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Introduction: Up the Republic! Republicanism in Ireland

‘MILLIONS OF IRISHMEN WERE AND ARE SEPARATISTS IN CONVICTION’

On 21 January 1919 an independent Irish Republic was unilaterally declared by an assembly of Sinn Féin MPs, elected to the United Kingdom parliament in the general election of December 1918 on a platform of refusing to take their seats at Westminster. Ten years earlier, such an event would have seemed all but fantastic. Before the First World War, republicanism in Ireland was a marginal political movement. The political mainstream was dominated by the ‘Irish party’, a parliamentary nationalist group aiming to secure Home Rule, devolved government within the United Kingdom, rather than an independent Irish republic. At the peak of its power, under the leadership of Charles Stewart Parnell in the mid-1880s, it had sent eighty-six MPs to Westminster, where they briefly held the balance of political power. With Parnell also heading the Land League, an anti-landlord movement which effectively controlled much of the country, the party represented a formidable challenge to British rule. Two Irish Home Rule bills were introduced by their Liberal allies, in 1886 and 1893. By the time the second was voted down by the House of Lords after passing the Commons, Parnell’s public career had been wrecked by his private life, and his party was split by bitter internal divisions. ‘Parnellites’ railed against the clerical forces that had helped English hypocrisy destroy their leader. The rift lasted nearly a decade, but in 1901 the party reunited as the United Irish League (UIL) under the leadership of the Parnellite John Redmond. Home Rule was back on track when the Liberals won a landslide victory in the 1906 general election. The UIL, commonly known as the nationalist, or Irish, party, with eighty-four seats, almost matched Parnell’s 1886 total. Even though the unionists won seventeen seats, and the British political landscape was itself changing – with Labour taking forty-two seats – the party seemed beyond doubt to represent the voice of Irish nationalism.

By contrast, the voices of republicans seemed muted. The longest-established republican organization was a small oathbound secret society which rejected constitutional politics, and was committed to securing Irish independence by physical force. Its founder, James Stephens, never intended that it should have a title: it was to be an invisible presence, known merely as ‘the organization’. Like the European secret societies Stephens studied, it was modelled on Freemasonry, and it was to be invisible not just to the authorities but to most of its own members. Its branches – ‘Circles’ – were headed by ‘Centres’ whose identity was known only to the higher District and County ‘Head Centres’, who in turn were known only to the Supreme Council. The organization’s anonymity did not last. The title ‘Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood’ appeared early on, and when the organization adopted a formal constitution in 1873 it became the Irish Republican Brotherhood. Its members were popularly known as Fenians, and ‘Fenianism’ indicated an attitude of defiance as much as an organization.1

Though it never managed to launch its war against England, the IRB proved highly resilient. Its dynamic was well described by a Cork man who joined it in 1917. ‘It was a close-knit, practical, hard-headed body, and it evoked an extraordinary spirit of loyalty and brotherhood amongst its members. It was not propagandist; it sought rather to find and bind together men of good character who had reached the conclusion that there was no solution to the problem of achieving national freedom except through the use of physical force.’2 But after the failure of their one attempted insurrection, in 1867, Fenians were aware that the use of force was not as straightforward as they would have liked. Their greatest political impact was achieved, in fact, by accidental terrorism, when London tenements were destroyed during an attempted prison rescue in 1867 – bringing Ireland fleetingly to the top of the English political agenda. The Irish-American Fenian organization, Clan na Gael, went on to adopt terrorist methods, but the IRB held fast to its belief in open insurrection. Its 1873 constitution seemed to recognize, though, that insurrection could not succeed unless the mass of the people were ready to join it. How a small secret society could mobilize the masses and credibly challenge the military power of the state was a problem that the Fenians never resolved. Though IRB propaganda was marked by a populist spirit, the Fenian relationship with public opinion remained ambivalent. What if the people never supported military action, or if they voted for something less than independence? Would democracy prevail, and how?

By the time Stephens created his revolutionary organization, republican ideas had been etched in Irish political thought for over half a century. Every June republicans made a pilgrimage to the grave of Theobald Wolfe Tone at Bodenstown in Kildare, to assert their descent from the United Irish movement of the 1790s, allies of the first French Republic. Tone had believed that, by establishing a republic on the French model, Ireland’s denominational or sectarian divisions could be transcended. The ‘common name of Irishman’ would replace the labels Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter. Fenians held on unswervingly to Tone’s conviction that only through ‘breaking the connection’ with England, ‘the never-failing source of all our political evils’, could Ireland prosper. They were less sure, perhaps, how Tone’s republic was actually to be constituted. Shortly after the foundation of the IRB a Fenian writer had published a republican constitution, but its details (such as a two-chamber assembly, with a life presidency elected by an upper house) do not seem to have preoccupied later republicans. The idea of a French-republican-style administrative reorganization, replacing the old counties and provinces with departments, for instance, did not make much impression.3 ‘Fenian propagandist work’, as the celebrated IRB veteran John O’Leary recalled, ‘was entirely separatist with practically no reference to Republicanism.’

Republicanism, for most of its adherents, was about achieving separation – sovereign independence – rather than implementing any concrete political programme. Michael Collins, who became president of the IRB Supreme Council in 1919, was at one with previous republican thinking in publicly insisting that ‘the cause was not the Irish Republic’ – ‘our real want was … liberation from English occupation.’4 Subsequent writing about republicanism has likewise resisted the temptation to discuss the concept of the republic in any detail. Fenians became effectively defined not by their ends but by their means: they were ‘physical-force men’. This virtual elevation of a method into an end in itself was attacked by a republican grouping more ideologically sophisticated than the IRB, the Irish Socialist Republican party founded by James Connolly in 1896. Connolly’s newspaper the Workers’ Republic insisted that sovereign independence by itself was an empty concept. National freedom must bring social change: an independent Ireland run by capitalists would be no improvement for the people.

The IRB preferred not to explore the social content of independence, but early in the twentieth century the organization began to be revitalized. One of the prime movers in this, Bulmer Hobson, was from the same Protestant republican background as Wolfe Tone and several of the outstanding United Irish and Young Ireland leaders of the nineteenth century. The Protestant republican tradition had withered in face of the Home Rule threat, though Hobson hoped it could be revived. He predicted in 1905 that ‘Protestant Ulster is awakening to the fact that its grandfathers dreamed a dream, and its fathers tried to forget it – but the call of it is in their ears.’ As a seer he was proved wrong: the call would go unanswered. But as an organizer his achievements were real. The Dungannon Club, founded in Belfast late in 1905 and carrying a title designed to appeal to Protestant memories, launched a movement that quickly spread – even if its appeal to Protestants remained limited. The title of its newspaper, the Republic, nailed its colours firmly to the mast.

Hobson’s republicanism drew on many sources – European revolutionary activists like Giuseppe Mazzini as well as Tone and the Young Ireland writer John Mitchel. Within the IRB he always stressed the constitution’s emphasis on mobilizing the mass of the people. His most fertile concept, ‘moral insurrection’, originated with the Young Irelander James Fintan Lalor. Hobson saw that this could offer a kind of third way between constitutionalism (which conceded the legitimacy of the Union) and open rebellion (which was doomed to failure). In his 1909 pamphlet Defensive Warfare he adapted Lalor’s recipe for the twentieth century. It provided a complete programme of passive resistance – economic boycott, tax strikes, civil disobedience – designed to paralyse the working of the modern state without exposing the resisters to violent repression.

