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Essay: The Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 marked a defeat for Irish Republicanism. Discuss.
The split between Irish nationalists and unionists has shaped politics since the 19th century. Unionists in the northeast were concerned about domination by predominantly Catholic nationalists. The rifts deepened following the 1916 Easter Rising, leading to the pivotal Irish War of Independence (Mohr, 2023). The war shaped the pressures that resulted in the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, establishing an independent Ireland but also leading to the Civil War and shaping Irish politics today (Laffan, 2022). 
The Treaty had a profound and enduring impact on the Irish Republican movement. It established the Irish Free State within the British Commonwealth, contradicting the Republican principle of an independent state. The acknowledgement of the division of Ireland, with Northern Ireland remaining part of Britain, dealt a significant blow to the Republican goal of a unified Ireland. The Treaty created a significant divide within the Irish Republican movement. Leaders like Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith saw it as a practical step toward future independence. In contrast, others, including Eamon de Valera, refused it, leading to the Irish Civil War and weakening the Republican cause. Following the civil war, the pro-Treaty forces united their power, developing the Irish Free State as the primary political entity. The Treaty laid the groundwork for Irish self-governance at the expense of several Republican principles, causing significant rifts in Irish politics for years.
This essay will critically examine the events leading up to the Treaty, including the Easter Rising of 1916, the growth of Sinn Fein, and the Irish War of Independence from 1919 to 1921. It will then discuss the Treaty negotiations and outcome, highlighting the pivotal roles of key figures such as Michael Collins, Arthur Griffith, and Eamon de Valera. The division between supporters and opponents of the treaty that caused the Civil War, as well as the defeat of the Republican forces, will be explored. Research for this essay utilised available sources, including books including The Irish Revolution by J. Augusteijn, and Ireland Divided: The Roots of the Modern Irish Problem by M. Hopkinson.
To understand the Anglo-Irish Treaty, it is essential to consider the Republican movement and its conflict with the British government. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, Ireland posed a persistent challenge to British administrations (Lynch, 1972). The 1916 Easter Rising occurred during the standstill of the third Home Rule Bill, the start of the First World War, and the rise of armed groups in the North and South. The rebellion ended in defeat and the execution of the Republican leadership. The Proclamation of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic declared the intention to establish the Irish Republic as a Sovereign Independent State. This declaration initially faced opposition but gained support due to the leaders' execution and the ongoing conscription issue during the First World War. Sinn Fein embraced Republicanism and secured a majority in the 1918 British general election. They established the first independent Irish Parliament, Dail Eireann, in January 1919 and made a Declaration of Independence (Ward, 2016). Westminster's rejection of Dail Eireann made it clear that achieving Irish independence through political means alone was not feasible. The conflict known as the Irish War of Independence, or the Anglo-Irish War, started on 21 January 1919 when two Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) officers were killed by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in Soloheadbeg (Flynn, 2020). The IRA, led by Michael Collins, used guerrilla tactics and sectarian violence against the British Army (Lynch, 2021). In 1920, the RIC was weakened by Republican attacks, leading to the recruiting of the Black and Tans and Auxiliaries (University College Cork, 2024a). In the autumn of 1920, the RIC initiated severe reprisals in County Kerry, leading to international press condemnation, although British Prime Minister David Lloyd George expressed confidence in the authoritarian approach. On 21 November 1920, the IRA killed 15 suspected British agents, prompting British forces to respond, resulting in civilian deaths, including Croke Park (University College Cork, 2024). Central Cork was destroyed in 1920 in retaliation for IRA assaults, turning the English press against the Irish policy of the British government and gaining international attention (Seedorf, 1972). Violence escalated in Dublin, Munster, and Ulster, leading to widespread sectarian violence. The IRA faced restrictions in escalating the conflict in Ulster due to limited local support (National Army Museum, 2024). The British Government of Ireland Act of 1920 established self-governing entities in the North and South, linking self-government with partition. Tensions in Ulster escalated from 1920 to 1922, resulting in around 550 deaths (Moore, 2020; Lynch, 1972; Daly, 2007; Lavin, 1995, pp. 180-203). By the end of the year, Archbishop Patrick Clune and others authorised by the British Government were seeking signs of the Dail's willingness to negotiate (Augusteijn, 2002, pp. 83-125; The Irish Times, 2021a). Efforts to reach a truce increased after the Northern Ireland parliament opened in June 1921, and the conflict formally ended with a ceasefire on 11 July 1921 (National Archives, 2021). The King’s speech was seen as reaching beyond Ulster Unionists to the whole of Ireland. It has been interpreted as an invitation to Sinn Fein that led to the truce and was a significant change in approach towards Sinn Féin and the IRA (The Irish Times 2021b; Donnelly, 2019). The Anglo-Irish War led both sides to be willing to engage in discussions by mid-1921. Post War Britain was drained, and the IRA's military capabilities were severely strained. The British concluded they could not win using the resources they had put in place (Ward, 2016; Silke, 2016). The ceasefire led to discussions to reach an agreement satisfying both sides (Embassy of Ireland, 2021). The Sinn Fein leadership, including Collins, desired a truce before negotiations (Augusteijn, 2002, p. 125).
