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The Irish Question 1886-1998 Assessment 2 – Essay
The primary weakness of British policy towards Ireland between 1914 and 1921 was its inconsistency. Discuss with particular attention given to the impact of Britain’s involvement in World War One. 
An unfortunate, yet unavoidable fact is that in the course of human history there have always been empires that exploit or benefit from the countries they colonise or administer. Some empires have spanned centuries and others have implode soon after their initial conquest. From ancient Egyptians, to the Romans and more recently the British Empire (covering nearly half the globe: from Asia to the Americas), countries have at times, been governed by other nations. Often their citizens feel the occupiers either have no right to, or have failed to govern their nation justly, effectively or with understanding of the populous. 
Before the emergence of democratic governments, countries were habitually ruled by kings, queens, despots, emperors or tyrants. These leaders were rarely held accountable for their decisions or policies. Often questioning their right to govern or their decisions, came with a high risk of personal injury (physically, financially and socially). Those brave enough to stand up for their people frequently found themselves in jeopardy, along with the wider population that also dared to question. Modern democratic governments should stop this form of persecution happening because it is inappropriate, undemocratic and curtails the publics freedoms, including speech. An elected government is ultimately responsible for implementing policies that benefit the nation as a whole, not the wants / needs of a minority of its people. This is especially difficult when a nation is comprised of several different countries with individual identities, cultures, histories, and aspirations.  The fall of the Soviet Union in the last century, is a prime example of this situation, it fractured into independent prosperous nations. Ireland, with the struggle for independence from Britain especially in the early decades of the 1910’s and 20’s, is also a local example.  
This paper will attempt to explore, analyse, discuss, and compare how “the primary weakness to the British policy towards Ireland in the years between 1914 and 1921 was their inconsistency”, or were there other factors that played a part. In addition, this essay shall pay special attention to how these policies implemented in Ireland were affected by the participation of Britain in the First World War 1914-18. The main points of address conveyed throughout this paper shall be the personal biases of those in government, the policies subjected to Ireland, the impact of mass mobilization and conscription, and the shifting powers especially the change of Prime Minister mid WW1. This shall be done through the analysis and examination of both Primary and Secondary sources, both academic and editorial. This will ensure that this essay provides an accurate, concise, detailed and thought-out analysis of the facts and conditions surrounding this topic. 
Ireland throughout the 20th century was defined by its numerous “troubles”. For example, it is estimated that “500 people died during the six days of the 1916 Easter Rising[footnoteRef:1]” with “more than half of the 485 who were killed were civilians”, the youngest being a child just shy of two years old. The Civil war between pro and anti-treaty Irishmen lasted “from 1917 up to mid 1922, the conflict produced in the region of 2,500 deaths[footnoteRef:2]”, a significant escalation in violence and brutality. More recently, Northern Ireland experienced prolonged conflict from 1968 to 1998. All of these highlight that the modern history of Ireland has been written in blood, both British and Irish. [1:  BBC News, “Easter Rising 1916: Almost 500 people die in six days of fighting”, www.bbc.co.uk, March 24th 2016, (Accessed December 10th 2022), Available from: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-35809718]  [2:  John Dorney, “The Irish War of Independence – A Brief Overview”, The Irish Story, September 18th 2012, (Accessed December 8th 2022), Available from: https://www.theirishstory.com/2012/09/18/the-irish-war-of-independence-a-brief-overview/#.Y5ediVHP238 ] 

