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       THE CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF 

IRELAND 

 This i nal volume in  The Cambridge History of  Ireland  covers the 
period from the 1880s to the present. Based on the most recent and 
innovative scholarship and research, the many contributions from 
experts in their i eld of er detailed and fresh perspectives on key 
areas of  Irish social, economic, religious, political, demographic, 
institutional and cultural history. And they do so by situating the 
Irish story, or stories –  for much of  these decades two Irelands are 
in play –  in a variety of  contexts, Irish and Anglo- Irish, of  course, 
but also European, Atlantic and, latterly, global. The result is an 
insightful ‘take’ on the emergence and development of  Ireland 
during these often turbulent decades. Copiously illustrated, with 
special features on images of  the ‘Troubles’ and on Irish art and 
sculpture in the twentieth century, this volume will undoubtedly 
be hailed as a landmark publication by the most recent generation 
of  historians of  Ireland. 

  Thomas Bartlett  was born in Belfast, and is a graduate of  
Queen’s University Belfast. He has held positions at the National 
University of  Ireland Galway, then as Professor of  Modern Irish his-
tory at University College Dublin, and most recently as Professor 
of  Irish history at the University of  Aberdeen, until his retirement 
in 2014. He is a member of  the Royal Irish Academy and his previ-
ous publications include  Ireland: A History  (Cambridge University 
Press, 2010).   
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   t h e  c a m b r i d g e  h i s t o ry  o f 

i r e l a n d

general editor

thomas bartlett, professor emeritus of  Irish history, 
University of  Aberdeen

This authoritative, accessible and engaging four-volume history 
vividly presents the Irish story – or stories – from c.600 to the pre-
sent, within its broader Atlantic, European, imperial and global 
contexts. While the volumes benei t from a strong political nar-
rative framework, they are distinctive also in including essays that 
address the full range of  social, economic, religious, linguistic, 
military, cultural, artistic and gender history, and in challeng-
ing traditional chronological boundaries in a manner that of ers 
new perspectives and insights. Each volume examines Ireland’s 
development within a distinct period, and of ers a complete and 
rounded picture of  Irish life, while remaining sensitive to the 
unique Irish experience. Bringing together an international team 
of  experts, this landmark history both rel ects recent develop-
ments in the i eld and sets the agenda for future study.

volumes in the series 

volume i 
 600–1550 

edited by brendan smith 

volume ii 
 1550–1730 

edited by jane ohlmeyer 

volume iii 
 1730–1880 

edited by james kelly 

volume iv 
 1880 to the Present 

edited by thomas bartlett     
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   T H E  C A M B R I D G E  H I S T O RY  O F 

IRELAND 

 VOLUME IV 

 1880 to the Present 

  Edited by  

 T H O M A S  B A RT L E T T 

 University of  Aberdeen        

*
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    General Introduction   

  The aims of  this four- volume History of  Ireland are quite straightforward. 
First, we seek to of er students, and the general reader, a detailed survey, based 
on the latest research, of  the history of  the island from early medieval times 
to the present. As with other Cambridge histories, a chronological approach, 
in the main, has been adopted, and there is a strong narrative spine to the four 
volumes. However, the periods covered in each volume are not the traditional 
ones and we hope that this may have the ef ect of  forcing a re- evaluation 
of  the familiar periodisation of  Irish history and of  the understanding it has 
tended to inspire. A single twist of  the historical kaleidoscope can suggest –  
even reveal –  new patterns, beginnings and endings. As well, among the one 
hundred or so chapters spread over the four volumes, there are many that 
adopt a rel ective tone as well as strike a discursive note. There are also a num-
ber that tackle topics that have hitherto not found their way into the existing 
survey literature. Second, we have sought at all times to locate the history of  
Ireland in its broader context, whether European, Atlantic or, latterly, global. 
Ireland may be an island, but the people of  the island for centuries have been 
dispersed throughout the world, with signii cant concentrations in certain 
countries, with the result that the history of  Ireland and the history of  the 
Irish people have never been coterminous. Lastly, the editors of  the individual 
volumes  –  Brendan Smith, Jane Ohlmeyer, James Kelly and myself  –  have 
enlisted contributors who have, as well as a capacity for innovative historical 
research, demonstrated a talent for writing lucid prose. For history to have a 
social purpose –  or indeed any point –  it must be accessible, and in these vol-
umes we have endeavoured to ensure that this is the case: readers will judge 
with what success. 

