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Recent events have been raising the question of the future of the British Union. The results of 

the Brexit referendum in Scotland, which showed that a majority of the Scots backed the 

remain option contrary to the Welsh and the English, have given fresh impetus to the idea of 

organising a second referendum on Scottish independence following the failure of the first 

one in September 2014. In Northern Ireland, where a majority of voters also supported the 

United Kingdom’s remaining in the UE, the absence of a deal accepted by all while the exit 

date of 29 March is closer and closer has been a source of growing concern and tensions as 

the question of the Northern Irish border is still unresolved. These intense political debates 

have coincided with new historiographical developments. Since 2012, the Republic of Ireland 

has been engaged in a Decade of Commemorations, celebrating and re-examining the events 

between 1912 and 1922, which led to the creation of the Irish Free State and, more than two 

decades later, to the Irish Republic itself. The community of professional historians and the 

whole country itself are faced with delicate questions: how to commemorate partition? Or 

how to commemorate the civil war that followed the signature of the Anglo-Irish treaty of 

December 1921? 

In such circumstances, it seems particularly relevant for students and scholars in France to 

explore the Home Rule issue as the period between 1870 and 1914 witnessed the laying of the 

foundations of many of the recent developments and issues experienced by the United 

Kingdom today. 

 

The issue of Home Rule encompasses both a historical dimension and a geographical 

dimension. The choice of timeframe — 1870-1914 — requires to consider the subject in 

terms of departure and continuity. And while D. G. Boyce provokingly asserts that “British 

federalism was an Irish invention”,1 the question of Home Rule was certainly not a mere Irish 

concern. The case of Ireland may have dominated the discussions and it was in Ireland — not 

in Scotland, Wales or England — that a Home Rule party saw the light. Only the Irish Home 

Rule Bill passed the Lords, and was due to be implemented, though with the momentous 

proviso that an arrangement should be found to accommodate Ulster Unionists. Irish Home 

Rule came first, chronologically and in the parliamentary agenda, and alternative proposals 

such as imperial federation or Home Rule All Round were often put forward, either to bolster 

Irish Home Rule, or conversely to defuse it. It seems that it was the impetus for Irish Home 

Rule which gave rise to other claims for self-government and federalism. But while the issue 

of Home Rule was raised from Ireland, it was not exclusively for it. The fact that the debates 

on Irish Home Rule had a significant influence on British politics and resonated across the 

wide British Empire also highlights the necessity to take into account a variety of scales. 

Home Rule can be studied as an Irish or Scottish or Welsh issue; it can also be examined as 

an Anglo-Irish and British question; and it was also an imperial matter. In other words, 

                                                           
1 David George Boyce, “Federalism and the Irish Question,” in A. Bosco (ed.), The Federal idea: The History of 

Federalism from the Enlightenment to 1945, vol. I (London: Lothian Foundation Press, 1991), 119. 



questions to bear in mind include: what was the area considered? What was the perimeter in 

which Home Rule was articulated, demanded, to be granted, or rejected? What did it mean, 

and where? And, crucially, could London gain something by this form of devolution of 

powers?  

As an Irish question, home rule aimed at pacifying Ireland and attaching her more firmly to 

the Union by securing popular consent to government. Yet it was also suspected to be a 

stepping stone to independence, especially when Irish figureheads stated that “no man ha[d] 

the right to fix the boundaries to the march of a nation.” Home rule for Ireland also meant the 

restoration of an Irish Parliament charged with legislating on Irish affairs while the 

Westminster Parliament remained responsible for a number of reserved matters such as the 

Empire, foreign affairs, war and peace, currency, etc. The coexistence of a local and central 

Parliament raised the problem of Irish representation at Westminster: Gladstone opted to keep 

the Irish out of Parliament in 1886, provoking the protest of radicals such as Joseph 

Chamberlain and George Otto Trevelyan, for whom this equated to “taxation without 

representation.” The following 1893 and 1912 Bills included an Irish representation at 

Westminster, which sparked other concerns: the Irish would be in position to vote on Scottish, 

Welsh or English Bills while the Scottish, Welsh and English would not longer be able to 

have a say in Irish affairs. The solution to such a conundrum was “Home Rule All Round”. At 

its largest interpretation, it entailed 4 provincial parliaments with separate executives, with an 

overall Parliament in London, elected on a population basis, to deal with general United 

Kingdom and imperial affairs. While “Home Rule All Round” and simple “Home Rule” both 

promoted the principle of self-government, they were not identical projects and reflected 

aspirations that were not strictly similar. The Home Rule All Round schemes promoted by the 

Scots and Welsh did not stem from a desire to see Scotland and Wales recognised and treated 

as separate and distinct nations. The aim was rather to remove pressure on the parliamentary 

agenda, ensure that local issues were given quick and relevant answers and even dilute the 

Irish question and deprive it of its potential challenge to a certain form of government. At a 

wider level, some envisaged and promoted the formation of an Imperial federation — a 

system in which Westminster was to act as the central body representing and legislating all 

the British colonies while they were to be self-governing. Again home rule and imperial 

federation were not regarded as compatible by all since the aim of imperial federation was to 

preserve the unity and strength of the British Empire without compromising the legislative 

autonomy gained by some of its parts. For some of the federal imperialists, home rule was 

therefore to be rejected as it represented a threat to the Empire. But for the federal imperialists 

not opposed to home rule for Ireland or its sister provinces within the Union, home rule could 

represent a first step towards imperial federation and what was advocated was a way to 

accommodate the multiple identities present in the Union and the Empire and, at the same 

time, give more substance and permanence to the empire. 

 

One of the difficulties of the subject, which also makes it interesting, is that the issue was 

largely left unresolved. Completion of the Scottish Home Rule Bill, and more crucially, 

implementation of the Irish Home Rule Bill were postponed owing to the outbreak of World 

War I. After the war, the issue had lost its acumen, and its impetus: in Ireland, the demand 

that emerged was of one of full autonomy – which London was reluctant to grant, to say the 

least. In Scotland and Wales support for Home Rule had dwindled and faded away. By 1918 

(perhaps even as early as August 1914), Home Rule was a thing of the past.  

Home Rule made little practical headway over the 45-year period considered in spite of the 

huge interest it generated. First, there was the very novelty of the schemes. Second, there was 

their variety. Last, the very idea of a devolution of powers through subordinate legislatures 

was a departure from the workings of the Constitution. Whatever the specific provisions, the 



relations between this new or these new assemblies on the one hand, and Westminster and 

Whitehall, would have to be set down. This meant the end of the elusive quality of the British 

constitution in its unwritten form. In addition, there would be no tradition, no centuries of 

practice to draw rules from. In spite of the various precedents that could be drawn upon (the 

example of Canada, for instance), Home Rule within the framework of the United Kingdom 

was an unchartered course – in other words, it was just as tempting to explore its possibilities 

to provide new responses in a changing international and domestic environment, as it could 

seem dangerous to pursue it, precisely because of this flux in domestic arrangements and 

international affairs. All of the uncertainties conveyed by the various home rule schemes were 

instrumental in fuelling the Unionist opposition. 