Hobson’s pathbreaking pamphlet was published under the banner of Sinn Féin, an umbrella group of separatists committed to electoral politics (unlike the IRB), but also (unlike the Irish party) to abstention from Westminster. The Dungannon Clubs merged with it in 1907, and Hobson himself might have challenged the man often seen as Sinn Féin’s founder, Arthur Griffith, for the leadership of the party. Griffith, a natural polemicist rather than an organizer like Hobson, puzzled some separatists by arguing that Ireland should follow the example of Hungary. After the defeat of their armed rebellion in 1848–9, Hungarian nationalists had altered their strategy and secured equality with Austria by unilaterally seceding from the Austrian state. In the ‘dual monarchy’ that followed, two autonomous states shared a monarch, an army and a foreign policy. Though Griffith was an IRB man, his republicanism resembled that of the great Italian revolutionary leader Garibaldi, who accepted constitutional monarchy as essentially republican. (Garibaldi regarded Britain as a republic because its monarch was popular.) Like that of the great ‘Liberator’, Daniel O’Connell, who had led the mass movement for Catholic emancipation in the 1820s, Griffith’s primary aim was the repeal of the 1801 Act of Union that had created the United Kingdom. The British parliament might conceivably be impelled to reverse what it had then done, whereas – he believed – it could not realistically be brought to recognize an Irish republic.

Though republican organizations might look marginal, separatist attitudes were certainly widespread in Ireland. The Land League founder and lapsed IRB man Michael Davitt argued in his 1904 tract on the land war, The Fall of Feudalism in Ireland, that ‘the numerical strength of the strongest revolutionary organisation by no means measured the strength of the feeling for complete independence. Millions of Irishmen were and are separatists in conviction and aspiration who would on no account become members of a secret society.’ The separatist urge was intensified by the ‘Irish-Ireland’ movement that blossomed from the 1890s on – embracing literature, language and sport, as well as the production and consumption of goods. The movement to revive the Irish language was in theory unpolitical: the founder of the Gaelic League, Douglas Hyde, could call for the ‘de-Anglicization’ of Ireland even while remaining a political unionist. He simply wanted to change the ‘most anomalous position’ of Ireland – ‘imitating England and yet apparently hating it’ – by minimizing the imitation. The movement to revive, or reinvent, Irish sports, led by the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), was more directly confrontational, and, as time passed, the inherent separatism of the whole cultural-nationalist project became ever clearer.5

The third Home Rule Bill, introduced in 1911, seemed to be the final triumph of constitutionalism. But as it passed slowly through parliament under the terms of the new Parliament Act, it triggered a crisis that would set Irish republicanism on a new course. As the bill rolled forward, resistance to Home Rule – previously focused in the House of Lords – became much more widespread. Its leader, the high-profile lawyer Sir Edward Carson, was ready to push it to the brink of open defiance of government, and had the charisma to make the threat credible. There had been sporadic instances of quasi-military activity – drilling and shooting – in Ulster during the Home Rule crises of 1886 and 1893, but the unionist mobilization that began in 1911 was on an entirely different scale. In 1912, as the Ulster Covenant, pledging resistance to the ‘conspiracy to set up a Home Rule parliament’ by ‘all means which may be found necessary’, was signed by almost half a million people, it took increasingly military shape. A craze for public drilling – which turned out to be not quite so illegal as most people had assumed – swept the province.6 In 1913 a formally organized citizen militia, the Ulster Volunteer Force, approached a strength of 100,000.

When nationalists in turn mobilized to support Home Rule, forming the Irish Volunteers in December 1913, republican activists could move from the sidelines to the centre of events. Though it was less well funded and supported than the UVF, the IV organization also grew dramatically, with its membership touching a six-figure total in 1914. Most of the rank and file were probably home rulers rather than separatists, and certainly never imagined really going into battle, but a command structure developed with very different ideas. The Volunteer Executive was dominated by IRB men, who were also plentiful among IV officers generally. For the first time since 1867, the Fenians had their hands on something like an army. The socialist republicans also began to march down the path of military action, when in the wake of industrial conflict in Dublin in 1913 Connolly formed the Irish Citizen Army. This was ostensibly a small force set up to protect strikers from the police and the employers’ paid strikebreakers, but once the First World War began Connolly – following the Bolshevik rather than the Menshevik line – aimed to give history a push by initiating direct armed action.

If there was any doubt about the seriousness of the Ulster crisis, it was removed by the action of British army officers at the Curragh in March 1914, declaring that they would resign their commissions rather than confront the UVF. When the UVF ran some 20,000 rifles into Larne in April, it doubled its armament. By July, with two (or three) armed militias aiming to put pressure on the government for and against Home Rule, and the army’s reliability in question, there were real fears of imminent civil war. One of these militias was at least partially controlled by republicans. The rank and file of the Irish Volunteers might have joined to support Home Rule, but many of their leaders were separatists. When European war broke out in August, the physical-force men were at last in a position to act on the old Fenian belief that ‘England’s difficulty’ would be ‘Ireland’s opportunity’. The old and new guards of the IRB, Tom Clarke and Seán MacDermott, were pushed on towards insurrection by a visionary and charismatic figure, Patrick Pearse. Probably the most influential republican after Wolfe Tone, Pearse did not actually join the IRB until long after he had already secured national significance as a Gaelic League leader and writer. Like many, he ‘came to nationalism through the Gaelic League’;7 his belief that the loss of language was fatal made him a dedicated educator. He was probably sworn into the IRB shortly after he became director of organization of the newly formed Irish Volunteers: within months he had been co-opted on to the Supreme Council. Pearse’s rhetoric made a crucial connection between Fenian insurrectionism and the new, culturally defined sense of Irish national identity.

Easter Week 1916 projected the republic to the political centre stage. The Irish Volunteers and the Citizen Army came out to fight together as the Army of the Irish Republic. Pearse’s historic proclamation asserting the Irish people’s inalienable right to ‘national freedom and sovereignty’ was issued under the heading ‘Poblacht na hEireann, Provisional Government of the Irish Republic’. The Gaelic title was a new coinage – literally ‘Republic of Ireland’ – because there was no Gaelic adjective for ‘Irish’. So a republic was nominally established, but while Pearse’s proclamation spelt out its social aspirations more clearly than Fenian thinking had, its political form was still left to the imagination. The fact that its members expected to come under overwhelming military assault within hours may explain this. As the days passed they might possibly have set out some kind of programme for the intended political structure of the ‘sovereign independent Irish state’, had they seen it as an important issue. But even Connolly seems to have shared the view of the famous insurrectionist Auguste Blanqui that the important thing was to get across the river, not discuss what might be on the other side. Subsequent republican writers have mostly agreed, and though the 1916 Republic has been claimed as a pioneering ‘People’s Republic’, it remains a shadowy entity – a gesture not a blueprint.8 The Provisional Government’s members who were in the GPO (five of the seven signatories of the proclamation) do not seem to have met or tried to act as an executive. Pearse took a joint civil–military post as president of the Provisional Government and commander-in-chief of the Army of the Republic, but the term ‘President of the Irish Republic’ seems to have rested – by IRB tradition – with Tom Clarke as president of the Supreme Council. This IRB tradition would continue after the suppression of the 1916 rebellion. Beyond that, not much happened to suggest that the Republic was seen as anything other than a symbol. Only one of the leaders adopted the French revolutionary style of dating his diary entries and memoranda.9 Pearse dated his surrender order 29 April, not ‘day 6 of the Republic’.

