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Q2.  The Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 marked a defeat for Irish Republicanism.
Discuss with particular attention given to the relationship between the main protagonists involved in negotiations.



[bookmark: _Hlk74405040]A century ago, in 1921, the leaders of the second Dáil[footnoteRef:1] in Dublin, Ireland, and the British government of Westminster, London, had agreed a tentative ceasefire to the Irish War of Independence[footnoteRef:2], and were negotiating the future of Ireland.  The Irish War of Independence ceasefire saw a British Military with low morale and the Irish Republican Army (IRA) lacking in numbers and arms, and politicians each with their own aspirations and expectations. [1:  The Dáil Eireann is the ‘Assembly of Ireland’, established in 1919.]  [2:  Dorney, J. The Irish War of Independence – A Brief Overview, The Irish Story, 2012 Available at https://www.theirishstory.com/2012/09/18/the-irish-war-of-independence-a-brief-overview/#.YMTp1_KSmso [Accessed 12/06/2021]] 


A partitioned Ireland would emerge, with six counties in the north remaining under the British ascendancy and leading to Home Rule for six of the nine counties of Ulster, and the south becoming the Irish Free State.  However, this would not come about before a turbulent juncture for those trying to bring about solutions in an attempt to appease all political players, both Irish and British, and Unionists and Republicans.

It could be suggested that all involved were looking to forge a pathway to the future that would provide solutions acceptable to both Irish and English and to finally put an end to the continued conflicts.  However, within the political parties on both sides of the Irish channel, what was meant by solutions and the acceptance of the same, was to see many exchanges of correspondence, informal meetings, and conferences.  The communications between David Lloyd-George, British Prime Minister of a post-war coalition government, and Éamon de Valera, President of Dáil Éireann, were many in number.  It could be said that the correspondences, whilst numerous, were more about words and for any concrete solutions to be found, it would require more than just the written discourse.  

David Lloyd-George, speaking on behalf of the British government, set out in his correspondence with Éamon de Valera, what the British were willing to consider; a Dominion status that would, briefly, give Dublin and the south of Ireland, autonomy over her affairs, which would include education, finance, taxation, law and order, public health, housing, and trade and more.  The Dominion status would allow Ireland to be self-governing and perhaps it could be said that the British believed this Dominion status would accord Irish nationalists the Ireland they called for.  The British however did intend for Ireland to remain within its Commonwealth and for those taking their seats in the Dáil to swear an ‘Oath of Allegiance’ to the British Crown.  The British also called for the continuation of the use of strategic ports and harbours, and that it was ‘essential that the Royal Navy alone should control the seas around Ireland and Great Britain’[footnoteRef:3].  De Valera, in response to Lloyd-George, wrote that whilst the proposal gave Dublin the right to self-determination, the status of Dominion did not afford Ireland the equal rights of the established ‘British Dominions’; one such right and guarantee was the opportunity for other Dominions to secede[footnoteRef:4].   [3:   David Lloyd-George, Official Correspondence relating to the Peace Negotiations June-September 1921, July 20th, 1921. P.8.  The proposal sent to Éamon de Valera during his visit to London for meetings with David Lloyd-George.  Available at https://celt.ucc.ie/published/E900003-007/index.html [Accessed 12/06/2021] ]  [4:  Éamon de Valera, Official Correspondence relating to the Peace Negotiations June-September 1921, Response to David Lloyd-George, August 10th, 1921. P.10.]] 


De Valera, throughout his extensive correspondence with Lloyd-George, maintained the call for an independent Ireland; an Ireland that would willingly have an association with Britain but only for ‘external purposes’.  On the condition of swearing an ‘Oath of Allegiance’ de Valera was most vehemently opposed  Interestingly the official correspondence that is available to view at ‘CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts, University College Cork’[footnoteRef:5], shows De Valera’s responses written in Gaelic, suggesting that he was making it abundantly clear that Ireland had her own history, her own culture and was not, and did not wish to be identified as British and held under the Empire. [5:  UCC, CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts, 2020, Available at https://celt.ucc.ie/about.html [Accessed 12/06/2021]] 


The frustration that the correspondence raised led to David Lloyd-George finally concluding, in his letter of the 7th of September 1921 to Éamon de Valera:


You will agree that this correspondence has lasted long enough. His Majesty's Government must therefore ask for a definite reply as to whether you are prepared to enter a Conference to ascertain how the association of Ireland with the community of nations known as the British Empire can best be reconciled with Irish national aspirations.[footnoteRef:6] [6:   David Lloyd-George, Official Correspondence relating to the Peace Negotiations June-September 1921, September 7th, 1921. P.18. ] 


This communication to De Valera, did lead to a conference and face to face discussions, with each side stating their aspirations and expectations.  It was not De Valera that travelled to London for the conferences, whilst he remained in Ireland, a group of delegates were dispatched to London.  This group of representatives were an ‘Envoy Plenipotentiary’, whilst being given the power to make decisions on behalf of the Dáil, De Valera required, of the group, to be kept abreast of discussions and to be consulted before any binding decisions were made.  