 

Because Home Rule was never implemented within the United Kingdom before 1914, we are 

left to conjecture upon a pattern that never came into being. There is no knowing how an Irish 

parliament would have worked with a British, London-based Parliament; how devolved Irish 

institutions would have dealt with a possible or likely Northern Irish entity; no knowing 

whether Irish politics would have drifted back along a Liberal / Conservative / Labour 

division, or would have evolved into a specific pattern. Whether effective alliances might 

have been formed with local parties in other parts of the United Kingdom; how the people 

would have appropriated these new institutions, and whether they would have credited them 

with the legitimacy that centralized institutions sometimes failed to command.2 Home Rule 

was therefore never put to the test, and as a result, there was no ultimate clarification of its 

definition. The multiple understandings of the phrase itself, explicit and implicit, are one of 

the challenges we are presented with. What did Home Rule mean, where, and for whom? The 

question of definition pervaded the debates, as is clearly conveyed by the titles chosen for 

some of the pamphlets written by our Irish Home Rulers or for some of their spoken 

conferences: Irish Federalism: Its Meaning, Its Hopes by Isaac Butt (1870), “Home Rule – Its 

real meaning” (John Redmond, Melbourne, 1883) or What Ireland Wants by John Redmond 

(1910). In a speech delivered by Redmond during the debates on the address to the Queen’s 

speech on 13 March 1894, the Parnellite leader even showed the role that the problem of the 

definition of Home Rule played in the power game between the Irish nationalists and the 

British Liberals:  

 
There is another matter about which we have heard absolutely nothing in any of the Ministerial 

statements, and that is whether Lord Rosebery, in speaking of Home Rule, means the same thing 

as the Chief Secretary and the same thing as we mean. Does he mean the Home Rule Bill, which 

was passed through this House last year? (…) 

By "Home Rule" we Irishmen mean something more than a purely local self-government for 

purely local affairs. We mean by "Home Rule" a government which would be consistent with the 

supremacy of this Parliament, and with our position in the Empire, a National Government with 

something of the pride and the honour attaching to a National Government and a National 

Parliament.3 

 

                                                           
2 There has been one attempt at counterfactual history: see A. Jackson, “British Ireland : what if Home Rule had 

been enacted in 1912?”, in Niall Ferguson (ed.), Virtual history : alternatives and counterfactuals (London, Pan, 

2003), pp. 175-227. Scholars have also identified a number of literary works or pamphlets as “home rule 

fiction”: these futuristic tales are either nationalist or unionist and generally attempts to anticipate what the future 

of Ireland would be under a Home Rule Parliament (see for instance Edward James, “The Anglo-Irish 

Disagreement: Past Irish Futures”, The Linen Hall Review 3, no. 4 (1986), 5-8 & “1886: Past Views of Ireland’s 

Future”, Foundation: The Review of Science Fiction 36 (Summer 1986), pp. 21-30 for the references and a 

description of some of these works). 
3 John Redmond, House of Commons, 13 March 1894, in R. Barry O’Brien (ed.), Home Rule, Speeches of John 

Redmond, M.P. (London, T. Fischer Unwin, 1910), pp. 69-71. 



Plenty of texts and documents were produced during our period to actually explain more in 

detail and advocate what Home Rulers wanted and to present alternatives to or criticisms of 

Home Rule. In the case of Ireland especially, Home Rule propaganda, in all its shapes and 

forms, triggered numerous Unionist responses. 4  However there was no test of the two 

opposite sets of arguments. Thus, Irish Home Rule could still have been either a way of 

smoothing the relation between Ireland and England, or a separatist wolf in sheep’s clothing. 

Yet, paradoxically, Home Rule is also something that happened – at least in debates, and in 

the political paradigm of the day. For Ulster Unionists, Home Rule must have been something 

very real from 1886 onwards5. Ironically, it became real in 1922, when, in addition to the 

creation of the Irish Free State, Home Rule was put into place in the six counties of Northern 

Ireland with the establishment of a Parliament in Stormont.  

 

What history of Home Rule could and can be charted is largely the history of the Home Rule 

Bills. Not only were there three Government bills introduced in favour of Irish self-

government in 1886, 1893 and 1912. These were preceded by three attempts by Isaac Butt to 

obtain the establishment of a parliamentary committee charged with examining the question 

of the Anglo-Irish Union and the possibility of legislative autonomy for Ireland – in March 

1874, June-July 1874, and on 30 June 1876. To that needs to be added the many private 

member’s bills introduced by Scottish MPs in favour of Scottish home rule or federal home 

rule: no fewer than 13 motions were discussed between 1889 and 1914, notably between 1889 

and 1895 and then between 1906 and 1914. While Welsh MPs were primarily concerned by 

other Welsh issues than self-government, they did second some of the motions presented by 

their Scottish colleagues (in 1891 or 1895 for instance) and one of them, E. T. John, did 

introduce a short-lived Welsh Home Rule Bill on 11 March 1914. By the years 1912-1914 a 

striking number of Home Rule Bills had followed their parliamentary course to second 

reading in the House of Commons, though few of them actually passed committee stage and 

onto third reading. 

The frequency of the home rule parliamentary debates highlights that Home Rule could not 

exist outside of Parliament. It had an unquestionable institutional dimension – and we should 

always remember that institutions are not merely theoretical constructs. They are, properly 

speaking, historical objects, whose rules and composition were profoundly transformed 

throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The Parliament that was called upon 

to frame and/or pronounce upon Home Rule Bills in the years preceding 1914 was no longer 

the same institution as in 1874, when Isaac Butt had first raised the issue in the House of 

Commons. Its electoral basis had changed. MPs were returned by more and more men, lower 

and lower down the social scale. The number of adult males enjoying the franchise increased 

as follows throughout the nineteenth century: 

 

                                                           
4 It is beyond the scope of this introduction to give a wide range of sources on the subject. References reflecting 

the diversity of unionism and unionist responses to Home Rule include Alan O’Day & David G. Boyce, 

Defenders of the Union: A Survey of British and Irish Unionism Since 1801 (London, Routledge, 2001) & Daniel 

Jackson, Popular Opposition to Irish Home Rule in Edwardian Britain (Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 

2009).  
5  Following the rejection of the first Home Rule Bill, a soldier and a head constable were killed in the 

constituency of West Belfast on 13 July 1886. This was followed by intermittent rioting throughout the summer 

of 1886. In total, 32 died and 337 amongst the police force were injured; 442 people were arrested, 32 pubs were 

destroyed and a number of houses were also damaged (J. F. Harbinson, The Ulster Unionist Party, Its 

Development and Organisation, 1882-1973 (Belfast, Blackstaff Press, 1977) p. 12). In 1893, protests were 

organised, including one in Belfast gathering 100,000 loyalists on 4 April 1893. Weapons were also imported (P. 