In the repressive backwash following the Easter rebellion, republicanism appeared to have been condemned by yet another failure. But the British reaction, above all the execution of the republican leaders, ensured that it would survive. Ironically, General Sir John Maxwell, the military commander responsible for the executions, saw their effect more quickly than most politicians. He had spent several years commanding in Egypt, and that experience had certainly alerted him to the threat of nationalism. Just a fortnight after Pearse’s surrender, he warned the Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith, that ‘the younger generation is likely to be more revolutionary than their predecessors,’ and that ‘though the rebellion was condemned, it is now being used as a lever to bring on Home Rule,’ or even ‘an Irish Republic’. A month later he told Asquith that it was ‘becoming increasingly difficult to differentiate between a Nationalist and a Sinn Feiner’. In the event of a general election, ‘very few, if any, of existing Nationalist MPs would be re-elected’.10 He no doubt had little liking for the Home Rulers, but could see that they were preferable to any group that was likely to replace them.

Whether Asquith could have responded to this unexpectedly perceptive advice we cannot know: at the end of the year he was forced out of office and replaced by David Lloyd George. After the rebellion, Lloyd George had led a further round of Home Rule negotiations, which merely forced the nationalist party to acknowledge that some form of partition was inevitable, and accelerated its loss of prestige. The brief flurry of interest in Ireland that the British government had been forced to take was soon replaced by its traditional inattentiveness. The war that had justified Britain’s crushing reaction to the rebellion remained to be won. Only then might Home Rule, pushed through by the Liberals under the party truce after the outbreak of the world war, but suspended for the duration, finally come into force.
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Part One


 



THE IMAGINED STATE: 1918–1919









Ireland in 1918 hung, like the rest of Europe, on the edge of an epoch. The tide of regime change that would transform the postwar world had already started to run with the collapse of the Tsarist empire in Russia. In January 1918 President Woodrow Wilson unveiled the ‘fourteen points’ on which the new world order was to be based. Their most resonant concept was national self-determination. This had profound implications for empires like the British, and even for the multinational state that was the United Kingdom itself. The Union of 1801 between Great Britain and Ireland had never been accepted as legitimate by Irish nationalists. The governing structure that it had created had never worked, as even its supporters admitted. Ireland sent 105 MPs to the Imperial Parliament at Westminster, the sole source of Irish legislation. British statutes formed the corpus of Irish law, yet the hundred years of the Union were littered with exceptional legislation that recognized that Ireland was indeed different. The Westminster parliament was notoriously uninterested in Irish affairs, and British governments seldom put together a coherent Irish policy. The government of Ireland was exercised through an awkward arrangement in which a lord lieutenant (colloquially called the viceroy) in Dublin and a chief secretary in London shared power. The Irish administration, ‘Dublin Castle’, was famously dysfunctional. The attempt, such as it had been, to integrate Ireland into the UK had undoubtedly failed.

Yet Britain’s strategic interest in Ireland was intense and dominating. The force that had originally brought Norman-English rule to the sister island had only increased in the following eight centuries. In an age of global commerce and naval contestation Ireland, ‘the Heligoland of the Atlantic’, was regarded as the keystone in the arch of British world power. ‘The channel forbids union, the ocean forbids separation’ as even the Irish Patriot leader Henry Grattan accepted. Losing control of Ireland was unthinkable. The Home Rule project was the attempt to give Ireland autonomy while preserving the UK state in its vital sphere of security. Yet even Home Rule, designed to placate unionist fears of Irish nationalism, had created the most severe crisis in the history of the modern British state. Unionists had dismissed it as a sham, an unworkable compromise which could never prevent Ireland from moving on to independence. After the war broke out in 1914 it had been enacted, and placed on ice for the duration of hostilities. Whether it could ultimately square the circle of Anglo-Irish relations was perhaps the greatest question to face Britain at the end of the war.

As the world war entered its fourth, climactic year, Ireland was superficially at peace. The eruption of Easter Week 1916, decisively crushed in physical terms, had been widely dismissed in political terms as a crazy aberration. Indeed, if the British government had possessed the composure to consign its leaders to an asylum rather than putting them in front of a firing squad, what followed might have been very different. Many Irish people, especially the families of the 100,000 or more Irishmen serving in the British army, remained as committed to the war effort as the British were.1 Recruitment, which had fallen away, seemed (to police eyes at least) to be improving again. The Irish nationalist party, supporters of the British government’s Home Rule policy, had lost a handful of elections to Sinn Féin, but still appeared dominant. The Irish Convention, set up by Prime Minister David Lloyd George to work out a form of Home Rule that would be acceptable to unionists as well as nationalists, offered optimists the prospect of a final political settlement.

The long protraction of its discussions – it met in July 1917, and went on until April 1918 – at first seemed encouraging rather than depressing. At least the unionists went on talking, even if they showed remarkably little inclination to compromise. Very few people could imagine that Sinn Féin’s exclusion would mean that any eventual agreement would be nugatory. Sinn Féin, a party with just three MPs, had demanded that the Convention’s terms of reference should allow it to recommend complete Irish independence, and that ‘political prisoners’ should be treated as prisoners of war. It was assumed, though, that once a settlement was reached, Sinn Féin would fade away.

Patrick Pearse’s revolution seemed to have ground to a halt, and republicanism seemed to remain as marginal as it had ever been. Many people saw the 1916 insurrection as the last nail in the coffin of the physical-force doctrine. But the calm was illusory. Revolutionaries may still have been few, but they were oddly undismayed by the failure of the rising. They had been energized by the heady experience of Easter Week, and still more by its repressive aftermath. Those who might have identified themselves as ‘United Kingdomers’, united against the Germans, as one 1914 cartoon had optimistically suggested, were in decline. It is hard not to see the death of Thomas Kettle – the home ruler with the deepest commitment to the war – on the western front in September 1916 as a symbolic moment in this process. Although recruitment trickled on, opposition to it was becoming ever firmer. Anti-recruitment activity, even – perhaps especially – where it was unpopular, brought together a range of more or less radical nationalists and bound them into a cohesive grouping under the Sinn Féin banner. Literally, indeed – the green-white-orange tricolour devised by the Young Ireland movement in the 1840s sprang up everywhere now as the ‘Sinn Féin flag’. Three Sixteeners fought and won by-elections under the SF banner in 1917, the first of them while still in prison.

The death of the 1916 leader Thomas Ashe on hunger strike (imprisoned for anti-recruitment campaigning) in Dublin’s Mountjoy gaol in September unleashed an emotional tsunami. The ‘outburst of popular sympathy created the greatest possible stir throughout the country’, as the Chief Secretary lamented. Ashe’s funeral, carefully stage-managed to take its place in a succession of intensely emotive manifestations of ‘separatism’, also demonstrated a new practical capacity among the state’s opponents. The Irish Volunteers took temporary control of the capital city as the cortège passed through to Glasnevin cemetery, impressing the British military commander in Ireland. Sinn Féin, General Mahon noted, was ‘exhibiting discipline to a degree which is perhaps the most dangerous sign of the times’. The simple, single-sentence funeral oration by Michael Collins, in deliberate contrast to earlier, highly wrought nationalist rhetoric, pithily projected a new spirit of no-nonsense activism.