When placing the ‘Anglo-Irish Treaty’ in front of the delegates for Ireland, Lloyd-George did not accept that the group required a delay in the signing, allowing for De Valera to be consulted.  For Lloyd-George it was inconceivable that the group holding the status of plenipotentiary should be undermined by such a request, and therefore he saw no reason for any delay to the signing of the treaty.

The delegates representing Ireland were Arthur Griffiths (1871-1922), Michael Collins (1890-1922), Robert Barton (1881-1975), Eamonn Duggan (1874-1936), and George Gavin Duffy (1882-1951).  Accompanying them were John Chartres (1962-1927) and Erskine Childers (1870-1922) who were the secretaries to the Sinn Fein delegation.

For Britain, the delegates were Lord Birkenhead (1872-1930), Austen Chamberlain (1863-1937), Winston Churchill (1874-1965), Sir Gordon Hewart (1870-1943), Sir Laming Worthington-Evans (1868-1931) and David Lloyd-George (1863-1945).  The secretaries to the British Lionel Curtis (1872-1955) and Tom Jones (1870-1955).  Experienced politicians ready to finally tackle the Irish Question head on.

The Irish delegates, whilst having professional backgrounds and having active political roles within the Dáil, could be said to have been unevenly matched by their opposites at the negotiating table.  When Lloyd-George gave his ultimatum to the Irish delegation, sign now or Britain will declare war against Ireland, even having the advantage of hindsight, it could be concluded that Arthur Griffiths and his colleagues had very little choice but to sign the Treaty.

The title statement of this essay, ‘The Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 marked a defeat for Irish Republicanism’, strongly suggests failure on the side of the Irish delegation, but for some it was not a failure.  When requesting ratification, by the Dáil, of the Treaty, Arthur Griffiths (Minister of Foreign Affairs and first signatory of the Treaty on behalf of Ireland) said of himself and his fellow signatories:

We have brought back the flag; we have brought back the evacuation of Ireland after 700 years by British troops and the formation of the Irish army.  We have brought back to Ireland her full rights and powers of fiscal control.[…] an Ireland developing her own life, carving out her own way of existence, and rebuilding the Gaelic civilisation broken down at the battle of Kinsale…[footnoteRef:7] [7:   Hull, E. A history of Ireland and her people 1926-1931, Volume Two, Appendix VII 
Speech of Arthur Griffith in Dail Eireann on December 19, 1921, in moving the approval of The Treaty.
Available at Speech of Arthur Griffith in Dail Eireann on December 19, 1921, in moving the approval of The Treaty - History of Ireland and Her People (libraryireland.com) [Accessed 11/06/2021]] 


What Griffiths, and fellow signatories, brought back fell short of the demands of the radical Irish nationalists, who were calling for full Republicanism of Ireland; however, they were each convinced that what they brought back may not have been the full freedom of Ireland and the unifying of all counties, and the desired Irish Republic, but certainly it was a foundation upon which those freedoms may be addressed in the future.  Whilst it was to take some years, the Irish Free State did indeed become a Republic having ‘formally left the Commonwealth’[footnoteRef:8] in 1949, becoming what we know today, the Republic of Ireland. [8:   . Fanning, R. , Edwards, . Robert Walter Dudley , Kay, . Sean , Boland, . Frederick Henry and Ranelagh, . John O'Beirne. "Ireland." Encyclopaedia Britannica, June 9, 2021. https://www.britannica.com/place/Ireland. [Accessed 11/06/2021]] 


To understand the disappointment and perceived betrayal of the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, the protagonists and their views cannot be ignored, and in the case of the elected President of the Dáil, Eamon De Valera, decisions taken.  In introducing the ‘Envoys Plenipotentiary’[footnoteRef:9], the group that became the signatories of the Anglo-Irish Treaty 1921, these views can be further explored. [9:   M. Farrell, ‘Stepping Stones to Freedom’, in The Treaty: Debating and Establishing the Irish State, Ed. By Weeks, L. & Ó Fathartaigh, M. (Co. Kildare, Ireland: Irish Academic Press, 2018) p. 48. ] 