Buckland, Ulster Unionism II: Ulster Unionism and the Origins of Northern Ireland, 1886-1922 (Dublin, Gill & 

Macmillan, 1973 pp. 17-8). 



Year England & Wales Scotland Ireland 

1833 1 out of 5 1 out of 8 1 out of 20 

1869 1 out of 3 1 out of 3 1 out of 6 

1885 2 out of 3 3 out of 5 1 out of 2 
Figure 1 - Proportion of adult male voters in the four provinces of the United Kingdom6 

This progressive and yet incomplete democratisation of Britain inevitably impacted the House 

of Commons, whose sociological composition also changed, though to a lesser extent. 

Ultimately, the traditional balance of power between the two Houses of Parliament was 

modified, leading to a major institutional crisis. As the House of Lords persisted in rejecting 

major aspects of policy on the part of the Liberal government – not least the so-called 

People’s Budget defended by Lloyd George in 1909 — Asquith had to call two general 

elections in 1910, a situation which not even Theresa May has faced so far. The resolution of 

the tensions was operated through a reform of the House of Lords. The Upper House was left 

with two-year suspensive powers – the balance of power had clearly shifted towards the lower 

House. 

 

According to Walter Bagehot, the Lords as well as the monarchy belong to the “dignified” 

and invisible part of the Constitution, while the House of Commons and the executive belong 

to what he calls the “efficient” part. The Home Rule debates from the 1880s onwards, later 

combined with the crisis generated by the growing tensions between the two Houses of 

Parliament, made this “invisible” part suddenly more visible. Queen Victoria’s general 

hostility to Gladstone is well documented, leading a recent account on the subject to state that 

“[t]he tension that existed between these two great icons of nineteenth-century Britain has 

achieved cliché status with time.”7  While Conservative Premier B. Disraeli had Victoria 

proclaimed empress of India in 1877, Gladstone had published scathing comments on the 

weight of imperial concerns, which according to him had caused the British Government to 

turn a blind eye and thus condone the so-called “Bulgarian atrocities.”8 Gladstone’s Irish 

policy met with royal disapproval as early as his first ministry. If the Queen had stomached 

disestablishment in 1869, she opposed the setting up of a Royal Residence in Dublin, and the 

establishment of the vice-royalty as a ceremonial position to the Prince of Wales, which 

Gladstone had intended as part of his policy of pacification.9 While Victoria seems to have 

viewed favourably the accession of some colonies to autonomous government or self-rule, she 

was firm in her opposition to the granting of any similar rights to Ireland.10 In July 1886, 

Gladstone resigned over the failure of his first Irish Home Rule Bill and the Liberal defeat at 

                                                           
6 Adapted from Chris Cook & John Stephenson, The Longman Handbook of Modern British History, 1714-1987 

(London, Longman [1983], 1988), p.68. 
7 Anne Isba, “Victoria”, in Gladstone and Women (London, Hambledon Continuum, 2006), p. 177. See also 

Robert N. W. Blake, Gladstone, Disraeli, and Queen Victoria, Romanes centenary lectures (Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, 1993). 
8 William E. Gladstone, Bulgarian Horrors and the Question of the East (London, J. Murray, 1876). This 

particular episode of British imperial history has actually been presented by some as the moment when 

Gladstone began to evolve towards more favourable positions regarding Home Rule : see Richard T. Shannon’s 

Gladstone and the Bulgarian Agitation 1876 (London, Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd., 1963) & Stéphanie 

Prévost, “Irish Home Rule and British Imperialism: A View through the Prism of the Bulgarian Question (1876-

1886)”, Cultures of the Commonwealth, n°18, The Local and the Global (2012), pp. 29-42. 
9 See James H., Murphy, Abject Loyalty: Nationalism and Monarchy in Ireland during the Reign of Queen 

Victoria, (Washington, The Catholic University of America, 2001), pp. 146-197 & J. C. Beckett, “Gladstone, 

Queen Victoria, and the disestablishment of the Irish Church, 1868-9”, Irish Historical Studies,13:49 (1962), pp. 

38-47 
10 Françoise Le Jeune, “About the so-called ‘Colonial analogy’ in the Home Rule debate: the case of the 

Canadian Dominion (1848-1886)”, in Philippe Brillet (ed.), La question du Home Rule (1870-1914) (Paris, 

Ellipse, 2018), pp. 191-232. 



the general elections. During the debates on the Bill, Victoria made clear her opposition to her 

Prime Minister’s measure, stating in her letter dated 6 May that “her silence on the 

momentous Irish measures which he [thought] it his duty to bring forward — [did] not imply 

her approval of or acquiescence in them.” Upon the announcement of Gladstone’s resignation 

and the appointment of Lord Salisbury as his replacement, the Queen appealed to the Liberal 

leader’s “sense of patriotism” to convince him to “abstain from encouraging agitation” as “the 

kindest & wisest thing he [could] do for Ireland.”11 This opposition certainly signalled that 

she considered the Irish as second-class, unreliable subjects. Hard as it is to assess the 

political impact of the sovereign’s opinions, it can nonetheless be inferred that her position 

legitimized die-hard opposition to Home Rule, while bringing fuel to the fire of those who 

argued that Ireland could never be treated as an equal partner in the Union. To take up again 

Bagehot’s categories, the dignified part of the constitution stood firm against Home Rule.  

However the reign of George V, who acceded to the throne in May 1910, at the height of the 

crisis between the Lords and the Commons, witnessed a change in the attitude of the British 

monarchy towards Ireland and the Irish issue. His father, Edward VII, had told Asquith 

privately that in the absence of consent of the Lords to a reform of their House, he was willing 

to create enough new peers to outvote them – but only after another election was held. 

George V did not alter this line. A new election was held, a Reform Bill was brought in, to 

which the Lords eventually gave reluctant agreement – some of the argument rested on the 

constitutional future of Ireland. The 1911 Parliament Act brought an end to the conflict 

between the two houses of Parliament, and acknowledged that the ultimate source of authority 

lay in the Commons, as the House springing from democratic power.  

While this opened the way for the return of Home Rule on the parliamentary agenda, it also 

contributed to the radicalisation of unionism, and particularly of Ulster Unionism, as the 

bulwark of the Union was no more. Such opposition meant business, and it was clear that the 

calls to armed resistance to Home Rule were no idle talk. How the, to avert the prospect of 

immediate civil war upon the passing of the Irish Home Rule Bill? Partition had been aired in 

Parliament, and discussed behind the scene. How to make it acceptable to Home Rulers, and 

what to include in ‘statutory Ulster’ that would meet with non opposition on the part of 

Unionists? Such was the object of the Buckingham Conference, an all-party conference 

convened by George V and held at Buckingham palace between 21st-24th July 1914, in order 

to determine upon the area to be partitioned. Let there be no suspense: all options were put on 

the table: county divisions, constituency divisions, but no agreement was reached. In History 

Ireland, Kieran J. Rankin offers a severe assessment of the conference as “an altruistic but 

futile attempt to broker a partition arrangement; there was little incentive to make concessions 

despite there being no shortage of ideas on how ‘statutory Ulster’ could be composed.”12 Still, 

this was some kind of an attempt, and if George V cannot be credited with success, he cannot 

be blamed for indifference either as some of his statements at the time of the Buckingham 

Palace Conference organised in July 1914 show: 

 
We have in the past endeavoured to act as a civilising example to the world, and to me it is 

unthinkable, and it must be to you, that we should be brought to the brink of fratricidal strife upon 

issues apparently so capable of adjustment as those you are now asked to consider, if handled in a 

spirit of generous compromise. 