The quickening of separatist mobilization was apparent at the first Sinn Féin national convention (Ard-fheis) on 26 October. This demonstrated not just the growing scale of the organization, but also its increasing radicalism. In the election to its presidency, Arthur Griffith – a famous national figure since the time of the Boer War, and the organization’s chief inspirer – stood aside in favour of Eamon de Valera, who had been virtually unknown until he commanded a Volunteer battalion during the 1916 rebellion. Fighting the by-election in East Clare in July 1917, he had said that ‘although we fought once and lost, it is only a lesson for the second time.’ The organization set out its aim as being to secure an independent Irish republic, with the proviso – a concession to Griffith, who was not a convinced republican – that after achieving independence the people could choose their own form of government.

Less public, but still more important, was the convention of the semi-underground militia, the Irish Volunteers, held the following day. Temporarily paralysed by the large-scale arrests that had followed Easter Week, the Volunteers had been rebuilding locally even before the majority of the arrested Sixteeners were released in mid-1917. At the October convention, de Valera’s election as president of the Volunteers signalled the fusion of the military with the political organization, while elections to the Executive projected 1916 men such as Cathal Brugha, its chairman, and Michael Collins, its director of organization, into key roles. Richard Mulcahy, who had planned Thomas Ashe’s funeral (and had been Ashe’s deputy in 1916), and now became director of training, had exactly the kind of methodical administrative capacity that worried General Mahon. The twin organization had shown itself able to survive an apparently major setback. By the second anniversary of the Easter rebellion it would have been a significant challenger to the dominant nationalist party. A few weeks before that anniversary, though, its standing was radically transformed, not by its own actions but by the decision of the British government to enforce compulsory military service in Ireland.

‘THE COUNTRY IS THOROUGHLY ROUSED’

The venerable Fenian mantra of ‘England’s difficulty’ – a deceptive idea in 1916, when Britain was armed to the teeth – fitted reality much better in the last years of the war. As British resources dwindled, the conscription issue became ever more pressing. Compulsory military service had been a highly contentious issue in Britain itself. The ingrained liberal tradition of anti-militarism had been strong enough to fend it off for a year and a half, and the eventual decision to impose conscription in 1916 split the Liberal government. In Ireland, the issue was dramatically more explosive. Resistance to even voluntary recruitment had been a keystone of separatist-nationalist activity ever since 1914. Recruitment had caused the split in the Volunteer movement in 1914, and even though the constitutional nationalists of the Irish parliamentary party still supported voluntary enlistment, they knew that compulsion would never be accepted in Ireland. At first, the government (seemingly unconcerned to shore up its Irish nationalist allies) ignored this, but after the 1916 rebellion Ireland was hastily excluded from the new Military Service Act. For the next couple of years there was a tacit consensus that – quite apart from the likelihood of major long-term political alienation, a prospect the government was able to ignore – raising conscripts in Ireland would need more troops than it would produce.

This sleeping-dogs policy could not survive the shock of the 1918 German offensive on the western front. On 25 March, four days after the Germans broke through the British lines, David Lloyd George’s coalition government finally took the decision to prepare a Military Service Bill for Ireland. Crisis on the western front begot crisis in Ireland, and both would test the resources of an already malfunctioning administration. Responsibility for implementing conscription would fall on the heads of the army and the police in Ireland. The British army appeared omnipresent in Ireland, but though the country was dotted with military barracks, which were particularly visible in the capital city, the main task of the Irish garrison was not so much to control Ireland as to prepare new drafts for the army overseas. The real control over Ireland, outside Dublin – which had its own unarmed force, the Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP) – lay with the armed police of the Royal Irish Constabulary.

The RIC, given its royal title for its part in suppressing the 1867 Fenian rising, was known as ‘the eyes and ears of Dublin Castle’ – the pre-echo of Kafka was perhaps not wholly inappropriate. It was a centrally commanded, semi-military force, created as a primary line of defence against armed rebellion; in 1866 The Times had grumbled that it ‘resembles, indeed, a continental gendarmerie far more nearly than is consistent with our habits of local self-government’. But it also accepted that it gave good value for money: ‘no part of our expenditure yields a better return.’ The government depended on the 10,000 men of the RIC, distributed in thousands of local stations, for the supply of all its information – not only political, but social as well. The RIC County Inspectors’ monthly reports monitored almost every aspect of Irish life, paying close attention to agricultural yields and prices. Everything from the census through the inspection of weights and measures to the issue of dog licences and fishing permits was administered by the police, generally regarded as the most efficient of the thirty-odd departments forming the ramshackle Irish administration in Dublin Castle.2

The fact that RIC men were stationed outside their native counties, to shield their families from intimidation, gave some colour to the nationalist charge that the force was ‘an army of occupation’. But the rank and file of the force were exclusively Irish. The great majority of recruits were farmers’ sons, who joined for a secure job and a guaranteed pension. They were selected for their physique, intelligence and ‘good character’.3 They lived in stations grandly labelled ‘barracks’, and their admirers as well as their enemies saw these, as the conservative Morning Post put it, as ‘those little barrack forts that are the blockhouses of Imperial rule in Ireland’. Armed with cavalry carbines (though not generally carrying them on duty), RIC men were supposed to mix drill and target practice with study of the law. They shared their founder, Robert Peel, with the English police, but whereas English constables were ‘bobbies’, their Irish counterparts were ‘peelers’, reflecting their less amiable image. The long period of peace between 1867 and 1914 had allowed the force to become far more civilianized and integrated with local communities than its organizational ethos – and its nationalist critics – would suggest.4 But the war pitched the RIC back into the front line of defending the state. Its military limits were sharply revealed by the 1916 rebellion, and years of low-level clashes with protesters at military recruitment meetings and anti-conscription demonstrations eroded the sense of consensual policing that had been slowly established. The paralysis of the police was alarmingly illustrated by the Clare County Inspector’s rather helpless (and mistaken) complaint during the East Clare by-election in 1917 that ‘almost every young man carries a revolver.’

The General Officer Commanding (GOC) in Ireland, Lieutenant General Bryan Mahon,5 and the Inspector General of the RIC, Brigadier General Sir Joseph Byrne, now produced a sobering assessment of the prospects of applying the Military Service Bill. Conscription could be enforced, they said, ‘but with [here the Inspector General inserted “the greatest”] difficulty. It would be bitterly opposed by the united Nationalists and Clergy.’ They recognized the unique potential of the measure to provoke a mass national movement. Strikes would dislocate the life of the country, and railway, postal and telegraph communications would be cut. A key decision would be whether to attempt to impose conscription across the whole country simultaneously, or do it district by district. Either way, ‘the country must be put under some kind of military control. Law would have to be dropped, because ordinarily, for the first fortnight at least, there would be bloodshed and a great deal of suffering to the civil population in every way.’ At least two brigades of troops, in the GOC’s opinion (the IG thought ‘considerably more’), in addition to the existing garrison would be needed, for three months or more.6

This was a charmless scenario. How many men would conscription produce? A year earlier, Mahon had estimated 160,000 (‘with very liberal exemptions’), so he thought that – since emigration remained suspended for the duration of the war – the total should be greater now. Exactly how much greater, he did not say. A more important question was probably what proportion of that total ‘would make good and reliable soldiers’. The two chiefs evidently disagreed on this: Mahon considered that once enlisted the conscripts would be sound enough; the Inspector General, Byrne (who had been General Maxwell’s chief of staff in 1916), thought that only ‘some’ of them would be; ‘a considerable number would be likely to give trouble.’ The first step must be ‘to get all known leaders out of the way at once’; then ‘everyone, irrespective of who he is’, must be arrested ‘on the first sign of giving trouble’. These were drastic measures, the GOC admitted, but the situation was serious – otherwise ‘it would not be considered necessary to have conscription at this inopportune time.’ The government was in a bind: it would consider imposing conscription only in desperate circumstances, but those very circumstances would make the policy even harder to carry out.

