Discuss the reasons behind the schisms within the Irish Republican movement following the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921. Your answer should also include an assessment of the influence of both Michael Collins and Eamon de Valera. 

   The aim of this essay is to attempt to unpick some of the reasons behind the divide in the Irish Republican movement after the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty of December 1921. This signing led to a split in several directions within the IRA itself and lead to the outbreak of the Irish Civil War which lasted for eleven months from 28th June 1922 – 24th May 1923. Both Michael Collins and Eamon de Valera were key players in this split. It mustn’t, however, be forgotten that they are not the only two influencers with this split, as figures such as Cathal Brugha are also very prominent with regards to this schism. It is, admittedly, a tangled web of events, and to include too many figures would become too messy and confusing to piece together in one short essay. On one side of this split, we have Collins, the Chairman of the new Provisional Government, and those who were loyal to him who were pro-Treaty. On the other side, we have de Valera, the President, and his supporters who were anti-Treaty. The anti-Treaty faction would also split further into those who wanted to follow a more democratic approach to the opposition of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, and those who were far more hard line and militant, who wanted no concessions at any cost. This essay will then prove that Eamon de Valera is mainly at fault regarding the splitting of the IRA due to his inability to concede and think ahead to what may be best for Ireland and its people. Collins proved to be very forward thinking in these regards and his loss must surely be counted as one of history’s greatest ‘what ifs’ for the Irish political sphere. 
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   The beginnings of the schisms within the Republican movement would start with the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty on 6th December 1921. In order to understand the ensuing split of the IRA and the Irish Civil War, there must be an understanding of who signed the Treaty, what exactly it entailed and what it would mean for Ireland. Michael Collins had travelled to London with the creator of the IRA, Arthur Griffith, as well as with the leading Irish politician Robert Barton. This delegation was also supported by Barton’s cousin, the author and politician Erskine Childers. De Valera, however, refused to be part of the negotiations. The Treaty gave 26 of the 32 counties which made up the entirety of Ireland, a parliament, also known as the Oireachtas. The Oireachtas would have jurisdiction over most domestic affairs, have fiscal autonomy as well as a military force.1 It would, however, also mean that Ireland would have to remain part of the British Empire. Ireland would be appointed a Governor General and members of both the Dáil Eireann and the Seanad Eireann would be required to swear an oath of fidelity to the crown.2 The Treaty would not go on to create partition, but it did give Northern Ireland the ability to decide its own fate and chose whether to join the newly forming Irish Free State or remain part of the United Kingdom. It is this decision to remain a part of the United Kingdom which would go on the cause the formation of the Boundary Commission.3 Collins and his entourage went on to sign this Treaty before returning to Dublin, having failed to consult other members of the IRA prior to the signing. It would appear that Collins, rather foolishly, believed that he had the ability to talk people around to supporting the signing of the
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Treaty once he returned home. Writing to a friend after the signing, Collins claimed that “Those signatures are the first real step for Ireland. If people will only remember that – the first real step.”4 It would seem in this case, he had a great deal of foresight, he had indeed taken the first steps for Ireland towards the desired independence, although this wouldn’t become apparent for the time being. To this same friend he confided that “…early this morning I signed my death warrant”5 and unfortunately, how right he would prove to be again. He would return to Dublin to find that he did not possess the ability to change the minds and hearts of some of his most fervent colleagues, and the cabinet meetings and votes which immediately followed his return must have been a bitter pill for him to swallow.