                                                           
11 Queen Victoria to W. E. Gladstone, 6 May & 31 July 1886, quoted in Philip Guedalla, The Queen and Mr. 

Gladstone, 1800-1898 (London, Hodder & Soughton, 1933), pp. 405 & 423. 
12  Kieran J. Rankin, “The search for ‘statutory Ulster’”, History Ireland, May-June 2009, 

https://www.historyireland.com/revolutionary-period-1912-23/the-search-for-statutory-ulster/ 



(…) My apprehension in contemplating such a dire calamity is intensified by my feelings of 

attachment to Ireland and of sympathy to her people, who have always welcomed me with 

warmhearted affection.13 

 

There was cause indeed for such apprehension: since 1912, crisis in Ulster had loomed larger 

and larger. During the debates on the third Home Rule Bill, Edward Carson had featured as a 

prominent orator. In January 1913, he stated the case for partition, insisting upon an 

amendment to the bill stating “exception the province of Ulster”. Challenged by an MP to 

state what he meant, he answered “when I speak of Ulster I mean Unionist Ulster.14” This, 

clearly, could not mean the whole geographical and historical province, but how to map 

unionism to practical effect? Should counties be considered, or constituencies? Could maps of 

religious affiliation provide a sure guide as to the location of Unionism? Without going into 

the arcane details of defining “statutory Ulster”, as distinct at least from historical Ulster, we 

shall merely observe that the Ulster crisis interrogates again the connection existing between 

place and politics, or place and political concept, which is one of the difficulties of the subject 

of Home Rule. 

 

The early 21st century student of Home Rule may be tempted to reduce the issue to one of 

national, or regional, identity, conceived as unified, and exclusive. This definition is to be 

rejected, as it would definitely obscure several major points. First, identity is not marmoreal. 

Shortly before his death in 1862, one leading member of the Beresford family had commented 

“When I was a boy, the ‘Irish people’ meant the Protestant, now it means the Roman 

Catholics.”15 Rigid definitions of identity rest upon the rationale for later political divisions 

and borders, and tend to obscure the complexity. 

French students in particular are apt to mishandle the Catholic-Protestant issue. At that stage, 

the political significance of religion must be borne in mind. Any one familiar with the 

Catholic tradition will feel fairly at home in an Anglican service, and quite perplexed at a 

Quaker or Presbyterian worship. Policy was at stake, rather than doctrine. In the case of 

Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, religious specificity unquestionably played a part in the 

construction of identity. But making an absolute link between identity and Home Rule would 

somehow establish a hierarchy: the Irish identity (defined as native, Catholic and nationalist, 

which is a questionable definition) would thus appear stronger than the Scottish, or Welsh 

identities. This makes no sense; and if we take the prevalence of the regional language as an 

indicator, Welsh seems to have fared better than the Irish language. In the case of Ireland, 

support of the Catholic hierarchy for Home Rule should not be construed as identity 

nationalism. It was also the result of political calculation: the prospect of Home Rule offered 

the best guarantees of safeguarding/strengthening the Church’s hold on education at all levels, 

and of securing its control over a nascent system of social protection. Plus, making 

Catholicism an element of definition Irishness excludes Protestants – not only individual 

Protestants too hastily written off as exceptions (Butt, Parnell), but Ulster Protestants. Did 

Unionism mean the same in Dublin, Belfast, Derry or London? 

 

                                                           
13 Quoted in “Buckingham Palace Conference ends in failure”, a page provided by RTE Ireland & Boston 

College, “Century Ireland”, https://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/buckingham-palace-conference-

ends-in-failure, consulted on 21 February 2019. 
14 Edward Carson, speech during the debates on the Government of Ireland Bill, Clause 1.— (Establishment of 

Irish Parliament.), 1 January 1913, in Hansard, Debates of the House of Commons, vol. 46, c. 380. 
15 Lord John George Beresford, Arbishop of Armagh, Chancellor of Trinity College. Quoted by Thomas Bartlett, 

“The Emergence of the Irish Catholic Nation, 1750-1850” in A. Jackson ed., The Oxford Handbook of Modern 

Irish History (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2014), p. 517. 

https://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/buckingham-palace-conference-ends-in-failure
https://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/buckingham-palace-conference-ends-in-failure


One should beware of implicit assumptions of supposedly pure, stable and homogeneous 

identities – and especially not as exclusive ones. Considering the making of Britain in the 18th 

century, Linda Colley argues that Britishness was “superimposed on much older allegiances”, 

i.e. Welshness, Englishness or Scottishness.16 The experience of Ireland, Wales, or Scotland, 

was not necessarily exclusive of interaction with the other nations of the British Isles. Nor did 

it imply that empire was necessarily synonymous with oppression. For the last two to three 

decades, historians have started to reexamine the history of the British empire and have 

notably highlighted the existence of “imperial circuits and networks” thanks to which ideas, 

knowledge, commodities and men circulated. The empire has been presented as a space 

including “contact zones”, i. e. a “space in which peoples, geographically and historically 

separated [came] into contact with each other and establish[ed] ongoing relations, usually 

involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict.”17 Interpretations 

of the history of Ireland, both as a member of the British empire and as a nation aspiring to 

some degree of political independence, have been affected by these new perspectives on 

imperial history and an increasing number of recent publications have, as a result, shed fresh 

light on the deep links and multiple interactions between Ireland and the rest of the empire. 

Research has notably focused on the Irish in the British empire – as clerks, doctors or nurses, 

artists, members of the judiciary, and even soldiers and officers18. The fact that Ireland had 

been conquered and planted and had also taken part in the British imperial project meant that, 

even after the passing of the Acts of Union of 1800, which theoretically transformed Ireland 

into a British province, Ireland had a multifaceted and hybrid political identity: 

 
For the next 120 years Irelan was, legislatively, to be part of a unitary United Kingdom: on a 

constitutional level at least the never clearly defined “colonial” status of Ireland had ended. (…) 

Yet on other levels and by other definitions the country’s position as a subordinated part of the 

British imperial system was intensified, not ended, by Union.19 

 

Recently in The Irish Times, an article marking the centenary of the Amristar massacre was 

published and it underlines how complex and ambivalent Ireland’s position within the Empire 

was:  

 
In March and April 1919, Indians rallied across Punjab to protest the Rowlatt Acts; they shut down 

normal commerce in many cities, demonstrating – through empty streets and shuttered shops – the 

dissatisfaction of the people at the British betrayal. This was a form of Gandhian non-violent non-

cooperation; no violence or disorder was reported. But the British government arrested nationalist 

leaders in the city of Amritsar and opened fire on protestors, killing 10. In the riot that ensued, five 

Englishmen were killed and a woman missionary assaulted. (However, she was rescued, and 

carried to safety, by Indians.) 