On 24 June 1921, Lloyd George invited the President of Dail, Eireann Eamon de Valera, to London to explore a settlement. After a truce was agreed upon in July, de Valera had further meetings with Lloyd George. On 20 July 1921, the British proposed that Ireland gain self-governing Dominion status within the British Empire, but de Valera rejected the offer. De Valera proposed an External Association for Ireland, which the British declined. Lloyd George invited de Valera to London on 11 October to discuss Irish independence and self-governance (Law Society Gazette, 2022; The Irish Times, 2021a; RTE, 2024; Kenny, 2019). De Valera chose not to take charge of the discussions and stayed in Dublin instead, stating he needed to remain in the background as President of the Republic. He may have wanted to be available for a final effort to reach an agreement. De Valera may have been aware that he would have to keep the Nationalist movement united when a compromise was reached (Hughes, 1994, p.54; RTE, 2024). The Irish delegation was headed by Arthur Griffith, Michael Collins, Eamon Duggan, Robert Barton, and George  Duffy. Erskine Childers and John Chartres served as secretaries. Griffith thought expecting Britain to give up the whole of Ireland for a united Irish Republic was unrealistic and was open to maintaining a link with the British monarchy (RTE, 2024; Kenny, 2019; The Anglo-Irish Treaty Delegations, 2024). Griffith was eager to reach an agreement during the negotiations and indicated that he would sign even if his colleagues were unwilling. Collins felt used by de Valera as a scapegoat, aware that achieving the Republic was impossible (The Irish Times, 2021; Digital Film Archive, 2024). The Irish team, overall, had less experience than their British counterparts, of which the British were aware. The British favoured Collins and Griffith due to their perceived competence, leading them to handle most key negotiations. The Dail authorised the plenipotentiaries to negotiate and finalise a treaty but required them to communicate with the cabinet in Dublin before making critical decisions, causing tension due to conflicting instructions. The Irish prioritised sovereignty and unity, aiming to join the British Commonwealth as an external associate rather than a full member. The British emphasised Ireland's connection to the Crown and the British Empire and effectively set the agenda for the talks (RTE, 2024). The focal points of the discussions became Ireland's constitutional status, the oath of allegiance, and the partition of the North (Embassy of Ireland, 2021). The Treaty was grounded in the trust that gradually developed between Griffith and Collins on one side of the table and notably between Lloyd George and Churchill on the other (The Irish Times, 2021c). Churchill developed a friendly rapport with Collins (The Irish Times, 2015). Lloyd George used threats, persuasive techniques, and informal discussions to create division among the delegates, influencing Griffith and ensuring that Collins would not end negotiations on ties to the empire. The British aimed to maintain the integrity of the Crown and the empire and were unwilling to accept complete withdrawal or partial detachment of Ireland. Despite their inability to bridge the gap, the British compelled the Irish to accept the Treaty (RTE, 2024). According to Friemann (2021, p.224), Lloyd George gave the Irish two envelopes, stating one meant “war, and war within three days” and the other would bring peace. This was a ruse, as British public opinion would not accept a war recommencement, but it worked as Griffith succumbed. On 6 December 1921, the Treaty was signed without reference to Dublin but was considered provisional as it would need to be ratified by the Dail. The Treaty established a Dominion Home Rule government in Southern Ireland as defined by the Government of Ireland Act. The British State maintained control over important ports and required the new government to include representations of the monarchy in the Free State formation. The settlement established the position of the Governor-General and mandated elected officials to swear allegiance by oath to the Crown before taking their seats in parliament. The agreement allowed Northern Ireland to withdraw from the Irish Free State and established a commission to demarcate its boundary. The Irish delegation hoped the Boundary Commission would assign Tyrone and Fermanagh to the Irish Free State, weakening Northern Ireland (Donnelly, 2019; Hughes, 1994, p.54; Embassy of Ireland, 2021). The Treaty was viewed as a defeat by staunch Republicans because it did not achieve their goal of a fully independent, united Irish republic. Dominion status fell short of complete independence; the freedom of the whole of Ireland could not be achieved with partition, and the requirement of an oath of allegiance indicated subservience to the foreign state that had been in occupation for centuries, as did the agreement for their continued presence and power. These terms were considered unacceptable compromises as they fell short of achieving full sovereignty. These concessions were a setback for the republican ideal of complete independence and unity, resulting in deep divisions and the eventual Irish Civil War. Collins understood the deep divisions this would cause but believed it was the best deal on offer. After signing the treaty, Collins remarked, "I have signed my own death warrant," implying he understood the gravity of how the Republican factions would perceive and react to the agreement (Friemann, 2021, p.252). 
