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This paper will comment on the 1912-1914 Irish Home Rule Bill, properly called the Government of Ireland Act 1914[footnoteRef:1] (hereafter referred to as ‘the Act’) and its historical context, and compare and contrast it with two earlier attempts at establishing Home Rule. It shall examine its provisions for the proposed Irish legislature, its elections,  financial powers, and restrictions - and those retained by Westminster.  [1:  Act, rather than Bill, since it passed both Houses of Parliament to become law.] 

Historical context 
Ireland, under English, then British rule for centuries, nonetheless had its own Parliament (even if this was, by the 18th century, dominated by the Protestant Ascendency) until it was abolished, following the 1798 rebellion, with the 1800 Acts of Union. Efforts to repeal this, or devolve powers to Ireland, continued throughout the 19th century, heightened by struggles for land reform and Catholic emancipation, and the human and economic catastrophe of the Famine. In the second half of the 19th century growing sympathy for Home Rule within William Gladstone’s Liberal Party (‘Gladstone had, before the 1885 election, already decided that some degree of home rule in Ireland was inevitable’)[footnoteRef:2] met with Charles Parnell’s pro Home Rule Irish Parliamentary Party, establishing itself as a strong third party in Westminster. This resulted in two Home Rule Bills (1886 and 1893). Their failure, and the return of the Conservatives, backed by Unionist Liberals, to power, put Home Rule off the agenda for nearly two decades. [2:  Two home rule Bills, Parliament UK website: https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliamentandireland/overview/two-home-rule-bills/  (first accessed 15/5/24).] 

By 1912 new social and political demands had come to the fore. The campaign for women’s suffrage was powerful, the beginnings of a Welfare State had been laid with Acts establishing Old Age Pensions (1908) and National insurance (1911) and an arms race with European rivals had laid the foundations for WWI. The Irish National Party, the successor to Parnell’s Parliamentary Party, was still a strong force, but new and more radical elements of Irish Nationalism had emerged, such as Sinn Fein, and during the Act’s passage through parliament, there formed both unionist and nationalist paramilitaries.
From 1909 to 1910, there was a constitutional crisis. The Lords, unrestricted in its power to veto bills, had blocked Liberal Chancellor David Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’. Prime Minister H. Asquith called an election in January 1910, and retained office in a minority administration, despite Conservative gains, as Hattersley notes in The Edwardians, ‘…thanks to the support of 82 (Irish) Nationalists and 40 Labour M.P.s.’[footnoteRef:3] This mandate convinced the Lords to pass the Budget. The Irish party as kingmaker echoed the historical context of the previous Home Rule Bill in 1893, when Irish Home-rulers lent their support to Gladstone to push it through the Commons (The Liberals had split and ultimately lost their majority over the failure of the first Bill in 1886, and the Irish Parliamentary party had also split into pro and anti-Parnell factions following its failure). The 1893 Bill had, like the People’s Budget, been vetoed by the Lords. But in December 1910 Asquith called a second election, for a mandate to remove the Lords’ power to permanently hold up legislation. This again resulted in a hung Parliament, where ‘[t]he balance of power was held by 82 Irish Nationalists and 42 Labour members.'[footnoteRef:4] The Lords no longer a roadblock,[footnoteRef:5] the Act cleared both houses and was poised for implementation. [3:  Hattersley, R., The Edwardians (London: Abacus, 2006) p. 167.]  [4:  Hattersley, The Edwardians, p. 187]  [5:  Parliament Act 1911, Parliament UK Website: https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseoflords/house-of-lords-reform/from-the-collections/from-the-parliamentary-collections-the-parliament-act/parliament-act-1911/ (First accessed 13/5/24).] 


‘The peace, order and good government of Ireland’: What the Bill says.
The Act begins, like the 1893 Bill, with reference to its predecessor, setting out to ‘amend the provision for the Government of Ireland.’[footnoteRef:6] So it picks up where the other Bills left off, and this accounts for similarities of language, structure, and powers across all three documents.  [6:  Government of Ireland Act 1914, in UK General Acts, 1914, pp. 406-451: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo5/4-5/90/contents/enacted (first accessed 03/05/24). p. 406.] 