The British promptly sent troops to Amritsar to restore order, under brigadier general Reginald 

Dyer. Dyer, who was educated at Midleton College, Cork, reported to and enjoyed the unstinting 

support of the Tipperary-born lieutenant-governor of Punjab, Sir Michael O’Dwyer. 

                                                           
16 L. Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (Yale, YUP, 2005). 
17 Alan Lester, “Imperial Circuits and Networks. Geographies of the British Empire”, History Compass, 2003-5, 

pp. 1-18 & Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London and New York, 

Routledge, 1992), p. 8. 
18 See for instance Scott B. Cook, Imperial Affinities, Nineteenth-Century Analogies and Exchanges Between 

India and Ireland (New Delhi & London, Oxford University Press, 1993); Thomas Bartlett, “This Famous Island 

Set in a Virginian Sea: Ireland in the British Empire, 1690-1801”, in Peter J. Marshall (ed.), The Oxford History 

of the British Empire, vol. 2: the Eighteenth Century (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 253-75, & 

Kevin Kenny, Ireland and the British Empire  (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2004). 
19  Stephen Howe, Ireland and Empire: Colonial Legacies in Irish History and Culture (Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, 1996), pp. 36-7. 



It is a sobering reminder that the Irish were not merely victims of British imperialism but complicit 

in it in many parts of the world.20 

 

It is of very bitter irony that the officers in charge should have been cleared by the House of 

Lords, for acts which would have matched the behaviour of the Black and Tans in Ireland 

more or less at the same time, and praised by Kipling. Of course, not all Irishmen, Scots or 

Welshmen involved in the British empire behaved in so brutal a manner; yet, they participated 

in its running, hence, in its hegemony.  

 

This invites us to replace the debate on Home Rule within the imperial framework. Over the 

period, the empire faced a challenge. Part of it lay in its growth: by 1914, the population of 

the empire was over 400 million people, a little below one fourth of the total population of the 

globe. Part of it lay in the fierce competition for overseas possessions with other powers – 

France, Germany, Russia among the fiercest competitors. The years 1866-1871 saw the 

setting up of the Second Reich, a new German empire where the Prussian element held sway, 

under the political leadership of Otto Von Bismarck, the arch unifier of the country. At that 

time, Germany was also proving an increasingly dangerous competitor, economically 

speaking. How, then, to secure the endurance and growth of the empire? The Home Rule 

debates must be viewed as part of the imperial question. Was Home Rule likely to strengthen 

the bonds between the mother country and the empire? Incidentally, what was the mother 

country – was it England, or Britain, or the United Kingdom? As we saw, one should be wary 

of rash answers. If so, was it the destiny of all colonies, or at least all white colonies that were 

not physically attached to Great-Britain to become self-governing dominions? And to what 

category did Ireland belong? Once again, one should be wary of rash answers. On the 

contrary, was the demand for Home Rule, and in particular for Irish Home Rule, a 

fundamentally separatist demand, the expression of a centrifugal force which, unchecked, 

would inevitably lead to the break-up of the empire? 

The imperial issue dominated the period. In 1870, Isaac Butt had clearly pointed to an 

increasingly unstable and politically dangerous international situation in his Irish Federalism. 

In 24 June 1872, Conservative leader B. Disraeli pronounced his famous Crystal palace 

Speech, which clearly set down what was to be the Conservative doctrine over empire. The 

speech opened on a statement defining the priorities of the Tory party: “first (…) to maintain 

the institutions of the country, (…)  second, in my opinion, to uphold the empire of England.” 

These priorities were set to counteract the effects of Liberalism, which was regarded by the 

Conservative leader as an ideology intent on the “disintegration of the empire.” For Disraeli, 

preventing such disintegration required other measures aimed at strengthening the bonds 

between the self-governing colonies and the mother country:  

 
Not that I for one object to self-government. I cannot conceive how our distant colonies can have 

their affairs administered except by self-government. But self-government, in my opinion, when it 

was conceded, ought to have been conceded as a part of a great policy of imperial consolidation. It 

ought to have been accompanied by an imperial tariff, by securities for the people of England for 

the enjoyment of unappropriated lands which belonged to the sovereign as their trustee, and by a 

military code which should have precisely defined the means and the responsibilities by which the 

colonies should be defended, and by which, if necessary, this country should call for aid from the 

colonies themselves. It ought, further, to have been accompanied by the institution of some 

representative council in the metropolis, which would have brought the colonies into constant and 

continuous relations with the home government.  

 

                                                           
20 Dr Shashi Tharor (Indian MP and writer), “The Amristar massacre: a cold, callous display of colonial evil”, 

The Irish Times, 21 January 2019, https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/heritage/the-amritsar-massacre-a-cold-

callous-display-of-colonial-evil-1.3744511, consulted on 21 February 2019. 
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Noting the lasting “sympathy of the colonies with the mother country”, the Conservative 

leader concluded nonetheless that England was faced with a choice that would be crucial 

for the future and survival of the British Empire: 

 
(…) the time is at hand, that, at least, it cannot be far distant, when England will have to decide 

between national and cosmopolitan principles. The issue is not a mean one. It is whether you will 

be content to be a comfortable England, modelled and moulded upon continental principles and 

meeting in due course an inevitable fate, or whether you will be a great country, - an imperial 

country - a country where your sons, when they rise, rise to paramount positions, and obtain not 

merely the esteem of their countrymen, but command the respect of the world...21  

 

This speech contains what was to be the Conservative doctrine over empire from then on, 

often referred to as “empire for the empire’s sake” – as indeed it articulates the centrality of 

empire to Conservatism. It also sets down the Conservative interpretation of self-government: 

something which ought to be granted to distant colonies. Interestingly, it voices the need for a 

central, London-based organ of collective deliberation. In time, this became the Conference of 

the Commonwealth; but during the period under consideration, this would have been quite 

consistent with the type of central parliament envisaged by the advocates of imperial 

federation. The Crystal palace Speech further suggests that the empire might provide a 

possibility of upwards mobility for the people of the British Isles, as it did. However, it  

contains a problematic reference to territory: the distant colonies are mentioned, so is the 

mother country, “England”, leaving Wales, Scotland, and emphatically Ireland in a sort of in-

between zone, the definition of which was still undecided when Home Rule was eventually 

adopted — neither a dominion, nor an ordinary member of the Union. This was pointed by 

Arthur Balfour in the speech he delivered upon the third reading of the Government of Ireland 

Bill, on 15 January, 1913: 

 
Broadly speaking, you have done everything you can to take away from the Irish Government that 

which not only every nation, but every self-governing Dominion of the Crown, possesses in the 

fullest and amplest measure. They cannot coin; I do not think that is very important except as a 

symbol or mark of nationality. They cannot look after their self-defence; they cannot raise a man 

to defend their shores. I do not say that is wrong. What I am pointing out is that you are saying one 

thing to these gentlemen and another thing to other gentlemen. I do not say it is wrong, if this is a 

mere measure of local self-government, but I say it is absolutely and ludicrously wrong if this Bill 

is to give back what the hon. Gentleman the Leader of the Irish party calls the restoration of the 

national rights of the country.22 

 

Home Rule all round would have clarified the matter, at least theoretically. 