From 1914 -1921, Britain was involved in several conflicts. The most prominent and devastating being the First World War. However, just as harmful was the fight against Irish nationalists. These fanatics sought an independent Ireland through either political or violent means. The British government implemented policies in order to address both these issues: the proposal of Irish home rule in parliament, conscription for World War One and finally the Irish Partition.  
An aspect of inconsistency regarding Britain’s Irish policies surrounds the idea of an independent government in Ireland, or as it was known “home rule”. Initially proposed and popularised in the 1870’s by lawyer Isaac Butt, the call for Irish governance gained gradual support over the next 40 years and included converts such as prime minister William E Gladstone. Gladstone introduced two bills, 1886 and 1893, but both were strongly opposed, and failed to become law. However, in 1912, led by Edward Carlson, Liberals successfully implemented a third bill that “became law Sept. 18, 1914 but was inoperative for the duration of World War I[footnoteRef:3]”. This suspension of a long-awaited bill that would enable a sense of Irish national independence, would have undoubtably have soured some support for Britain amongst the Irish population. Even in 1913, a year before the bill’s enactment, the Prime Minister Herbert Asquith stated that “After acknowledging that the enactment of the Home Rule Bill in its original form entailed ‘the certainty of tumult and riot, and more than the possibility of bloodshed[footnoteRef:4]’. This statement highlights the inconsistency of the British governments public support for the bill and a change in policy towards Ireland, as opposed to that of the private reservations it obviously felt. This statement also suggests the desire for a change, but in fact wants to ensure the preservation of the status quo.  [3:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Home Rule”, Encyclopaedia Britannica, September 15 2010, (Accessed December 12th 2022), Available from: https://www.britannica.com/event/Home-Rule-Great-Britain-and-Ireland ]  [4:  Richard McElligott, “Asquith’s flawed Irish compromise”, The Irish Independent, October 16th 2015, (Accessed December 7th 2022), Available from: https://centenaries.ucd.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Supplement-1-Asquith.pdf ] 

The aftermath of the Easter rising and the years that followed would dramatically highlight the inconsistent stance the British government had toward Irish nationalism. Although having relented to the Home Rule bill, the violence and destruction caused by the Irish Volunteers and Irish Brotherhood during the rising, raised a new stance of vengeance and fear amongst the government. Instead of reasonably holding only the key members of the revolt accountable, and displaying trust that Irish authorities could police themselves, British forces enacted martial law. In “total, the security forces arrested 3,430 men and 79 women and of these 1,841 were sent to England and interned there[footnoteRef:5]”, and those key members held in custody were executed following “military tribunals”.  [5:  BBC History, “The executions”, www.bbc.co.uk, (Accessed November 27th 2022), Available from: https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/easterrising/aftermath/af01.shtml   ] 

it could be argued that it was these types of behaviours, the violent and often repressive nature that the British establishment took in the administration of Ireland, was because their policies were so weak. This overtly aggressive enforcement was the result of resentment and resistance to the suggested changes, not in the interest of Ireland or its’ people. Through the interrogation and arrest of random citizens by members of the intelligence and armed forces, these violent tendencies could have been a contributing factor to British trouble in Ireland in the proceeding years and even decades. 
This initial inconsistency at the beginning of this period while addressing Ireland and its independence, continued as in 1917 the British government decided to release all those remaining 'Easter Rising' internees. A decision that appears strange considering the fact that these people had been suspected of being a threat to the security of Britain during what would be considered the peak of the conflict in Europe. Although it could be argued that David Lloyd George who had become prime minister during 1916, had to be seen as initially harsh on Irish decent in order to secure unionist support within parliament and then relented later. 
This concept would be supported by Lloyd George advocation for an “Irish convention”. This was designed with the express purpose “to try to come up with a form of government acceptable for all shades of opinion in Ireland[footnoteRef:6]”. Although these talks successfully brought all parties to the table, they were not effective. The Irish Parliamentary Party’s (IPP) political credibility was damaged, after the convention failed to reach an form of agreement regarding a government. This was the direct result of the goals of Sein Féin, Unionists and Nationalists being irreconcilable and the divide unable to be bridged during the convention.  [6:  Brendan Lynn, Martin Melaugh, “A Chronology of Key Events in Irish History 1800 to 1967”, cain.ulster.ac.uk,  January 17th 2022, (Accessed December 9th 2022), Available from: https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/othelem/chron/ch1800-1967.htm ] 

Separating the First World War and British policy towards Ireland during this period is impossible. This is simply because the war played such an important part in shaping both social and political landscapes across Britain and its empire. Even towards the end of the war, the persistent indecisiveness of the government policy towards Ireland was displayed. Even after the Irish convention and release of the internees on the 18th of May 1918, there was widespread and sweeping arrests of leading members of the Sein Fein movement. In and around Dublin on the grounds that “the government in Ireland had discovered that a seditious element had been engaging in ‘treasonable communication with Germany[footnoteRef:7]” people such as Éamon de Valera, Darrell Figgis, Arthur Griffith and the founder of the Sein Fein party itself, MP William Cosgrave were all detained. These are only a few of those who were imprisoned, although many who made up this group were considered to be “the most moderate of the nationalist leaders[footnoteRef:8]”, While the militant elements of the nationalists, such as Michael Collins, Cathal Brugha, Richard Mulcahy and Harry Boland weren’t picked up and allowed to plan and implement attacks on British administration later.  [7:  Century Ireland, “Sinn Féin leaders arrested over alleged ‘German plot”, Boston College, (Accessed December 5th 2022), Available from: https://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/sinn-fein-leaders-arrested-over-alleged-german-plot ]  [8:  Joseph E.A. Connell Jr, “The ‘German plot’”, History Ireland, Issue 3 , Volume 26, May/June 2018, (Accessed December 16th 2022), Available from: https://www.historyireland.com/the-german-plot/ ] 

