations.[footnoteRef:3] Another moment came in the discussion between George and Griffith about partition in Ireland which led to the Boundary Commission being part of the treaty. There was no exchange of ideas between Griffith and his fellow countrymen about the decision on the Boundary Commission until later, rather, he left them out of the conversation which inevitably did not benefit the Irish Republic. This lack of communication gave the British government an advantage and may have caused distrust among the Irish. There was also no discussion between Arthur Griffith and the officials back in Ireland. He was the one who in the end had given up on further negotiations of the treaty which left his fellow countrymen “surprised and wrong-footed”[footnoteRef:4]. This scenario exacerbated the cracks within the republic even before the treaty was signed. To emphasize the importance of communication in the schism, mention must be made to the fact that the treaty was signed without the approval of both de Valera and the cabinet of the Irish Republic. This furthers the point that there was ineffective communication throughout the process. De Valera was not given the opportunity to voice the concerns he had about the treaty and the contents of the treaty which could potentially affect the future of the Irish Republic and by extension the entire island of Ireland. [3:  (Kenny 2018)]  [4:  (Kenny 2018)] 

Not all details of the final version of the articles of the agreement for a treaty had been referred back to de Valera or the Irish cabinet for approval before signing, and this omission infuriated de Valera.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  (Kenny 2018)] 

 It went against the conditions de Valera had set out to the representatives before journeying to London; an open line of communication to discuss the treaty before any final decisions were made. An argument can be made that because of the plenipotentiary status bestowed to the representatives by the Republic. They did not see the necessity of including the officials at home; that they had the power to make the final decision. However, that argument would validate the ineffective and insufficient communication among the different members of the republican movement and the reason for the division.
There was a dichotomy between both sides of the treaty as they each had their own definition of independence which impacted the way the treaty was viewed within the Irish Republic. Pro-treaty factions were willing to accept the terms of the treaty because despite what was put forward when it came to the aspects of British rule that they had to adhere to, there was still a level of independence which allowed them the freedom from British forces in their country; as it were in the words of Michael Collins, “freedom to achieve freedom.”[footnoteRef:6]However, anti-treaty supporters were unwilling to look past their own definition of independence. To them, articles in the treaty made them believe that they were still in the clutches of Britain, and they did not reflect the needs of the Irish people. Heintz suggests that the treaty was a “compromise between two nations.”[footnoteRef:7] However, the Irish Republic did not see it as much of a compromise simply because what they classified as independent did not appear to be what the treaty was. Articles 1-4 of the treaty were especially jarring to them as they did not understand why they had to adhere the these demands in order to be considered independent. Article 1 states: [6:  (‘The Freedom to Achieve Freedom | Nigel Jones’ 2020)]  [7:  (Heintz 2010)] 

…that “Ireland” shall have the “same constitutional status in the Community of the Nations known as the British Empire as the Dominion of Canada, the Commonwealth of Australia, the Dominion of New Zealand and the Union of South Africa.” The new Dominion was to be “styled and known as the Irish Free State.”[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  (Torrance 2022)] 

Anti-treaty supporters did not agree with the Dominion status. Their argument seemed to be that it did not reflect what it meant to be truly independent. Kissane suggests that “dominion status was seen by many as incompatible with the case Sinn Fein had made of independence.”[footnoteRef:9] For them, it would mean that they were still under British rulership and their beliefs were further justified in Article 2 which states: [9:  (Bill Kissane 2005)] 

…subject to subsequent provisions, the position of the Irish Free State “in relation to the Imperial Parliament and Government [Westminster] and otherwise shall be that of the Dominion of Canada, and the law practice and constitutional usage governing the relationship of the Crown or the representative of the Crown and of the Imperial Parliament to the Dominion of Canada shall govern their relationship to the Irish Free State.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  (Torrance 2022)] 

These requirement in the first two articles of the treaty left a feeling of continued control on the part of Britain. While the treaty was supposed to be about giving Ireland its independence, it seemed to be only to a certain extent. According to Kissane, the treaty gave Ireland a “generous measure of practical freedom”, however, denying the state “the symbolic apparel that might have made it legitimate in the eyes of most republicans.”[footnoteRef:11] The outcome of the treaty was subpar to the expectations of the Irish Republican movement. Due to this, the tensions already existing in the republic during the signing of the treaty, were exacerbated after the signing because of the mistrust and the belief that the delegates misrepresented the needs of the people and acted only in accordance with the needs of the British government. Article 3 reinforces these ideas for the anti-treaty republicans: [11:  (Bill Kissane 2005)] 

…the “representative of the Crown” in Ireland shall be appointed in “like manner” to the Governor-General of Canada and “in accordance” with the “practice observed” in the making of such appointments.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  (Torrance 2022)] 

Not only did they have to be in tandem with the status of Dominion, now they had no choice in who represented their interest to the Crown. There was nothing in these opening articles that made them feel independent; that made them think they finally had control over the governance of their country. Their minds were not persuaded by the treaty because it seemed to favour heavily the interest of Britain and what they (Britain) perceived to be independent rather than what was independent in their eyes. Article 4 consisted of the oath of allegiance in which parliament members had to recite.
I ...…................ do solemnly swear true faith and allegiance to the Constitution of the Irish Free State as by law established 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 her adherence to and membership of the group of nations forming the British Commonwealth of Nations.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  (Torrance 2022)] 

This solidified the reason for the divide among the republican movement. While pro-treaty supporters like Collins and Griffith were not troubled by these articles, de Valera and other members were not satisfied with the status of independence in Ireland which led to the Civil War. In Ireland, there seemed to be no aversion to war and having a constant battle about the affairs of the country. It can be argued that the unwillingness to accept the treaty, gave Irish republicans another reason to cause a war. It seemed to be the only option because they felt conditioned to always have bloodshed amid their fight for something. For them perhaps, the only way to settle their differences and to create a future for Ireland was to use physical force. Therefore, the first instinct of the anti-treaty supporters was to start a civil war. While supporters of the treaty saw it as a moment to move forward in time, it was the opposite for others as they could not see past their own conclusion of what Ireland should be. It is because of this inability to look forward that they regressed into a state that had become natural to them throughout their history. 
In summary, the Anglo-Irish Treaty was a significant document in the history of Ireland as it solidified Northern Ireland to the United Kingdom and created the Irish Free State. It was signed to confirm Ireland as an Independent nation. However, rather than creating a united nation, it caused division among the members of the Irish Republic movement as they did not see eye to eye on the treaty and the decisions to sign the treaty. Members who aligned themselves with the treaty had little concerns, whereas the opposition had major problems with it. Ultimately the division among the republic stemmed from different factors throughout the process towards and even after signing the treaty. The inability to have effective communication played a major role in the split within the movement. It saw the Irish delegates make decisions which caused confusion among them. The location in which the discussions occurred did not favour the Irish as they had to travel back and forth during the time that they were negotiating the treaty in order to keep their cabinet informed. There was the failure to communicate internally which led to distrust among the delegates. External communication was worse, as they failed to obtain final approval from their cabinet before signing the treaty. Another factor was the dichotomy between definitions of what independence meant to the opposing parties. Whereas pro-treaty members were concerned with the substance rather than form of independence[footnoteRef:14], it was the latter for anti-treaty supporters. In the end these factors led to the Civil War in Ireland among the opposing republicans. It made its mark in history and in the independence of Ireland and has played out to be an important factor in present time Ireland [14:  (‘Substance of Freedom and Not Its Form Mattered to Griffith’ [n.d.])] 
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