There is an almost immediate reference to the Monarch, the proposed Irish legislature being ‘His Majesty the King and two Houses.’  Before it even begins to list the powers the Irish Government will have, it emphasises those it will not. These include powers over military matters, foreign affairs (including trade and tariffs), policing (at least for an initial period), infrastructure such as roads (an interesting contrast to the two previous bills is the Act’s reference to automobiles, a vignette of the pace and scale of technological change across the not 30-year period covered by the three bills), and, as shall be seen, running a budget surplus.
This is significant. Even the next section, laying out its legislative powers, starts with a reminder that ‘The executive power in Ireland shall continue to be vested in His Majesty the King.’[footnoteRef:7] This all arguably constitutes both a firm statement to Ireland – that its self-government is nonetheless subordinate to and the gift of the British Monarch and State – and an attempted reassurance to Unionists on both sides of the Irish Sea that this dramatic change is no threat to the Union or Crown.  [7:  Government of Ireland Act 1914, p. 408.] 

The Act provides for an at least one annual meeting of parliament, and outlines its shape further: a senate of forty senators and commons of 164 members.[footnoteRef:8] It states term limits and the procedures in the event of the resignation or retirement (or death) of members of either house. The chambers are both elected ones, in contrast to the British Parliament. While Peers can stand for election to either chamber, they are not reserved places in them; this is also in contrast to the first Bill, which did retain a role for Irish Peers. This is not the only difference: the first Bill proposed a unicameral chamber of ‘two orders’;[footnoteRef:9] the second Bill is closer to the 1914 Act in its Bicameral structure. This is also remarkably similar in structure to the arrangement of the Irish Free State and even the modern Republic’s Tithe Oireachtas, which has 160 members in the Dáil and sixty in the Seanad. [8:  Ibid., pp. 10-11.]  [9:  What Home Rule Means Now, Liberal Union of Ireland, Dublin 1893: https://archive.org/details/whathomerulemean00dubliala/page/n4/mode/1up?view=theater (First Accessed 03/05/24). pp. 64-65.] 

Importantly, the Act also retains 42 Irish MPs in Westminster, in contrast to the first Bill, but alike to the second; again this can be read as a declaration that the Union would be unaffected by the Act and a commitment to maintain a link with Westminster that was arguably sacred for Ulster.
Powers
The Act removes the ability of the Senate to permanently block legislation from the Commons.[footnoteRef:10] Clearly lessons have been learned here from the showdown with the British Lords over the People’s Budget. It is curious, though, because the Senate is an elected chamber and would arguably not be so starkly contrasted to the commons in its political composition. Nonetheless, this provision underscores the concern the Liberal Government had about such possibilities, given its experience. [10:  Government of Ireland Act 1914, pp. 413-414.] 

The Act provides for the various financial powers of the Irish Government, as well as those (eventually) over policing, the civil service, and judiciary. These are relatively consistent across all three bills. It can alter Imperial taxes in Ireland, as well as creating its own.[footnoteRef:11] There is significant detail about the financial accounting measures of Home Rule, as well as details on the civil service and pensions (significantly more so than in previous bills). This may have been to allay any concerns over this lack of detail in previous Bills, which did not comprehensively outline exactly how the minutiae of government would transition.  [11:  Ibid., p. 415.] 

Finally, the Act lays out the number of electors for each chamber, across the provinces and counties of Ireland. Significantly, it shows the size and strength of Ulster at this time. Under the Act, the province would elect 43 Commons members, compared with 30 for Leinster, 30 for Munster, and 25 for Connaught; as well as 14 Senators, compared with 11 for Leinster, 9 for Munster and 6 for Connaught.[footnoteRef:12] Ulster was by this the most populous and industrialised (and therefore economically powerful) province, and perhaps the Liberals assumed its representation in the Irish legislature would be agreeable. There are certainly other elements in the Act which appear to be intended to alleviate Protestant concerns, such as measures preventing establishing a state religion (perhaps to counter warnings of ‘Rome Rule’)[footnoteRef:13] and discrimination on the basis of religion;[footnoteRef:14] and special provisions for Freemasons and Lodges, declaring their oaths lawful.[footnoteRef:15] Nonetheless, these measures did not prevent the forming of the Ulster Volunteers in 1912 in opposition to Home Rule. [12:  Ibid., pp. 438-444]  [13:  Jones, E., Edmund Burke and the Invention of Modern Conservatism, 1830-1914: An Intellectual History, (Oxford University Press, 2017) p. 121.]  [14:  Government of Ireland Act 1914, p. 408.]  [15:  Ibid., p. 433.] 