 Thomas Bartlett, MRIA 
 General Editor, The Cambridge History of  Ireland    
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    Preface    
      Thomas    Bartlett     

  The period 1880– 2016 in Irish history dei es easy categorisation or simple 
generalisation. The historian surveying these years cannot but be left with 
an abiding sense of  incompleteness. Issues such as sovereignty, land, lan-
guage, religion, migration, culture and identity –  that were troubling, even 
vexatious, at the end of  the nineteenth century –  remain unresolved though 
partly reformulated and stand surrounded by uncertainties in the second 
decade of  the twenty- i rst century. The self- government –  independence 
or ‘Home Rule’  , the desire to ‘take control’ –  that was the preferred objec-
tive of  a large majority of  Irish voters in the 1880s was conceded north and 
south by 1922, but it was done in a fragmented way and led to a fractured 
island. The ‘sovereignty’ acquired by the two Irelands that emerged from 
‘the decade of  revolution’, 1913– 1923, was not at   all what the ‘South’ (or 
Irish Free State) sought nor was it   indeed what the ‘North’ (or Northern 
Ireland) desired. The partition of  the island was viewed –  at least  oi  cially  
in the Irish Free State  –  as an outrage that had, hopefully temporarily, 
halted the onward march of  the Irish nation; by contrast, partition was 
seen almost immediately in Northern Ireland –  at least by its Protestant 
majority, Northern Catholics were not at all enthusiastic –  as the best possi-
ble outcome in that it guaranteed Unionist hegemony into the foreseeable 
future. In the event, the Irish Free State, set up following the Anglo- Irish 
War of  1919– 1921, successfully extended its sovereignty during the inter- 
war years, a process marked by the ratii cation of  a new Irish constitu-
tion of  1937  , Bunreacht na h É ireann, and culminating in the restoration 
of  the ‘  Treaty ports’ which had remained under British control, in 1938. 
However, the ‘recovery’ of  the six counties of  Northern Ireland proved 
impossible. The declaration of  a republic in 1949 completed the process 

www.cambridge.org/9781107113541
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11354-1 — The Cambridge History of Ireland
Edited by Thomas Bartlett 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Preface

xxxii

xxxii

but the national sovereignty of  the twenty- six counties was soon reduced 
by Ireland’s accession to the European Economic Community (EEC)   in 
1973, and diminished further by the country’s embrace of  the concept of  
‘shared sovereignty’ as the EEC morphed into the nascent   European [polit-
ical] Union (EU). For the most part, this evolution was broadly welcomed 
by the Irish public, but in the neighbouring island –  Britain –  which had 
joined ‘Europe’ at the same time as   Ireland, it met with growing unease 
climaxing in the ‘Brexit’ vote of  June 2016 to leave the EU altogether and 
‘take back control’. Northern Ireland (and Scotland, but not Wales) voted 
to remain in the EU, thus raising once again the threat of  the break- up 
of  the United Kingdom. Issues of  sovereignty are destined to remain as 
uncertain into the future as they were in the 1880s. 

 Behind the issue of  sovereignty lay questions of  state formation and state 
survival. Both Northern Ireland and the Irish Free State were born out of  
war –  civil, guerrilla or sectarian, on occasion a combination of  all three –  and, 
for many decades, both bore the scars of  the conl icts attendant on their birth. 
Such circumstances were hardly propitious for survival, let alone thriving –  as 
many states in Europe, post- 1918, demonstrate. And yet, the two states sur-
vived, despite numerous challenges –  sometimes economic, sometimes vio-
lent –  the relationship between them currently can best be described as one 
of  guarded engagement, much dif erent to, and generally welcomed after, the 
frozen hostility that prevailed for much of  the twentieth century. However, it 
would be foolish to claim, given a certain rapprochement between North and 
South and a joint commitment to the ‘peace process’ to end the ‘Troubles’ in 
the North, that Irish history has liberated itself  from the centuries of  ideolog-
ical antagonism that long gave it dei nition. Low, perhaps very low, intensity 
conl ict will continue for decades –  the paramilitaries haven’t gone away, you 
know –  and the conditions for conl ict remain. The unpredictable impact of  
the economic cycle may be compounded if  the Brexit vote has the negative 
impact on Northern Ireland’s economy that some predict; and, indeed, given 
the gloomy forecasts for the entire global economy, it may be that Ireland, 
North and South, is in for some stormy economic times.   