Michael Collins had gone to London believing that both Arthur Griffiths and he had been ‘set up’ by De Valera.  The correspondence between De Valera and Lloyd-George would certainly point to a proposal that would lead Collins and Griffiths being unable to bring back to Ireland the Republic that was called for.  When standing in front of De Valera and the Dáil, Collins said of the Treaty 'it gives us freedom, not the ultimate freedom that all nations desire but the freedom to achieve it’[footnoteRef:10].  In signing the Treaty, Collins and the other delegates split the Sinn Fein political movement and these divisions would have dire consequences, and there would be a war, but it would be a ‘Civil War’ within Ireland rather than the threatened conflict with Britain.  Collins when contemplating the prospect of war would, being a ‘director of intelligence in the IRA and leading figure in the IRB’[footnoteRef:11] would have been well aware of the resources available to face combat, his decision to not call the bluff of Lloyd-George may be said to reflect this knowledge. [10:  Collins 22 Society, 9 The Treaty Ratified,  Michael Collins his Life and Times, 2021, Available at http://www.generalmichaelcollins.com/on-line-books/michael-collins-his-life-times/9-2/ [Accessed 12/06/2021]]  [11:   M. A .Hopkinson, ‘Collins, Michael’ in Dictionary of Irish Biography, 2009. Available at https://www.dib.ie/biography/collins-michael-a1860  [Accessed 6/06/2021]] 


The final signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty on 6th December 1921 may have been seen as a betrayal and not the outcome Eamon de Valera and the Anti-treaty supporters had envisaged, but it could be suggested that David Lloyd-George and the British got the result they wanted; to use a colloquial term Lloyd-George ‘pulled a blinder’.  David Lloyd-George, believed to have threatened ‘terrible and immediate war’[footnoteRef:12] between Britain and Ireland if the Treaty was not signed.  In signing the Treaty, the Irish delegates assured that Ireland remained within the Empire and under the British Crown, the best and most positive outcome that the British could have hoped for at that time.  The British representatives also needed to appease James Craig and the Ulster Unionists, but to do so with compromise with those of the south.  The temporary border that marked the partition of Ireland was contentious, and so the promise of a future boundary commission was offered.  This commission was to ‘make the Boundary conform as closely as possible to the wishes of the population’[footnoteRef:13].  This promise meant that the Irish delegates were assured that whilst partition remained, the final decision and settling of the boundary would not be imposed by Britain.  For the British, this allowed for the Unionists to be assured that Britain was taking them seriously and were not about to hand over powers to Dublin.  This was another win for Britain.  Whilst it did not meet with De Valera’s insistent call for an all-Ireland republic, it did mean that the 26 counties in Ireland could continue to be self-governing.   [12:   ‘Introduction’ in The Treaty: Debating and Establishing the Irish State, Ed. By Weeks, L. & Ó Fathartaigh, M. (Co. Kildare, Ireland: Irish Academic Press, 2018) p. 14. ]  [13:   T.G.Fraser, ‘Boundary Commission’, in The Oxford Companion of Irish History (2nd Ed.), ed. By S. J. Connolly (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2002) Available at https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199234837.001.0001/acref-9780199234837-e-181. [Accessed 6/06/2021]
] 


One aspect of the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 that would course further anger and chagrin for De Valera, was the ‘Oath of Allegiance’ to the British Crown.  De Valera on the proclamation of the Republic had already sworn an ‘Oath of Allegiance’ and to be required to discard that in favour of the Oath written into the Treaty conditions was unacceptable in the extreme.  This aspect of the Treaty added further divisions and sense of betrayal in the Dáil, the IRA and the IRB.

The Irish Republic Brotherhood (IRB) during the 1916 Easter Rising had proclaimed an all-Ireland Republic; whilst their Proclamation of the Republic had not been successful, leading to conflict, executions, and the martyrdom of the signatories, the cause for which people had died, continued.  In 1921, some of those who fought during the Easter Rising were seated in the Dáil, two of which were Michael Collins and Eamon De Valera.  These two had actively fought during the Easter Rising, both desired to see an all-Ireland Republic but they were to have opposing views when it came to the Anglo-Irish Treaty, Collins would be Pro-treaty and De Valera would be Anti-treaty.  Collins would not live to see Ireland achieve full Republic status, De Valera however would.  Had De Valera joined the negotiating delegation in 1921 the question has to be asked would he have signed, or would he have led Ireland into a war?  This is a question that will never be answered but for the delegation who did sign the Treaty, they had little choice but to sign, to return to Ireland and declare that they had refused to sign and had plunged Ireland into war would have been unthinkable.
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