A closer reading: Legislature and Voting
In proposing a system of proportional representation, with what appears to be a single transferable vote,[footnoteRef:16] the Act arguably uses the Dominions as its blueprint: Australia, New Zealand and Canada, all of which had achieved self-government by this time, used PR in some way. Such an approach was not the norm in Great Britain, so this differentiation is notable. It somewhat obscures the idea that Ireland is in a closer Union with the core than these dominions, and this would perhaps have added to Unionist concerns.  [16:  Ibid., p. 411.] 

Yet earlier versions of the Act seem to have advocated a nominated Senate, until a supposedly diverse delegation from Ireland visited Asquith and persuaded him on the merits of PR.[footnoteRef:17] It could be argued that an appointed Senate would guarantee Unionists/Protestants appropriate, or even disproportionate representation. That the Prime Minister was otherwise persuaded suggests that there must have been at least some Unionists or Protestants in this delegation. This implies two things: firstly, a level of Irish involvement in shaping at least parts of the Act, so while it contains measures that could be interpreted as paternalist prejudice against the ability of the Irish to self-govern, or the importance of the primacy of the British parliament and integrity of the Union; nonetheless it does not represent an exclusively British framework for Home rule. Secondly, it suggests that despite the opposition of Ulster, Protestant and Unionist views towards the Bill might have been more diverse and nuanced.  [17: Hansard: Proportional Representation, Volume 43: debated on Wednesday 30 October 1912
 (https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1912-10-30/debates/3ae0505d-60b3-43a7-830c-338a019dc4d7/ProportionalRepresentation) (first accessed 14/5/24).] 

The Act devolves the power to amend the ‘qualification of electors,’[footnoteRef:18] that is, to expand the franchise if it so chooses. Here it is useful to recall the then heated debates and campaigns for increased enfranchisement, most notably women’s suffrage, but also for men without property. These groups had not received the vote in Britain or Ireland by this time, so why include this provision? It is reasonable to consider that the Liberals saw the writing on the wall and expected suffrage to be expanded sooner or later in Great Britain. Without such a provision in the Act, it might lead to the unfortunate situation whereby Irish suffragettes would have to appeal to Westminster to impose this change on Ireland. However likely the Liberals thought it might be that Ireland would grant women the vote, devolving such a choice would nonetheless avoid this situation, and Westminster MPs being the ongoing targets of direct action, since it would make it the problem of Irish parliamentarians.  [18:  Government of Ireland Act 1914, p. 411.] 

Perhaps the Liberals did imagine that Ireland would not only pass greater enfranchisement, but do so before Britain. Such a situation would not have been without precedent: New Zealand[footnoteRef:19] and Australia[footnoteRef:20] had already granted women’s suffrage, arguably a direct outcome of self-government.   [19:  Women’s Suffrage in Aotearoa New Zealand, NZ Ministry for Women: https://www.women.govt.nz/about-us/history-womens-suffrage-aotearoa-new-zealand (first accessed 10/5/24).]  [20:  Women's Suffrage in Australia, Parliament of Australia: https://www.aph.gov.au/Visit_Parliament/Art/Stories_and_Histories/Womens_Suffrage_in_Australia (First accessed 10/5/24).] 