 If  the quest for sovereignty has remained uni nished business, and relation-
ships between North and South are far from cordial, those other vectors of  
the Irish story –  land, language, religion –  equally have proved disconcert-
ingly elusive of  resolution.   True, the Land Question was  almost  solved under 
British rule but politicians in the new entities of  Northern Ireland and the 
Irish Free State were constantly faced with rural discontent and they found 
plenty of  agrarian issues demanding their attention.   In addition, just as the 
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Land Question was indissolubly linked to Irish emigration, the failure to 
end, or even control for most of  the twentieth century, the annual exodus 
of  mostly rural dwellers –  a l ight not just from the land, but from Ireland 
itself –  bore witness to the incompleteness of  the supposed resolution of  the 
Land Question  . Similarly, the Language Question,   the matter of  the restora-
tion of  the Irish language   as the vernacular of  the people –  a key objective 
for many of  the revolutionary generation  –  has proved a disappointment. 
Notwithstanding many inducements, i nancial resources and patriotic exhor-
tations, the decline of  Irish has continued. Curiously, in the early decades 
of  the twenty- i rst century, government- sponsored ef orts are being made in 
Northern Ireland to revive ‘Ulster- Scots’  , closely linked to the Scottish dialect 
of  Lallans  : initial signs are that the outcome here will not be all that dif erent 
to that of  the Irish language  . So far as religion –  a bedrock of  Irish identity –  is 
concerned, the decades from 1880 to 2016 could easily be styled ‘  The ascend-
ancy and descendancy of  the Catholic Church in Ireland’, or some compa-
rable formulation. The Catholic Church and its clergy and bishops until the 
1960s, and perhaps beyond, exercised and enjoyed an inl uence that was with-
out parallel in Europe (Spain under Franco and Portugal under Salazar are the 
only possible exceptions) and was likely only approached in some countries in 
South America. The church’s views on a very broad range of  issues –  not just 
faith and morals –  were eagerly sought, listened to attentively and frequently 
heeded by public representatives. Visually, the evidence for this dominance –  
to take just two  vignettes –  can be seen at the Eucharistic Congress   of  1932, 
and at the funeral in 1940 of  Archbishop Byrne  , on both of  which occasions 
large areas of  Dublin  , notably O’Connell Street and the surrounding area, 
were closed down in order to facilitate religious worship and public displays 
of  Catholic allegiance. Such scenes are unimaginable in 2016. The Catholic 
Church’s authority and inl uence, in decline since the 1960s, had fallen to an 
all time low by the second decade of  the twenty- i rst century –  a consequence 
of  systemic weaknesses, secularisation and modernisation exacerbated by 
numerous cover- ups of  the sexual and physical abuse of  minors. When in 
August 2016 the Archbishop of  Dublin, Diarmuid Martin,   referred to the ‘poi-
sonous atmosphere’ at St Patrick’s College, Maynooth  , the premier seminary 
for the formation of  Irish priests since the 1790s, and drew attention to what 
he saw as a sexualised   sub- culture at that institution, his strictures generated 
less surprise than expected: strikingly, anxiety, concern or outrage were rarely 
expressed by an Irish public that had long given up on, and had ceased to be 
shocked by, anything emanating from the once all- dominant Catholic Church 
in Ireland.   
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 What of  the Irish people during these decades? It is tempting to insist that, 
of  course, they are better of  now, that real progress has been made in dimin-
ishing poverty, that the standard of  living is much improved, that the state and 
the state’s institutions, and Irish society, North and South, are more caring, 
more tolerant or at least more humane than a hundred years ago; but it has 
proved to be a long road to arrive at this point, one paved with misguided 
intentions, l awed perspectives and heartless legalism. The promise of  inde-
pendence, of  ‘Sinn F é in’   (=ourselves) the war- cry of  the revolutionary gen-
eration, aspiring to take control, to do things right, proved illusory: women 
generally, children from poorer backgrounds, the socially marginal, the demo-
graphically surplus, the sexually deviant, the natural outsider, the writer, the 
artist, the maverick –  unless monied –  found Ireland, North and South, a cold 
house for much of  the twentieth century; in many instances they still do. 

 Is this too bleak an assessment? Gaiety and laughter, fun and romance were 
not absent during these decades; gloom, doom and despond were not univer-
sal. Competitions organised by the Gaelic Athletic Association  , at the national 
as well as the parish level, generated fervent enthusiasm, while music in the 
home after dark, dancing at the crossroads, horse- racing on the sands, con-
viviality in the pubs, the pleasures of  radio listening and the cinema, and the 
consolations of  religious worship were features of  what have been dubbed, 
in deference to the French, ‘ les ann   é   es noires ’, the dark decades of  Irish history. 
Together these activities brought much pleasure to the Irish people. No his-
tory that fails to recognise this reality or realities can truly be assessed as of er-
ing a rounded picture. And yet, conveying the realities of  twentieth- century 
Irish life –  the poverty and squalor, alongside the pride and contentment, the 
misery and separation jostling warmth and conviviality, the galling failure and 
triumphant success, the generosity with the hypocrisy is a taxing task. 