The division between the two chief Irish enforcers was echoed in the Irish government. The ‘greening’ of Dublin Castle, the remarkable increase in the number of Catholics in high office since the turn of the century, produced a disconcerting opposition to conscription. Most alarming was the refusal of the Lord Chief Justice to discipline local magistrates who passed anti-conscription resolutions.7 The division was also mirrored among British ministers. The Chief Secretary for Ireland, Henry Duke, preferred the Inspector General’s cautious assessment, warning that full conscription would ‘be likely to end the whole chapter of effort to establish concord between the two countries’. It would ‘consolidate into one mass of antagonism all the Nationalist elements in Ireland, politicians, priests, men and women’.8 But Duke’s fellow Conservative Walter Long, the First Lord of the Admiralty, took a much firmer line. Long, who had served as chief secretary ten years before, had (largely through lack of competition) established himself as the government’s leading expert on Irish policy. In April 1918 he was given an unprecedented liaison role, ‘responsible for Irish administration to the Cabinet’.9 His confidence that though ‘the Irish will talk, shout, perhaps get up a fight or two,’ they ‘will know when they are beaten’, reflected his paternal take on Irish national character.

Curiously, at no point did the Cabinet seem to worry about the advisability of arming and training a vast number of potential dissidents. Duke’s gloomy reflection in late March that ‘we might almost as well recruit Germans’ was ignored, and when the Cabinet discussed the issue at the beginning of April, even Duke had a bout of optimism. Although it would inevitably ‘cause disturbances’, he thought conscription could be carried through – perhaps by a Home Rule government. He even thought there was a chance of setting up ‘a Conservative Parliament’ if Home Rule was implemented alongside conscription. (‘To support the introduction of Conscription and not to carry it through’, however, would be disastrous, and create ‘a state of suppressed rebellion’.)10 Within a fortnight Duke had decided that in any scenario conscription ‘will produce a disaster’.11 He resigned on the day the Military Service Bill was rushed through parliament, 16 April. The Cabinet followed Long’s line. The Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, belligerently dismissed Duke’s fears of civil war with one of his favourite historical parallels: ‘Lincoln had to face a similar situation.’12 Like Lincoln, he implied, he would not flinch from fighting to vindicate the Union.

Seeing Duke as a broken reed, he had been casting around for a more robust replacement for several months, but the search was not an easy one. The Irish chief secretaryship was never the most coveted Cabinet post, and in this moment of crisis its appeal was especially limited. Two Liberals shied away, one because he did not want to enforce conscription, the other because he (sensibly) doubted that the government was ‘firm on Home Rule’. In this fix, a remarkable new idea emerged. The Chief Secretary would be spared the task of enforcing conscription; he would stay in London, and the lord lieutenancy would be put ‘in commission’. Ireland would be governed instead by three commissioners, military, civil and legal: Lord French, Lord Midleton and Sir James Campbell. This emergency scheme had at least the virtue of being a kind of structural reform of the Irish administration – something scarcely attempted since the 1801 Act of Union, even though the administration’s flaws had always been obvious. Though it was stillborn, it had fateful consequences. Field Marshal French immediately crossed to Dublin and set up what he called ‘Advanced General Headquarters’ in Dublin Castle. A volunteer was eventually found to take on the job of chief secretary, the rather obscure Liberal Edward Shortt, and within a fortnight French was made lord lieutenant. In his own mind he went to Ireland as, in effect, military governor – he wanted it made clear that the plan was to set up ‘a quasi-military government in Ireland’ with a soldier at its head.13

French, who had been parked as commander-in-chief of home forces since being relieved of command of the expeditionary force in France, was spoiling for a fight. His immediate priority was to tighten controls on the press (which was ‘very outspoken’ and doing ‘a good deal of harm’), arrest people who ‘spread discontent and sedition’, and make arrangements to place any of the large cities of Ireland ‘in a state of siege [a concept not recognized in British law, which he may have borrowed from the French] at an hour’s notice’. But the ‘essence’ of his project was to be air power, a weapon so far used only in open warfare. He planned to establish ‘strongly entrenched “Air Camps” ’ in the centre of each of the four Irish provinces. With the range of military aircraft then available, the size of these areas should allow them at least one hour ‘to play about with either bombs or machine guns’. This cheery view of the use of lethal force was echoed in French’s darkly humorous assertion that air power ‘ought to put the fear of God into these playful young Sinn Feiners’.14

French certainly did not downplay the challenge: he had ‘no doubt that the country is thoroughly roused by a bitter animosity and resolution to oppose conscription’. The issue went critical on the day he wrote this to Lloyd George, 18 April. Meetings of nationalist leaders (including the Labour leader Thomas Johnson) at the Dublin Mansion House, and the Catholic Hierarchy at Maynooth, signalled an unprecedented fusion of Irish national opinion. Significantly, the Irish party withdrew from Westminster – not for the first time in its history, indeed, but this time seemingly proving that Sinn Féin’s much mocked abstentionist strategy was better than its own. It was no surprise that conscription was hugely unpopular; the question was whether opposition to it would shift into direct action, and maybe even to armed resistance. Sinn Féin, whose consistent rejection of military service made it the natural rallying point for anti-conscription activity, remained studiedly ambiguous on this.

The Catholic Church was also, inevitably, ambivalent. Many of the junior clergy were already engaged in the national movement – as early as January 1917 the RIC had warned that ‘practically all’ the clergy ‘showed open sympathy with the action taken by the rebels’ in 1916. This may have been an exaggeration, but the drift was unmistakable. There had been patriot priests before 1916 – Ernest Blythe had been curious to find one a member of the IRB – but they had kept a low profile. The celebration of the piety of the rebels, led by the Catholic Bulletin, created a new dynamic. From July 1916 the Bulletin published a series of biographical notes under the heading ‘The Events of Easter Week’, and by September over fifty ‘martyrs’ had been commemorated. The listing went on through 1917. Martyrdom could not be in a mistaken cause. The ‘identification of Catholic practice and republican nationalism’ was deliberate and sustained.15 The long quarrel between the Fenians and the Church was being composed. Between 1917 and 1921 something like half the priests working in Clare, for instance, would publicly associate themselves with the separatist cause.16 When Sinn Féin began to contest elections in 1917, eighty-odd priests across the country subscribed to an election fund. Fr Michael O’Flanagan, a leading influence in the early Sinn Féin election campaigns (in the view of Sinn Féin activist Kevin O’Shiel he was ‘far and away the most powerful factor’ in winning the North Roscommon election), became the organization’s vice-president in October 1917.