 

In the light of all this, the party polarisation of the issue of Home Rule as it developed from 

1885 onwards, with Gladstone’s so-called conversion to Home Rule for Ireland, has a strong 

element of continuity to it. The years 1884-85-86 can certainly be described as a turning point 

with the enfranchisement of a large proportion of the adult male population, Gladstone’s 

doctrine on Irish Home Rule, and the presenting of the first Home Rule Bill. But they cannot 

be said to be part of a “new departure” as they do not represent a complete rupture.  
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Résumé 

Cet article se propose d’essayer de cerner plus précisément et plus justement les positions 

d’Isaac Butt qui, de prime abord, peuvent paraître contradictoires : unioniste et nationaliste. 

Elément de brouillage supplémentaire, la polarisation politique du débat à partir des années 

1878-1880 a aussi fossilisé une alliance entre Libéraux et partisans du Home Rule d’une part, 

et Conservateurs et unionistes d’autre part. Nous verrons ici que l’évolution politique de Butt 

ne relève pas d’une rupture, mais d’une véritable trajectoire, où conservatisme, nationalisme 

et impérialisme, loin de s’opposer, se nourrissent les uns des autres. 

 

Abstract 

This article aims to try and define more precisely and accurately the political views of Isaac 

Butt as they may first seem contradictory: was he a nationalist? A unionist? This issue is 

made more confusing by the fact that from 1878-80 onwards, British political life became 

polarised between the supporters of Home Rule allied with the Liberals on the one hand and, 

on the other hand, the Conservatives and Unionists. What will be shown is that Isaac Butt’s 

evolution politically was not marked by a rupture but by continuity and that his conservatism 

fed into his nationalism and his imperialism and vice versa.  
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Introduction 
 

Cet article se propose d’aborder Isaac Butt au prisme de la notion de trajectoire, afin de rendre 

compte d’une évolution politique qui peut à première vue sembler paradoxale, si l’on adopte 

la lecture – actuellement remise en cause – qui envisage le parcours de Butt comme celui d’un 

unioniste fervent devenu nationaliste et fondateur d’un mouvement en faveur du Home Rule. 

L’historien Colin Reid refuse de voir en Butt, comme cela a souvent été le cas, une simple 

anticipation du nationalisme plus bouillonnant d’un Charles Stewart Parnell, d’un John 

Redmond ou d’un John Dillon, 23  et il s’inscrit en faux contre la lecture inspirée de la 

biographie de Butt publiée en 1946. 24  Aux analyses de David Thornley et Lawrence 

McCaffrey, qui font de Butt un nationaliste,25 il préfère le concept d’unionisme constructif, 

                                                           
23 Colin Reid, « ‘An experiment in Constructive Unionism’ : Isaac Butt, Home Rule and Federalist Political 

Thought during the 1870s », English Historical Review Vol. CXXIX (2014), p. 333. 
24 Terence de Vere White, The Road of Excess (Dublin : Browne & Nolan, 1946). 
25  Lawrence J. McCaffrey, L. J. « Isaac Butt and the Home Rule Movement: A Study in Conservative 

Nationalism », Review of Politics, 22 (Janvier 1960), 72-95. Lawrence J. McCaffrey, « Irish Federalism in the 



qu’il emprunte à J.W. Good et à son ouvrage de 1920 au titre explicite, Irish Unionism.26 En 

1843, Isaac Butt, avocat, tory, s’était fait connaître dans la vie politique irlandaise lors d’un 

débat sur l’abrogation de l’Union, qui s’était tenu à la Corporation de Dublin,27 où il siégeait 

depuis 1840. L’initiative de ce débat revenait à Daniel O’Connell, champion de 

l’Émancipation catholique,28 whig, député aux Communes depuis 1829, et également membre 

de la Corporation de Dublin. Depuis 1840, celui-ci promouvait la cause de l’abrogation de 

l’Union avec l’énergie qu’il avait déployée lors de la campagne pour l’Émancipation 

catholique. C’est en partisan de l’Union qu’Isaac Butt avait affronté ce formidable tribun. 

Quelques années plus tard, pendant la Grande Famine, Butt avait déploré le traitement que les 

autorités britanniques avaient réservé aux souffrances de la population – la méfiance et la 

parcimonie avec lesquelles l’assistance était distribuée, avant son arrêt pur et simple. En 1848, 

il avait défendu les nationalistes irlandais qui avaient soutenu par la plume ou participé par 

l’épée à l’insurrection ratée du mois d’août. En 1867, ce fut également Butt qui assura la 

défense d’un autre groupe d’insurgés. Une année plus tôt, par la publication de Land Tenure 

in Ireland : a Plea for the Celtic Race, il s’était nettement placé en défenseur des intérêts des 

tenanciers irlandais. En 1870, il fonda la Home Government Association, et traça les contours 

d’un futur Home Rule dans un cadre impérial dans Irish Federalism! its Meaning, its Objects 

and its Hopes. Cet ouvrage plaça la question du Home Rule au centre du débat politique, par-

delà le seul cadre irlandais. Trois ans après, en novembre 1873, il prit les rênes du mouvement 

par le biais de la Home Rule League, créée en remplacement de la Home Government 

Association ; les députés nouvellement élus et issus de cette formation quelques mois plus 

tard se constituèrent en un groupe parlementaire29 qui se proclama indépendant. 

Dans son acception physique, la trajectoire se définit comme une courbe, décrite dans l’air ou 

dans l’espace par un point en mouvement. Elle implique une force, une direction, ainsi qu’une 

cohérence, d’où son emploi métaphorique pour désigner l’ensemble de la carrière d’une 

personnalité, même quand il s’agit non pas d’une courbe mais d’une ligne brisée. La 

trajectoire de Butt apparaît singulière, a fortiori si l’on oppose unionisme et nationalisme de 

façon rigide. Cette trajectoire singulière nous invite à mettre en œuvre ce qui est sans doute 

une méta-problématique de civilisation, et à réfléchir en termes de ruptures et de continuité. 