The Irish media strongly supported the Treaty, marginalising the minority who disagreed (Mohr, 2023). The Dail debated the treaty from 15 December 1921 to 7 January 1922. Proponents argued for statehood and removing British forces, warning that rejection could lead to renewed war. Opponents claimed it betrayed the Republic by accepting dominion status, the Crown, and limitations on Irish freedoms while leaving the north-south border unchanged. The treaty narrowly passed, and De Valera resigned as President in protest, causing division among Republicans. The Treaty was approved on 14 January 1922 without the presence of the anti-treaty Republicans, and its implementation started immediately with Michael Collins as the head of the Provisional Government. He formed a group tasked with creating a structure for the Free State and began enlisting for a new National Army. There was a phase of dual power between the new Provisional Government and the existing Dáil Executive, with Griffith as leader after de Valera resigned. This continued until the Third Dáil convened in the autumn of 1922 (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2024). The Treaty had more support from the general population than the slim Dail majority suggested. Collins received support from the Irish Republican Brotherhood and critical figures in the IRA. He played a vital role in persuading other Republicans to accept the new state and refrain from using violence. Initially, there was reluctance to engage in direct conflict (Fraser, 2005, p.4). The Dail discussions revealed divisions within the Irish national movement, prompting a reassessment of Irish nationalism and Republicanism. Collins believed the agreement offered a practical way to achieve complete Irish independence by aligning its status with other British Dominions asserting their self-government. Opponents argued that it undermined the Republic and went against core Republican principles. De Valera opposed it because the proposed Free State was not a Republic and maintained dishonourable ties with the British Empire (Ward, 2016). 
The IRA included individuals who were against what they viewed as a betrayal of the Republic. The Dublin Brigade supported the Treaty but faced strong opposition from other factions. The Treaty's terms were not adequately communicated to IRA members in the provinces. The Treaty took aback provincial IRA commanders, and the swift dissolution of the RIC and the withdrawal of British Army garrisons in the Irish Free State resulted in a void that the pro-Treaty Provisional Government was unable to address. The anti-Treaty forces were divided between those wanting to attack the Provisional Government immediately and those aiming to weaken the Free State's ties to the British Empire. The moderate faction, led by Liam Lynch, was swayed by public endorsement of the Treaty and opposition to another conflict with the British government. The IRA leadership struggled to create a policy acceptable to moderate and militant factions (University College Cork, 2022). Pivotal events that began the Civil War included Cathal Brugha, a leading figure in the anti-treaty movement and supported by IRA veterans, seizing the Four Courts on 14 April 1922, echoing 1916, but with Irishmen firing on their former comrades (Fraser, 2005, p.4). On 28 June 1922, National Army forces barraged the IRA headquarters in the Four Courts, igniting a one-year Civil War (Kissane, 2001; University College Cork, 2022). The British government demanded action and warned they would act if the Irish government did not. Churchill warned that the Irish government would not survive unless it asserted itself (The Irish Times, 2022). Another pivotal event was the murder of Sir Henry Wilson by the IRA on 22 June 1922. The Treaty created significant rifts, resulting in a challenging and disheartening civil war within seven months of signing (Embassy of Ireland, 2021).  The conflict ended in May 1923 with the defeat of the treaty's opponents (Hopkinson, 1988, pp. 256-258). Collins was fatally ambushed during the conflict, while Arthur Griffith had passed away ten days earlier. William Cosgrave succeeded Griffith and laid the foundation for a capable and principled administration, enabling the country to recover promptly from the aftermath of the conflict (Moody and Martin, 1967, pp. 325-333). The Civil War was a tragic and divisive conflict primarily involving Republicans debating the definition of the term Republic (Ward, 2016). 
The Treaty caused divisions among Irish nationalists, some supporting it to avoid further conflict with Britain, while others opposed it for not establishing an Irish Republic. The 1922 agreement established an independent Ireland as the Irish Free State, remaining within the British Empire with the King as its head of state. This led to division, sparking a civil war that resulted in the killing of Collins and the surrender of anti-treaty forces. In the short term, the Treaty was seen as a defeat for Republicanism as it fell short of their goal for a fully independent, united Irish Republic with no ties to Britain. Accepting Dominion status, the oath of allegiance, and the partition of Ireland led to splits and the Civil War, representing a setback for the Republican ideal of complete independence and unity. The treaty did establish the Irish Free State, paving the way for the future Republic of Ireland. Ireland distanced itself from British influence over the years. In 1937, the Constitution replaced the oath of allegiance and created the position of the President. In 1949, Ireland made a formal declaration of its status as a Republic and exited the British Commonwealth. However, the partition of Ireland remains, preventing the realisation of the ambition for a united Ireland to this day. The treaty was a short-term defeat for Republicanism. Still, it facilitated the accomplishment of several Republican objectives in the long term, although the dream of a unified, completely independent Ireland was not realised.
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