The bishops were naturally more cautious. Although one or two of them had fiercely denounced the repression of the 1916 rebellion, the Hierarchy’s traditional endorsement of legitimately constituted order kept it out of politics. In June 1917, it issued a letter of instruction repeating the long-standing ban on priests speaking on ‘political or kindred affairs’ in church, but calling on them to ‘exhort their people to beware of dangerous associations’, and ‘sedulously shun all movements that are not in accord with the principles of Catholic teaching’. Though it did not precisely identify any of these, it hinted that some ‘forms of government that are popular at the moment’ were associated with ‘civil tyranny and religious persecution’. The ‘form’ it had in mind was surely republican.17 At the same time, the Church’s support for the old parliamentary party was being eroded, especially in the north, because of John Redmond’s acceptance of partition in the 1916 constitutional negotiations.

The conscription threat ended this political neutrality. Military intelligence reported that the Catholic clergy, who, ‘except for some of the younger members’, had so far been ‘generally pro-British and anti-Sinn Fein’, had now ‘to a man declared against conscription and all their influence will be used against it’. The bishops had even discussed trying to persuade Catholic RIC men not to enforce it.18 Crucially, the Hierarchy opposed compulsory military service not just on universal principle, but specifically for Ireland – on the basis that the Irish had not given their consent to the war. This was in one sense democracy in the abstract, but in identifying Ireland as outside the political community represented at Westminster it was also pure nationalism. As soon as the government announced its intention to introduce conscription, the Hierarchy labelled it in openly political terms ‘a fatal mistake surpassing the worst blunders of the last four years’, and warning that it might provoke ‘desperate courses’. On 18 April 1918 it took two decisive actions. It issued a declaration that conscription was being forced on Ireland ‘against the will of the Irish nation’, and denouncing the Military Service Bill as ‘an oppressive and inhuman law which the Irish people have a right to resist’. And it organized countrywide masses of intercession for the following Sunday, after which the anti-conscription pledge would be signed by the congregations. The bishops were clearly hoping to avert the threat of violent nationalist resistance, but both the forceful wording of their anathema and the national organizational framework provided by the Sunday masses accelerated the process of mobilization.

The pledge drafted by the Sinn Féin Executive, and agreed at an all-party meeting in the Dublin Mansion House a few hours before the bishops met, committed people to ‘resist Conscription by the most effective means at our disposal’. It was accompanied by a statement starkly labelling the passage of the conscription bill ‘a declaration of war on the Irish nation’. When the draft was taken to the meeting at Maynooth by Sinn Féin’s President, Eamon de Valera, the Hierarchy’s head, Cardinal Logue, balked at the phrase ‘the most effective means’, and the bishops’ manifesto used the phrase ‘every means that are consonant with the law of God’. There was another slight difference: where the Mansion House pledge denied the right of the British government to impose compulsory service, the bishops took a moral rather than political line, condemning enforced conscription as ‘oppressive and inhuman’. But the crucial word in both was ‘resist’, and Logue’s demand for a commitment to passive resistance failed. The Archbishop of Dublin, William Walsh, ‘made short work of his passive resistance, for nobody could define what passive resistance meant’.19 And even Logue himself made clear that it did not mean ‘we are to lie down and let people walk over us.’20

The fusion of clerical and political leadership over the conscription issue in April 1918 transformed Irish politics. The Catholic Church provided a framework for mass mobilization that would probably have been beyond the resources of any political organization at that point. Archbishop Walsh became a trustee of the new Irish National Defence Fund, intended to support the families of those arrested for opposing military service. A branch was established in every parish and administered by the local priest. The local clergy also facilitated the Parish Defence Committees, which were seized on by the Irish Volunteers as an ideal vehicle for organizing resistance activity. The kind of resistance they planned was certainly active, and possibly armed. Though several people were reported by the police as having refused to sign the pledge because it was too restrictive, most seem to have interpreted it as setting few limits.21

The political atmosphere across the country was thunderous even before Sunday 21 April. In Tyrone, the local press reported with some awe that the speechmaking was ‘most violent, bitter and seditious, and from start to finish breathed nothing but hatred of England’. In Longford the police reported not only a surge in Volunteer activity such as drilling, but a far more confrontational, ‘extremely aggressive’ Volunteer public posture.22 ‘A sort of Holy War against the British Army is being preached,’ and priests were ‘stating that they will themselves lead their people to death sooner than accept’ conscription.23 The actual day of the masses and pledge-signings was a truly dramatic one, felt by many to be nationalist Ireland’s first real equivalent to the fevered mass commitment of the anti-Home Rule Ulster Covenanters’ meetings at the height of the prewar crisis in 1912–14. Hundreds of thousands signed the pledge and subscribed to the Defence Fund, which amassed £250,000 over the next few weeks.

The final nail in the coffin of the conscription project was hammered in by the labour movement. A special meeting of the Irish Trades Union Council on 20 April issued a call for a general strike on the 24th. No comparable shutdown had ever been seen in Ireland.24 A week later Constance Markievicz and Agnes O’Farrelly arranged ‘the Woman’s Day’ (Lá na mBan), bringing together the women’s organizations Cumann na mBan and the Irish Women’s Franchise League to endorse the pledge ‘Irishwomen! Stand by your countrymen in resisting conscription.’25 The veteran nationalist T. M. Healy, who had witnessed several, judged ‘ “Anti-conscription” … the most remarkable movement that ever swept Ireland’. The Sinn Féin publicist Aodh de Blacam was to claim, with some justification, that in the conscription crisis ‘the Irish republic came into its own.’26

‘COMBATING GERMAN INTRIGUE’

Facing the storm of protest, the government pulled back, deciding in mid-May to put conscription on ice once again. Even Long eventually accepted that, since resistance would be led by ‘priests and women’, no government would be able to go on with repression ‘after one or two priests and a few women have been shot by the soldiers’. But he warned that abandoning conscription altogether would be regarded as a triumph for the Hierarchy. This would ‘have a very serious … effect upon the stability and prestige of Government in Ireland’, so he urged the Lord Lieutenant as late as October to make clear that conscription remained a possibility.27 This semi-mystical sense of prestige led the authorities to keep the threat, and the resistance it provoked, alive right up to the end of the war.

On top of this, when the government decided to shelve conscription it also decided at the same moment to launch a new round of arrests of the nationalist leaders who had frustrated its plans. On the night of 17–18 May seventy-three prominent Sinn Feiners were picked up and immediately deported under the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA). More followed later. The justification was the allegation that Sinn Féin was still actively conspiring with the great enemy. The so-called ‘German Plot’ has generally been dismissed as a fabrication, and ironically it was also scouted by some of the British authorities themselves – French included. But the ghost of Roger Casement’s abortive Irish Brigade still haunted Britain. Casement’s idea of recruiting Irish prisoners of war in Germany to fight against Britain had seemed – not only to Casement himself – a dangerous one. Though a bare handful of men had joined the unit, and the Germans had treated it with ill-concealed contempt, it revived memories of the very real threat posed by French military expeditions to Ireland in the 1790s. Bizarrely, one of its members, Corporal Joseph Dowling, was found stranded on a small island off the Clare coast on 12 April, after landing in a dinghy from a German submarine. His reason for being there is still a mystery: the Germans may have sent him to set up a communication station, but nobody on the Irish side knew of this. His claim, after his arrest, to have been sent to negotiate with nationalist leaders (improbably enough, he specified the parliamentarians John Dillon and John Redmond) was dismissed even by Walter Long as ‘incredible’, and French too ‘didn’t believe a word’ of it. Despite this, the strange intelligence officer at Dublin Castle, Major Price, seems to have convinced the head of the RIC to call for the arrest of the Sinn Féin leaders.28

French still thought that ‘combating German intrigue’ was just as important as ‘restoring order’ in Ireland. But while pro-German attitudes certainly existed, actual links with Germany were hard to identify. Chief Secretary Shortt soon had to admit to the Prime Minister that not all those arrested had been in direct contact with German agents, and none could be proved to have been. All he could say was ‘we know that some one has, and each of the interned persons has said or done something which gives ground for the suspicion that he or she is in it.’ The risks of failing to make sure of the evidence before acting had been pointed out to the Cabinet, but ignored. Within days of the arrests there was an ‘outcry for the evidence’ and it became clear that the Irish Executive had nothing but what the Cabinet Secretary dismissed as ‘evidence of the most flimsy and ancient description’.