While, as Catriona Crowe writing in the Irish Time times notes, ‘[m]ainstream Irish politics was largely hostile to the suffrage cause [with] the Irish Parliamentary Party and the Ulster Unionist Party both opposed [to] female suffrage, and Sinn Féin…divided on the question,’[footnoteRef:21] nonetheless there was a strong Irish women’s movement, which achieved successes in the late 19th century, including attaining property rights, serving as Poor Law guardians and the right to vote in and stand for local district elections, and establishing the Irish Women’s Suffrage Association.[footnoteRef:22] It should be noted that when women did gain both the vote and the right to stand in Westminster elections, the first woman to become an MP in 1918 was a Sinn Fein MP, Constance Markievicz (she did not take her seat of course, instead joining the unilateral establishment of an Irish Parliament, triggering the War of Independence). [21:  Crowe, C., How Irish women won the right to vote in 1918, (Irish Times, 2018): https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/heritage/how-irish-women-won-the-right-to-vote-in-1918-1.3697389 (first accessed 11/5/24).]  [22:  Crowe, How Irish women won the right to vote in 1918.] 

On wider matters of suffrage, the Act does not, in contrast to both previous Bills, impose a property holding qualification on electors for the Irish Parliament. The Representation of the People Act 1918 would remove this property holding requirement and again, at the time of the Government of Ireland Act, this may have been foreseen, thus requiring the provision for the Irish parliament to follow suit (or not) rather than to have it imposed. It potentially also acknowledges the danger in not allowing for an expansion of suffrage in Ireland to the rural poor, although this prospect might not have sat well with the landed Protestant Ascendancy.

Retaining control
As has been shown, the Act retains significant powers in Westminster, and denies the Irish Government powers in key areas. Even in its permitted areas of tax and spend, however, the Act still prevents the Irish Government from running a budget surplus, stating:
If it appears…that during any three successive years…the total proceeds of…[taxes raised in Ireland]…exceeded in each of those years the total cost of Irish services…[this] shall be taken to be a ground…for the revision…of this Act, with a view to securing a proper contribution from Irish revenues towards the common expenditure of the United Kingdom…[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Government of Ireland Act 1914, pp. 422-423.] 

This could be seen as an example of British bias against the Irish, not trusting them with effective and efficient self-government. It certainly demonstrates a firm belief in keeping a close eye on Ireland’s finances. What must also be considered is the financial orthodoxy of the time. Both Liberals and Conservatives agreed on a laissez-faire approach to tax and spend, a Gladstonian philosophy  Douglas Kanter describes in  Gladstone and Ireland: a financial approach, as ‘a fiscal programme involving low taxation, minimal government expenditure, balanced budgets and free trade’[footnoteRef:24] (although the Conservatives disagreed on free trade, preferring protectionism).  [24:  Kanter, D., Gladstone and Ireland: a financial approach , in Historical Research XX, (United States, 2024) pp. 1–19., p. 3.] 

Another consideration here is, as Kanter argues, that Gladstone’s support of home rule derived partly from the fact that the cost of direct rule over Ireland exceeded that of the costs of self-government (to the British Exchequer, at least): ‘Gladstone’s preference for a minimal state propelled him towards support for Irish self-government’.[footnoteRef:25] In devolving financial powers to Ireland but compelling it to run a balanced budget, thus reducing the potential risks of it needing further financial assistance from Britain, the Act arguably represents the fulfilment of Gladstonian policy towards Ireland, even decades after his death. [25:  Kanter, Gladstone and Ireland, p. 2.] 

Concluding comments
The Act was a compromise. It did not satisfy Irish Nationalists looking for meaningful self-government or full Independence, nor did it succeed in its attempts to meet the concerns of Unionists. It is arguably most useful as a study in British Liberal approaches to the Irish Question, although the Act did have some Irish input in its shaping.
Despite becoming law, the Act was ultimately shelved, indefinitely, for several reasons. The threat of civil war (nationalists had established the Irish Volunteer Army in 1913 in response to the creation of the Ulster Volunteers) over Home Rule surely gave pause for thought. And the 1916 Easter Rising would not have brought the Act’s implementation any closer, Westminster likely not wanting to appear to reward rebellion. But it is the First World War that arguably most impacted the Home Rule project, the Government preoccupied with a conflict on a scale never before seen in history. The Act’s failure ultimately led to the War of Independence, the creation of the Free State, and then the Irish Republic. It is interesting to speculate, had it been implemented before the outbreak of the war, how history might have proceeded differently.
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