Although there had been a small amount of cooperation between a limited number of Irelands’ nationalist elements and Germany, the supposed plan was to have Germany provide arms towards the goal of a second uprising throughout Ireland, not centred just in Dublin. This idea was discovered when a cache of smuggled arms was found on a German cargo ship SS Libau in 1916 and the following capture of Sir Roger Casement after he was put ashore by U-boat, who supported the assertion of this alliance. However, there was no proven link between those arrested and the conspiracy and could arguably have been a reaction to potential German Irish attempts at subversion or more realistically “a heavy-handed attempt to quell this reaction to conscription”. 
Throughout World War One, hundreds of thousands of men volunteered to fight for King and country against the forces of the alliance of Germany and her allies. However, as the war dragged on and the casualties mounted, it became clear that the boom of Kitchener volunteers wouldn’t keep up with the demands of forces spread across the globe. With this grim fact made clear by battles such as the “Marne (12,733), Ypres (75,000), Gallipoli (205,000), Artois (50,000) and Loos (50,000)[footnoteRef:9]” there was no escaping the reasonable conclusion that more men would be forced to the fray. It would be fair to conclude that of all the measures implemented to fight the war, conscription was by far the most controversial on either side.  [9:  Spartacus Education, “Conscription and the First World War”, spartacus-educational.com, (Accessed December 13th 2022), Available from: https://spartacus-educational.com/FWWconscription.htm ] 

Throughout 1914 and 1915, there had all over Britain been a fear of the implementation of conscription. However, this fear was amplified within Ireland as rumours of Westminster’s’ “Militia Ballot Act was about ‘to be put into force at one … and to apply to Great Britain and Ireland[footnoteRef:10]”. This was fictious and mere speculation, as there was no consideration of this amongst anyone in government. In 1916 it was surprising that PM Herbert Asquith was undecided as to the future of proposed conscription. Conversely, up and coming political animal, Lloyd George, was certain of the need for a forced mobilization under the Military service bill. He threatened to resign from his position if the bill didn’t pass, which it did, and was implemented on March 2nd 1916.  [10:  Emmanuel Destenay, “Conscription, rural populations and the dynamics of war and revolution in Ireland (1914–18)”, Rural History, Volume 33, Issue 1, Cambridge University Press, August 16th 2021, (Accessed December 12th 2022), Available from: https://www-cambridge-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/core/journals/rural-history/article/conscription-rural-populations-and-the-dynamics-of-war-and-revolution-in-ireland-191418/C0221D50622B610B1224937D3203B1C9 ] 

The weakness of the conscription policy overall is that the government didn’t take into consideration what impact it would have on the people. Even though conscription was what the country needed, it must be said that it wasn’t taken favourably by the people of Ireland. Even though this was never implemented in Ireland, the very suggestion caused uproar and surges to nationalist groups that strongly apposed the conscription of young men just beginning their lives and that a “foreign” nation wished to take the next generation of Irishmen away. In fairness, thousands of Irish men and boys voluntarily enlisted and took part in some of the most crucial battles of the war, which included the Somme where they fought with distinction. Their homecoming was marred by distain and ostracisation from neighbours, friends, and family. 
In 1918 when the idea of expanding conscription to include a wider age range of men, and include Ireland was proposed, it should be noted that even Lloyd George (the PM who would lead during the worst days of the war and sanction the arrests of Irish nationalist) had his reservations over the Irish and conscription. Given the previous year that he stated “What would be the result [of Irish conscription] ? Scenes in the House of Commons, a possible rupture with America, which is hanging in the balance, and serious disaffection in Canada, Australia, and South Africa. They would say, ' You are fighting for the freedom of nationalities. What right have you to take this little nation by the ears and drag it into die war against its will?[footnoteRef:11]”. This statement is telling of how the government during the latter part of this period and war, had to view national policy through the lens of international relations. That should they conscript the men of Ireland forcibly, allies would be dissuaded with their methods. This way of decision making, although difficult to understand, as a nation has the right to govern itself, highlights the weakness of British policy toward Ireland because it must be justified to allies and other nations. Meaning that no harsh but necessary policy would be implemented for fear that allies would be lost, and that is not how a government should decide upon the policy it implements, it should be for the good of the country even if it harms the people only in the short term.  [11:  Alan J. Ward, “Lloyd George and the 1918 Irish Conscription Crisis”, Cambridge University Press, The Historical Journal, Volume 17, Issue 1, Pages 107-129, March 1974 ,(Accessed December 8th 2022), Available from: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/historical-journal/article/lloyd-george-and-the-1918-irish-conscription-crisis/18AA954DCD63B78A1387A7A9195D77A1 ] 