   Perhaps it was only in a petri dish occupied by these opposites that Irish 
literary talent could be incubated? Is it altogether accidental that Ireland dur-
ing these decades produced four Nobel Prize winners in literature (William 
Butler Yeats   1865– 1939), Samuel Beckett   (1906– 1989), George Bernard Shaw   
(1856– 1950), and Seamus Heaney   (1939– 2013); i ve, if  James Joyce   (1882– 1941) 
is accorded honorary status? By contrast, Scotland, with a similar population, 
though not with a similar violent recent history, had none. (Poland, Russia, 
Sweden, Spain, the United States and the United Kingdom all had similar 
numbers of  Nobel laureates for literature, but all had multiples of  the Irish 
population.)   The story of  twentieth- century Ireland is one of  opposites: mur-
der, mayhem and atrocity compete with high ideals, high mindedness and 
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sacrii ce, small dif erences –  what foot does he dig with? –  with ethnic exclu-
siveness: in short, great hatred with little room. These contrasts proved fertile 
soil for Irish writers. Beckett in  Waiting for Godot    has Vladimir asking: ‘Well? 
What do we do’; ‘Do nothing’ answers Estragon, ‘it’s safer that way’: his reply 
captured the suf ocating atmosphere of  Ireland in the mid- twentieth century. 
‘You coasted along’ wrote John Hewitt   (not, alas, a Nobel winner), similarly 
evoking successive Unionist governments’ failure to adapt, evolve, or accom-
modate the nationalists in Northern Ireland in the years before the Troubles 
literally blew up. 

 The organisation of  this volume requires explanation. The opening chap-
ter by  Ó  Tuathaigh of ers a road map through the entire period, and suc-
ceeding chapters dwell in depth on the highways and byways signposted 
therein. Thus the revolutionary tradition, constitutional politics, Unionist 
mobilisation and cultural revival in the years before 1914 are addressed by, 
respectively, Kelly, Mulvagh, Jackson, Foster and  Ó  Conchubhair. Social con-
ditions and the Land Question   are looked at afresh by Clear and Dooley, 
while Fitzpatrick explores the tangled story of  Ireland and the Great War. 
McGarry of ers a contemporary account of  the revolutionary decade, while 
the history of  the two Irelands during the inter- war period is discussed 
by Dolan and Riordan, concluding with Ollerenshaw drawing on recent 
research to describe the impact of  World War II on both Northern Ireland 
and the Irish Free State  . Post- war Irish politics and the fortunes of  the Irish 
economies, North and South, are addressed by Girvin and O’Hagan:  and 
war and peace in Northern Ireland during the tumultuous last decades of  
the twentieth century is the subject of  a chapter by John and Paul Bew. 
There then follow a series of  chapters that seek to take a long view of  key 
issues and developments over the entire period, 1880– 2016: family, and phil-
anthropic and state institutions (Earner- Byrne, Cox), Irish foreign policy 
(Kennedy), media (Savage), the Catholic Church ( Ó  Corr á in), memory and 
remembrance (Beiner), sport and leisure (Rouse), emigration (Daly) and art 
and architecture (Murphy). Lastly, O’Halpin of ers some rel ections on the 
tortuous course of  Irish history since the 1880s, as Ireland evolved –  some 
might prefer ‘lurched’ or ‘staggered’ –  from an embedded, if  discontented, 
member of  the British Empire in 1880, to an embedded, if  potentially unset-
tled, member of  the European Union in 2016. 

 It will be seen at once that this is not a conventional, nor be it said, 
exhaustive, history of  twentieth- century Ireland. Cumulatively, the histo-
rians in this volume have sought to convey the texture of  Irish life in all its 
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complexity over these decades and to highlight what they see as the key 
determinants of  change and continuity. The picture that emerges cannot 
be a complete one, but rather it of ers a fuller, more nuanced interpreta-
tive narrative of  Ireland from the 1880s to the present than is currently 
available. 
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 MAP 1.      Map of  Ireland.  

www.cambridge.org/9781107113541
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11354-1 — The Cambridge History of Ireland
Edited by Thomas Bartlett 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

xxxviii

www.cambridge.org/9781107113541
www.cambridge.org