   Upon the return of the delegation to Dublin after the signing of the Treaty, they were met by the first of a few rounds of cabinet meetings and votes before they then moved on to the final Dáil meetings and vote. It is at these cabinet meetings that the lines of support were drawn; “Griffith, Collins, and Cosgrove lined up in favour, while the President, Brugha and Stack were in opposition. It was therefore Barton’s vote which made the difference… he was personally opposed to the agreement…. He felt bound to vote for it….”6 These behind closed doors cabinet meetings resulted in stalemates time and time again, neither side gaining any real ground over the other. The result being that “the cabinet was irrevocably split. De Valera announced that he would resign if the Dáil accepted the Treaty, while both Griffith and Collins said they would do the same if it was rejected.”7 In another blow to the Treaty, de Valera went ahead and issued a ‘Proclamation to the Irish People’ stating that “I feel it is my duty to inform you immediately that I cannot recommend the acceptance of this Treaty either to Dáil Eireann or to the country. In this attitude I am supported by the Ministers for Home Affairs and Defence.”8 The Ministers mentioned here are Arthur Stack and Cathal Brugha respectively. De Valera would also go on to rewrite the Treaty to one which, in his view, was deemed to be more suitable. It was, essentially much the same document as the original Treaty itself, just with the exclusion of the oath of allegiance to be replaced with just a recognition of the crown as head of State, and the desire for costal defence to be handed to the Irish Government. Collins dubbed this ‘Document No. 2’9 and welcomed it as proof that his signing the original was not wrong seeing as the redraft was so similar. Document No. 2 would go on to be later scrapped.  It is with these open hostilities that the Treaty is then brought forward to the Dáil to vote upon. Much like the cabinet meetings, the Dáil debates would be no less contentious. In fact, it took nearly a month of debates from the middle of December until the vote on the 7th January 1922 for the Dáil to eventually come to an agreement. De Valera remained vehemently opposed to the Treaty, claiming that “I am against this Treaty because it does not reconcile Irish national aspirations with association with the British Government. I am against this Treaty, not because I am a man of war, but a man of 
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peace. I am against this Treaty because it will not end the centuries of conflict between the two nations of Great Britain and Ireland.”10 Although it can be argued that he is correct in the sense that the signing and subsequent passing of the Treaty would not end the centuries of conflict immediately, it can also be argued that the very reasons for this conflict continuing is because of men like de Valera and Cathal Brugha would refuse at all cost to accept peace terms for the betterment of their people. Collins summed up the signing of this Treaty perfectly when he stated, “In my opinion it gives us freedom, not the ultimate freedom that all nations desire and develop to, but the freedom to achieve it.”11 Eventually though, the Treaty is approved by the Dáil Eireann by 64 votes to 57.12 A narrow margin, but a victory for Collins and his supporters non the less.

   The months following the passing of the Treaty through the Dáil saw events which brought the schisms within the IRA to the forefront. These schisms would go from being behind the closed doors of the cabinet onto the streets of Dublin and onwards throughout Ireland. This becomes no more apparent than from 27th March 1922, where the Anti-Treaty convention met in Dublin. This convention was made up of nearly fifty brigades of the IRA from across Ireland. It is here that the IRA formally splits to form the pro-Treaty IRA and the anti-treaty IRA. The pro-Treaty side of the republican movement was made up of Collins himself and his allies, whilst the anti-Treaty IRA would go on to split even further into those who wished to merely undermine the Treaty through political means and those who wished to take a more militaristic approach in order to force Provisional Government rule. It was de Valera who led the diplomatic side of the anti-Treaty faction, whilst Cathal Brugha took lead of the charge for the militaristic side. Brugha by this point, was “the personification of venom” 13 regarding the signing of the Treaty, and it was little wonder that he would decide to take this approach. De Valera, however, was a very well-educated man who had risen quickly through the ranks of both the earlier Irish Volunteer Force as well as the IRA, later becoming the president of the Provisional Government. So, despite his absolute hatred for the Anglo-Irish Treaty, for which he refused to travel to London to sign, he would have been astute enough to know that following a hard-line military approach to the matter would have gained them very little in the hearts and minds of the Irish people. Instead, for de Valera, it would have to be an outsmarting