Faut-il voir dans l’évolution de Butt une rupture, voire une conversion à une cause 

nationaliste ? Ou doit-on plutôt y rechercher des éléments de continuité, à une époque où, 

comme le note Colin Reid, certaines divisions politiques n’étaient pas encore posées de 

manière rigide et infranchissable ? Cet article penche clairement pour la deuxième 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

1870s: A Study in Conservative Nationalism », Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, lii (1962), 

pp. 1-58. David Thornley, Isaac Butt and Home Rule (Londres, MacGibbon & Kee, 1964). 
26 J.W. Good, Irish Unionism, Dublin, 1920. 
27 Il s’agit des instances municipales. Le texte des débats, auquel il sera fait référence plus loin, est reproduit 

dans A Full and Revised Report of the Three Days’ Discussion in the Dublin Corporation on the Repeal of the 

Union, édité par John Levy (Dublin, James Duffy, 1843). 
28 Au cours du dix-huitième siècle, les catholiques irlandais s’étaient vu retirer leurs droits civiques, et reléguer 

au rang de non-citoyens, du fait d’un ensemble de mesures appelées, dans leur ensemble, les lois Pénales. 

Beaucoup de ces dispositions avaient été abrogées à la fin du siècle, mais certaines subsistaient encore. Ainsi, les 

termes du serment que devaient prêter les parlementaires à leur prise de fonction interdisaient de facto à un 

catholique de siéger. En 1829, au terme d’une campagne de mobilisation populaire sans précédent, initiée et 

animée par Daniel O’Connell à partir de 1823, ces dernières restrictions furent abrogées par ce qu’il est convenu 

d’appeler l’Acte d’Émancipation catholique. 
29 Il faut toutefois prendre ce terme avec prudence, et dans on contexte. La notion de discipline parlementaire 

était encore en devenir, et dans le cas de la Home Rule League, certains parlementaires semblent s’être 

davantage fait élire sous cette étiquette par opportunisme que par conviction profonde. Enfin, il faut ici rappeler 

que la notion de Home Rule était alors susceptible de recouvrir des définitions suffisamment différentes pour 

rendre problématique la cohésion du groupe. La singularité de Butt tient non seulement à une pensée qu’il n’est 

pas toujours aisé de classer ou d’étiqueter, mais aussi à un certain isolement. Butt ne fut ni un chef charismatique 

incontesté, ni un tribun, ni un homme de grands réseaux. 



interprétation, et s’attachera à mettre en évidence les continuités dans la pensée politique de 

Butt. 

On s’intéressera ici à l’évolution politique d’un conservateur que l’on pourrait qualifier 

d’unioniste malgré tout, ou d’unioniste déçu, pour reprendre l’expression de Ghislaine 

Saison.30 On envisagera la publication de son ouvrage Irish Federalism… (1870) dans une 

perspective dynamique, en considérant que cette œuvre marqua l’aboutissement de cette 

évolution politique personnelle, et jeta les bases d’un projet collectif. On abordera enfin la 

destinée hyperbolique qu’il y esquissa pour la nation – car pour Butt, il existait bel et bien une 

trajectoire propre à l’Irlande, une trajectoire irlandaise, singulière au sein du Royaume-Uni. 

 

Un unioniste malgré tout 
 

Par sa naissance, sa formation et le début de sa carrière, Isaac Butt était typique de 

l’Ascendancy anglo-irlandaise, cette classe à qui l’anglicanisme et la propriété foncière 

avaient assuré un monopole du pouvoir politique et social tout au long du dix-huitième siècle, 

et qui conserva bien au-delà son hégémonie sociale et culturelle. Né d’un père dignitaire de 

l’Église d’Irlande, Isaac Butt fit ses études supérieures à Trinity College, Dublin, le creuset de 

cette Ascendancy, et y obtint la chaire Whately d’économie politique en 1836. En 1838, il 

entra au Barreau irlandais, et en 1840, il fut élu membre (alderman) de la Corporation de 

Dublin, corps institution qui fut longtemps un bastion conservateur, voire orangiste. 

Butt fut très tôt un tory puis un conservateur convaincu, et le demeura toute sa vie. Et par 

certains aspects, son évolution politique refléta ou accompagna celle de son parti. Il en va 

ainsi, par exemple, de la question du peuple et du droit de vote. Le Dublin University 

Magazine avait été co-fondé par Isaac Butt au lendemain de la Réforme électorale de 1832, 

qui avait élargi le droit de vote, ce que les Conservateurs voyaient comme une menace pour la 

permanence des institutions. Le tout premier article de ce mensuel, en janvier 1833, avait 

ironisé sur l’attitude du roi et de la noblesse à cette occasion, accusés de céder à l’ochlocratie, 

et brandissant la perspective d’un retour du jacobinisme, sauf à mettre le pays à l’abri grâce à 

un retour à la philosophie politique d’Edmund Burke.31 

En 1874, lors de son premier discours au Parlement en tant que chef de la Home Rule League, 

Butt soumit à l’approbation des députés Parlement une proposition d’amendement au discours 

du Trône relatif à la situation irlandaise.32 Une partie de son argumentaire était fondée sur le 

moindre nombre d’électeurs pour les élections législatives, rapporté à la population : dans les 

comtés, un homme sur huit avait le droit de vote en Angleterre, contre un sur vingt en 

                                                           
30 Ghislaine Saison, « Isaac Butt : itinéraire d'un unioniste déçu » in Penseurs conservateurs au Royaume-Uni - 

De Burke au thatchérisme, Maurice Chrétien, dir. (Lyon, Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 2008), pp. 126-151.  
31 Dans ce premier article, en forme de dialogue fictif, le sage Neverout s’adresse en ces termes au fougueux 

Poplar : « If [the King and the nobility] have stooped, from consciousness of inability to resist the power and 

violence of the ochlocracy, it is not for such as you to stand erect in the contest. » in « The Present Crisis : a 

dialogue », The Dublin University Magazine: a Literary and Philosophic Magazine, January 1833. In The 

Dublin University Magazine ..., vol.i, January to June 1833 (Dublin, William Curry Jr & Co., 1833), p. 2, 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uva.x030236548;view=1up;seq=1, consulté le 28 février 2018. 

L’ochlocratie est un terme péjoratif qui désigne un gouvernement désordonné, soumis à la violence et 

l’intimidation des masses. Il s’agit d’une allusion aux manifestations populaires qui avaient in fine eu raison des 

oppositions. 
32 « We also think it right humbly to represent to Your Majesty that dissatisfaction prevails very extensively in 

Ireland with the existing system of government in that country, and that complaints are mode that under that 

system the Irish people do not enjoy the full benefits of the Constitution and of the free principles of the law and 

we humbly assure Your Majesty that we shall regard it as the duty of Parliament, on the earliest opportunity, to 

consider the origin of this dissatisfaction with a view to the removal of all just causes of discontent. » (Isaac 

Butt, speech delivered during the address in answer to the Queen’s speech, 20 March 1874, Hansard, House of 

Commons Debates, vol. 218, c. 111. 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uva.x030236548;view=1up;seq=1


Irlande ; et on dénombrait en Angleterre 1,2 millions d’électeurs dans les bourgs 

parlementaires, pour 26 millions d’habitants, contre 50 000 électeurs pour 5,5 millions 

d’habitants en Irlande. Et Butt de demander à la Chambre si le peuple irlandais « had the full 

benefit of the constitution which had been established in England. »33 Mais cet engouement 

pour le suffrage populaire relève également d’une évolution des conservateurs : arc-boutés 

contre la Réforme électorale de 1832, puis contre celle proposée par les Libéraux en 1866, ils 

avaient eux-mêmes préparé et voté une mesure d’extension du droit de vote bien plus 

significative l’année suivante, en 1867.34 Au début des années 1870, le conservatisme était en 

train d’évoluer vers ce que l’on appelle le one-nation Conservatism, ou encore Tory 

democracy, une approche que l’on pourrait, certes de manière anachronique, qualifier de plus 

inclusive. Les propos de Butt ne relevaient pas d’une conversion singulière, et le terme 

« popular vote » qu’il employa n’est en rien ironique ni dépréciatif. 