Ironically, there does seem to have been some kind of republican contact with Germany in 1918 – Michael Collins sent one of his trusted men to Ballina to get in touch with a German submarine supposed ‘to be off the north coast of Mayo with arms’, though without success.29 (In Ballina it was believed that German rifles had actually been landed in a cave near Killalligan.)30 But as with later ‘dodgy dossiers’, the real problem was not that the intelligence information was made up, or at least ‘sexed up’, but that ministers were ready to believe it. They assumed that Sinn Féin wanted to work with Germany (and vice versa). It was their underlying mindset that – as with most intelligence failures – shaped the misreading of evidence.

The affair further bruised the government’s fragile credibility in Ireland. As against that, Sinn Féin was knocked off balance, at least temporarily, and the national agitation was visibly quietened. All but nine of the twenty-one members of Sinn Féin’s Standing Committee were arrested, and the organization was ‘harassed continually’ for the rest of the year, ‘its offices raided, its property confiscated and its members imprisoned’.31 By the autumn the head of the RIC could attribute the becalming of Sinn Féin to ‘the firm attitude of the government, the internment of the most prominent and mischievous leaders and organisers’. But in the longer term the arrests of May 1918 rebounded on the government. Most of those taken could, like Arthur Griffith himself, be described as ‘moderates’ (though at the time the British could not see this). The most visible leaders were not necessarily the most dangerous to Britain. Those who escaped arrest were more radical, the Irish Volunteer leaders in particular. Michael Collins, Cathal Brugha, Harry Boland and Richard Mulcahy, the Chief of the new General Headquarters (GHQ) Staff just established in March 1918, all remained at large.

The political result of the German Plot arrests was pithily assessed by one of the more ‘extreme’ of the arrestees, Constance Markievicz – a highly visible Citizen Army and women’s movement pioneer, whose death sentence for her part in the 1916 rising (she was widely believed to have shot an unarmed policeman on St Stephen’s Green) had been commuted. After Arthur Griffith had been elected for East Cavan in June, she wrote that ‘putting us away cleared the issues for us so much better than our own speeches ever could’. When she was selected as a candidate for the 1918 general election, she observed that ‘My present address alone [Holloway gaol] will make an excellent election address … Sending you to jail is like pulling out all the loud stops on all the speeches you ever made … our arrests carry so much further than speeches.’32

‘THE MOVEMENT’

The ‘almost inconceivable foolhardiness’ of the government’s ‘pin-pricking coercion’ has been widely condemned, then and since.33 The senior parliamentarian nationalist John Dillon, baffled by the apparent determination of the British to ‘manufacture Sinn Feiners’, was eventually reduced to the conclusion that the government actually wanted to eliminate his party. This, if true, would at least have indicated some deliberate political strategy, however deluded. But simple incomprehension is a far more likely explanation of British reactions. At this critical juncture, when the Cabinet needed to work out how seriously to take the radical nationalist opposition in Ireland, it was not well served by the Irish Executive. Local police downplayed Sinn Féin’s significance, because (as one officer noted) they tended not to see any organization ‘as being of any real consequence unless it was led by what were termed “people of importance” ’.34 Governmental understanding of Sinn Féin was shaped by advisers like the Vice-President of the Local Government Board, Sir Henry Robinson, who assured ministers that ‘if conscription was started and resolutely carried through, Sinn Féin would die at once.’ He based this sanguine view on his belief that ‘the farmers hated Sinn Féin and wanted to be quit of it.’ He admitted that they had to appear to support it, ‘otherwise no-one would deal with them’. (Ministers failed to ask him whether this might indicate that Sinn Féin had wider support than he suggested.) Robinson blamed the trouble on ‘the young shopmen in the towns’. When ministers asked how much danger of ‘outrage and anarchy’ there would be, Robinson said it depended on how the policy was implemented. If the administration was weak, ‘the people would fight to the death against it, but if they saw the administration was determined, they would accept it.’35 This sort of mild Orientalist psychology would reappear in official views as the crisis evolved.

French, unsurprisingly, took a similar line. He was careful not to attribute Irish rejection of conscription to cowardice. ‘I do not for one moment believe that “fear of bullets” is any greater deterrent to Irishmen than to any other nationality.’ Anticipation of danger was not one of the ‘weaknesses of the Irish’, he told his Cabinet colleagues. But ‘their race has one very marked characteristic’ – they were ‘peculiarly liable to be influenced by their immediate environment’. As he made clear, he meant this not in a physical but in a moral sense. In ‘suitable surroundings’ it was easy to rouse them to imperial enthusiasm, but they were just as easily ‘filled with hatred and anger by a few crafty sedition mongers or young priestly fanatics, amongst whom alone they live’.

These experts seriously misread the new resistance. It may not have been a mass movement, but it was truly a movement. Many of its activists, indeed, talked simply of ‘the movement’ rather than any particular group labels. A wide range of people converged around a separatist programme so broad as to be an outlook, an attitude or an atmosphere, rather than a strategy. Patrick Pearse had analysed its dynamic even before the war – ‘a multitudinous activity of freedom clubs, young republican parties, labour organisations, socialist groups and what not … many of them seemingly contradictory, some mutually destructive, yet all tending towards a common objective’. The young Todd Andrews in Dublin experienced that revolutionary psychological dynamic. ‘We … had the universally satisfying feeling that comes from belonging to an exclusive club or to any group of conspirators.’ He and his fellow activists ‘were enthusiasts … we had created for ourselves what was in effect a mystical view of Ireland’.

On the other side of the country, in the unionist-dominated Cork town of Bandon, Liam Deasy recalled (with undimmed intensity half a century later) ‘the thrill of those early parades – the feeling of high adventure, the sense of dedicated service … the secret rendezvous, and the gay comradeship’. All were ‘like signs of the return of the Golden Age of Ireland’s ancient chivalry’. Todd Andrews rejected the idea propounded by Eoin MacNeill and James Connolly that Ireland was not an abstraction but a population (an idea that would also become a crucial element of the argument for the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921). ‘Our Ireland was an Ireland which had nothing to do with economics, property, or with how people lived or loved or prayed. It had in fact become a political abstraction’. For him, mythical symbols like the ‘Dark Rose’ and the poor old woman had immediate political meaning: ‘from Caitlin Ni Uallachain, Roisin Dubh and the Sean Bhean Bhocht proceeded the Republic.’36 In 1916, in fact, Eoin MacNeill had felt the need to remind his fellow Volunteer leaders precisely that ‘what we call our country is not a political abstraction’, and that ‘there is no such person as Caitlin Ni Uallachain or Roisin Dubh or the Sean-bhean Bhocht, who is calling upon us to serve her’. He plainly recognized the psychological power of these personifications, even if his schoolmasterish realism was no match for it.37

Andrews knew well enough that not everyone in the movement was a republican. Sinn Féin emerged from disparate elements, and at first its structure was loose. When George Noble Plunkett, a papal count, whose son Joseph had signed the 1916 proclamation of the Republic, was elected as the first independent nationalist MP in January 1917 – with vociferous Sinn Féin support – he tried to create a party organization under his own control. He was persuaded to adopt the Sinn Féin policy of refusing to go to Westminster, and set up a ‘Council of Nine’ in April 1917 to bring all advanced nationalists together, but still went on building his own Liberty League. Not until the October convention were the groups fully merged. The turning point was the election of Eamon de Valera in East Clare in July. The most prominent Volunteer commander to survive the 1916 executions, he proved an adept navigator of Sinn Féin’s diverse ideological currents. His declaration that though ‘we want an Irish Republic’, he would ‘not put in a word against’ another form of government, ‘so long as it was an Irish government’, paved the way for the formula adopted by the party in October.