One of the final and most important policies to be implemented for the governance of Ireland, specifically during this period, was the reintroduction of the Government of Ireland Act in 1920 following the cessation of hostilities of World War One. In an act of consistency with the pre-war approach to Irelands government, the British establishment and cabinet finally in September 1920, agreed that “the northern Irish state should consist of six of the nine Ulster counties. The remaining three counties were to form part of a southern Irish state, which was to be made up of 26 counties in total[footnoteRef:12]”. This ensured that the promise made before the start of the war was maintained, and that the law granting Ireland semi autonomy was enacted. This would undoubtably have pleased many Irish citizens who had in cases fought for the simple right to decide their future for themselves.  [12:  Sarah Tudor, “Government of Ireland Act 1920: What system did it create?”, House of Lords Library, December 9th 2020, (Accessed December 16th 2022), Available from: https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/government-of-ireland-act-1920-what-system-did-it-create/ ] 

The implementation of this act laid the groundwork for future policies that would enable a semi peace between the later Irish free state and the British through the Anglo-Irish treaty of 1921. Although signed on the 6th of December 1921, the treaty only went into effect a year later and laid out the administration of what would define the Free State providing “26 counties of Ireland a parliament (the Oireachtas) with jurisdiction over most domestic affairs, significant fiscal autonomy and a military force[footnoteRef:13]”. However, Britain would maintain a military presence and control of several key military instillations. While this new Irish government would benefit from autonomy, aspects of their authority would still be controlled by Britain. For example, the Governor general position, and the requirement that those sitting in both the upper and lower houses of the parliament would have to swear fidelity oaths to the crown and monarch. This would undoubtably have infuriated those hardcore nationalists who had wished for a complete removal of Britain and its’ culture from Irish life. [13:  David Torrance, “The Anglo-Irish Treaty, 1921”, House of Commons, December 5th 2022, (Accessed December 16th 2022), Available from: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9260/ ] 

Although one aspect that proved surprising, is that this treaty enabled the six Ulster counties the option of joining the free state after a period of one month. This didn’t happen because of strong unionist sentiment, something that remains today amongst those living in Northern Ireland. The division of Ireland by this act resulted in a boundary commission being set up as a means of adjusting the boarders to suit the desires of both sides of the countries political makeup. This was the final display of inconsistency of the period, as it was clearly the final fluctuation of policy from the British between both pro and anti-Irish autonomy in favour of Ireland being left alone. 
Overall, the weakness of British policy toward Ireland during this time, was a mix of inconsistency in the way of alternating between lenient and harsh treatment of Subversive nationalists. The unnecessary amount of cruelty and brutality exhibited towards the population also helped to alienate the British government, the security and armed forces from the people of Ireland. This treatment ensured that a lack of support for any measure or proposed policy that the government introduced to the people of Ireland would be viewed with suspicion and negative interpretations. 
This research has shown quite categorically that there were several reasons why the British government’s policies were inappropriate and weak with regard to the situation in Ireland during this time period. A stronger and more population orientated set of policies would have been far more appropriate and far better received than those offered to the Irish people at the time. The fact that the policies varied and were inconsistent didn’t help the situation, but they were not the only downfall for the British. Both Britain’s involvement in the First World War and indecisiveness toward Ireland’s nationalist elements played their part in weakening policy. Anglo Irish relations have not improved that much, even to this day. 
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