of the British, no doubt in the hopes to humiliate the people they saw as their oppressors and the very cause of all of Ireland’s long-suffering ills. Despite this though, he did little to stop the fanning of the flames of tensions and certainly did nothing to dampen the fervour of his more radical fellow politicians such as Cathal Brugha. Just over two weeks after this Anti-Treaty convention, from the 13th April 1922, came the IRA’s occupation of the Four Courts building in Dublin with much crime and death to follow around Ireland, as national press of the time would show.14 Glimmers of hope would still shine for Ireland through this sad time, however. The General Election on 16th June 1922 would bring about a victory for pro-Treaty candidates.15 This would provide a 
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much-needed boost for Collins and his colleagues, as it would prove that the signing of the Treaty had the approval of the people. It can also be argued that this victory was also a mandate from the people to the Provisional Government to finally begin asserting authority over those occupying the Four Courts as well as those causing havoc elsewhere in Ireland. All of this was, naturally, hard for the anti-Treaty IRA to swallow, who had, up until this point, been adamant that it was they that still held the mandate of the Irish people because of the previous vast gains of Sinn Fein in the General Election of 1918. It would appear that these radical sections of the IRA had badly misjudged the attitudes of the people they claimed to represent. Unfortunately, this wouldn’t stop these radical elements in their determination to take control through force, and on the 28th June 1922 the Provisional Government was left with no choice but to attack the IRA in the Four Courts. The Irish Civil War had now begun. The following 5 months would then see the deaths of several key figures on both sides of the schism. The first of these deaths was Cathal Brugha, who was fatally wounded whilst approaching Provisional Government troops on the 5th July 1922, finally succumbing to his wound on the 7th July. Arthur Griffith is the next person to pass away on the 12th August 1922. Unusually for a man of his standing during this time, it was not a political assassination or a stray bullet during a fierce firefight, but a Cerebral Haemorrhage which would end his life. Michael Collins would, sadly, be the next to lose his life less than two weeks after the death of Arthur Griffith on 22nd August 1922. He would be ambushed in his native County Cork and died in the ensuing fight. As mentioned previously, his prediction of having signed his own death warrant was, sadly, proven to be correct. Erskine Childers is the final death of the year on 24th November. Following his arrest by Provisional Government Forces for the possession of a gun, Childers was tried by a military court and executed by firing squad in Dublin. On 6th December 1922, the Irish Free State is finally established, exactly a year after the Anglo-Irish Treaty’s signing. The anti-Treaty IRA didn’t give up the fight though, and tensions continued for months to come. They would, however, have to admit some form of defeat on 24th May 1923 when de Valera called for a ceasefire, bringing the Civil War to an end. It is surprising that de Valera, the self-proclaimed man of peace, had allowed the violence to carry on for so long before issuing the ceasefire. Because of this it can perhaps be surmised that he wasn’t quite so opposed to the anti-Treaty IRA’s violent stance as he liked to present. If Britain hadn’t had such an organised military response to the violence, goodness knows how long de Valera would have allowed the Civil War to carry on. Despite the ending of the Civil War, there would still be sections of the IRA who would never quiet give up their fight against the British, with skirmishes and terrorist attacks lasting into the 1990’s and beyond. Those initial schisms within the IRA immediately after the signing of the Treaty, never truly disappeared.

   We can never be sure, but if de Valera had been less ‘pig-headed’, then perhaps Civil War could have been avoided or at least the length of the fighting could have been greatly reduced. Yes, the radicals may still have instigated some violence, but it would have been small pockets and would not have lasted for eleven months. He appealed to and enabled these radicals to organise and disregard democracy and the will of the Irish people because of his own arrogant determination that he knew best. Even if Collins, or any of the rest of the delegation who had travelled to London to sign the Treaty, had approached any of the other leading figures of the IRA for their opinion regarding the terms of the Treaty, it is highly unlikely that any resolution would have been found and leaving Collins in an impossible position whilst he was in London. Ultimately, Collins was right about the Treaty and de Valera would be proven to be wrong. What a shame that Ireland lost such a forward thinking, able and intelligent leader. 
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