Sinn Féin’s flexibility allowed it to pick up many strands of nationalism. It could be vague about its ends, but it had a coherent and persuasive conception of its means. Before 1916 its founder, Arthur Griffith, had elaborated a political strategy – abstention and civil disobedience – shaped by his understanding of the Hungarian resistance to Austrian rule in the mid-nineteenth century. That resistance produced the ‘compromise’, the dual monarchy in which Hungary became an equal partner. For Griffith, that outcome was both effective and attainable – unlike the idea of a republic, which Britain could never accept. This condemned him, in the eyes of some republicans, as a ‘monarchist’. Griffith’s strategy was often called ‘non-violent’, though this negative label hardly captured its ambitious and challenging reach. The name Sinn Féin, routinely translated as ‘ourselves alone’, invoked the idea of self-reliance, and signified a process of recreating an autonomous Irish people from within. (There was a strong echo here of the famous slogan of the Italian Risorgimento, ‘l’Italia fara da se’.) It offered a complete programme of resistance, psychological as much as physical. Part of its appeal was undoubtedly that it offered an alternative to violence, without descending into the flawed strategy of parliamentarianism, which (even in the hands of the most aggressive filibusterers) legitimized British authority. Its third way offered the attractive prospect of paralysing the British state by non-cooperation or passive resistance, and actually building a counter-state while the struggle was in progress.

A perceptive take on Sinn Féin was provided by an outsider, Roger Chauviré, Professor of French at University College Dublin. Fascinated by the phenomenon he saw taking shape around him, he published a series of articles in the Revue de Paris and Le Correspondant (under the pseudonym Sylvain Briollay) analysing ‘The Psychology of Sinn Fein’. ‘What strikes one most in Sinn Fein thought’, he suggested, ‘is its extremist character.’ He knew well enough that ‘the epithet “extremist” annoys the Sinn Feiners’; but he used it in a rather unconventional sense. ‘I mean the clear and deliberate determination to ignore what is, and to take account, nay to admit the very existence, only of what ought to be.’ If you tried to ‘get to the bottom of these men’, he asked, ‘what do you find? Wholehearted faith in the power of ideas, in the irresistible superiority of right.’ He saw this faith as uniquely Irish. The French might seem to have shown the same confidence in ideas, but with them this did not ‘imply the abandonment of a positivism tinged on occasion with irony’. French people, like most others, expected ideas to work by eventually mobilizing superior force – not otherwise. For the Irish, ‘there is between justice and might, not a harmony to be realised in the long run, but immediate and substantial identity’. Sinn Feiners were ‘millenarians … as sure of their triumph as of the rise of to-morrow’s sun’.38

Chauviré suggested that, ‘in the idealism of Sinn Fein, and especially in its uncompromisingness’, there was ‘an enormous element of illusion’. (Its critics would say self-delusion.) The potency of the belief that Irish-America would ensure the liberation of Ireland, for instance, was not reduced by its being quite unrealistic. ‘One must have lived in Ireland to understand the spell cast, in the long run, by the endless repetition of gratuitous statements.’ Illusion was almost the foundation of activism: ‘analysis and too clear a consciousness of things’ would be ‘dangerous … for the leaders’, would ‘cut at the root of their energy’. Realists who ‘pride themselves on … lucid disillusionment’ did nothing for the cause, he thought, just because ‘they say there is nothing to do.’ (Kevin O’Higgins made a similar point when he wrote that ‘the whole history of the world is the triumph of mind over matter. We are backing our Idea against aeroplanes and armoured cars.’)39 Interestingly, though, Chauviré saw only a narrow division between the real objectives of the Sinn Feiners and those of their arch-opponent John Redmond. Redmond’s demand for Irish units fighting under Irish flags in the war, for instance, was intended to produce ‘an army of national defence, available against any enemy’. Redmond’s ‘supreme vision … was the very dream of Sinn Fein’, and the only questions which separated them were questions of ‘method and expediency’.40

The movement’s dynamism was most obvious in the mushroom growth of local Sinn Féin clubs (cumainn) after the party’s election victories in early 1917. In Sligo, which had not ‘risen’ in 1916, the police reported a virtual tripling between June (five Sinn Féin clubs with a total membership of 283) and July (fifteen clubs, 773 members). By September the total had more than doubled again to thirty-two clubs with 1,747 members. Even earlier, in some places at least, the shift of public opinion meant that ‘it was only necessary for anyone with a bit of cheek to stand up after Mass in almost any place and make a speech about Easter Week to succeed in getting a Sinn Féin Cumann started.’41 They took the names of legendary republicans like Wolfe Tone or Patrick Pearse; sometimes an increasingly radical stance was indicated by a change of patron saint – as when Frank Aiken’s club in Camlough, Co. Armagh replaced Eoin MacNeill, the prewar Volunteer leader tarred by his infamous countermand of the Easter 1916 mobilization, by Thomas Ashe, the 1916 hero and 1917 martyr. Often they were the hub of a social network of groups – in this case a Gaelic League branch, a GAA club, a Cumann na mBan camogie league and the ‘Thomas Ashe’ cycling club.42

Still, radicalism was not rampant. Todd Andrews’s Volunteer company in Rathfarnham helped to set up the ‘Brothers Pearse’ Sinn Féin Cumann that met in Pearse’s old school building, St Enda’s. ‘The membership included some very old men, usually tradesmen and labourers, as well as women of various ages and conditions of life.’ What Andrews found particularly noticeable was not just the age, but the ‘astonishingly conservative’ views of the male Sinn Feiners on the issue of women’s suffrage, and indeed on ‘all sorts of social questions’. ‘Social questions such as housing, land division, public health, education, were seldom discussed and generally the subjects for debate were of the “England’s difficulty, Ireland’s opportunity” variety,’ unless they debated the issue raised in a popular ballad of the time, ‘Is it true the women are worse than the men?’43 In Quilty, Co. Clare, ‘frequently there was nothing to discuss at these Sunday meetings,’ and the Sinn Féin organization was kept alive only by ‘getting the Volunteers to attend’ them.44

The movement’s activism thrived on public defiance. At Easter 1917 in Carrick-on-Suir, a committee was formed to collect subscriptions for high mass to be offered for repose of the souls of the executed 1916 leaders. Schools were asked to allow their pupils to attend, shopkeepers to shut their shops on the mass morning. When one unionist refused, ‘a few of us called on him and compelled him to close his doors.’ This committee led directly to the establishment
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