 

Sur ce point, et alors même que Butt prononçait un discours où il réclamait qu’une attention 

particulière soit portée à la question irlandaise, priant le gouvernement de faire cesser les 

causes (légitimes) de mécontentement, c’était bien une approche fondamentalement unioniste 

qui s’annonçait. Butt déplorait l’écart croissant entre l’Angleterre et l’Irlande du point de vue 

de la loi électorale, écart qui n’était pas un point isolé, mais relevait d’une sorte de mise en 

quarantaine du pays par l’Angleterre dans son mode de gouvernance : « In fact, the whole 

system of government in Ireland was based upon distrust of the people, just as the whole 

system of government in England was based upon trust of the people. »35 A ce stade, pour 

Butt, il n’était pas encore question de demander le Home Rule, repoussé à une échéance 

indéterminée : « He did not at present ask the House to concede Home Rule to Ireland. That 

question remained to be discussed, and perhaps to be discussed for many years. » Le Home 

Rule apparaît presque ici davantage comme un horizon, si ce n’est une menace, que comme 

un projet de plein droit. 

Butt demeurait là sur l’argumentaire qui avait été le sien au moment de la Famine : en Irlande, 

le rejet des institutions impériales, mais surtout anglaises, s’expliquait par un traitement inégal 

du pays. En 1874, Butt fustigeait les tracasseries policières dont la population était victime. 

En 1847, il avait dénoncé la justification de la fin de l’assistance publique : 

 
What can be more absurd, what can be more wicked than for men professing attachment to an 

imperial constitution, to answer claims for state assistance to the unprecedented necessities of 

Ireland, by talking of Ireland being a drain upon the English treasury? […] If Cornwall had been 

visited with the scenes that have desolated Cork, would similar arguments have been used? Would 

men have stood up and denied that Cornwall was entitled to have the whole country share this 

extraordinary loss?36 

 

Dans ce même article, Butt avait évoqué les richesses de l’empire qui, dûment mobilisées, 

auraient attaché l’Irlande à la Grande-Bretagne plus efficacement que n’importe quelle 

démonstration de force – une opportunité gâchée. 

Le discours de 1874 constitua en quelque sorte l’acte de naissance du parti du Home Rule en 

tant que groupe parlementaire : 

 
For the first time since the Act of Union a majority—he would call it a decisive majority—of Irish 

Members had been returned pledged to seek such a modification of the arrangements of the Union as 

                                                           
33 Ibid., c. 115. 
34 Cette réforme fit passer le nombre d’électeurs de 1 360 000 en 1866 à 2 456 000 en 1868. 
35 Butt, Address in answer to the Queen’s speech, c. 116. 
36  « The Famine in the Land », April 1847, The Dublin University Magazine: A Literary and Philosophic 

Review. The Dublin University Magazine …, vol. xxix, January to June 1847 (Dublin, James McGlashan, 1847), 

pp. 514-15. 



would give to Irishmen in Ireland the right of managing their own affairs. He referred to this fact as 

evidence of dissatisfaction with the existing state of things. The Irish Members who had been 

returned as Home Rulers were a decisive majority of the Irish representatives, and these had not 

been pledged to any mere vague declaration in favour of Home Rule. Those who had thought it right 

to endeavour to excite the attention of the country to the question of Home Rule had deliberately 

prepared and put before the country the plan contained in the Resolution, which he ventured to say 

was framed in terms as clear and distinct as possible.37 

 

A certains égards, cette citation paraît moins décrire une réalité politique que relever d’une 

volonté performative. La majorité était certes incontestable à la sortie des urnes, avec 59 

Home Rulers déclarés sur 105 députés irlandais à Westminster. Mais une fois au Parlement, 

cette majorité avait fondu, et il ne s’était plus trouvé que 46 élus pour s’inscrire véritablement 

dans ce futur groupe parlementaire. On rappellera enfin que Butt avait finalement renoncé à 

exiger de ces parlementaires un engagement formel (pledge). Toutefois, malgré ces 

incertitudes, le langage est, à plusieurs reprises, celui de la rupture. Il s’agit d’une rupture 

temporelle : la citation ci-dessus fait référence à un événement sans précédent depuis l’Union. 

La rupture est également politique, car la création de ce groupe parlementaire nouveau est 

présentée comme elle-même créatrice d’un nouvel ordre. Repousser un débat sur le Home 

Rule à un horizon plus lointain, et flou, était peut-être une manière de chercher à amortir 

l’effet de cette nouveauté. 

Mais le langage demeure celui de l’unité. Au début du discours, Butt affirmait que le projet de 

Home Rule n’entamerait en rien les prérogatives de la couronne, ni la stabilité de l’empire, et 

convoquait à l’appui de cette affirmation les précédents canadien et australien. Vers la fin, les 

protestations d’unité se font à nouveau entendre : avant d’évoquer le Home Rule en tant que 

projet concret et non en tant qu’horizon plus flou et plus lointain, ses partisans devaient, selon 

Butt, convaincre qu’ils ne voulaient pas de séparation. Le cadre géopolitique devait demeurer 

celui de l’empire, et le cadre institutionnel, celui de la constitution britannique. Et c’est 

précisément son maintien que permettrait le Home Rule : 

 
That question remained to be discussed, and perhaps to be discussed for many years. But first the 

advocates of Home Rule must satisfy the English people that they were not seeking separation. 

Ireland had given up the idea of separation, because she had before her the prospect of obtaining 

another and a far better thing. He did not believe Ireland would ever be content with the existing 

state of things; but if Englishmen approached the subject with unprejudiced minds there would be no 

difficulty in framing a measure which would make Ireland contented, while the integrity of the 

Empire would be perfectly maintained.38 

 

Le Home Rule au chevet de l’unité : cette position a certes parfois tenu d’un équilibre 

impossible. 

 

L’Union, la nation et l’empire : une trajectoire collective 
 

Que l’on considère Isaac Butt comme un nouveau nationaliste ou plutôt un nationaliste du 

seuil, héraut de Parnell, ou comme un « unioniste inventif » selon l’expression de C. Reid,39 

sa singularité tient également dans son rapport à l’histoire. Par certains aspects, il se situe 

pleinement dans la lignée de la Jeune Irlande, et peut-être par-delà, dans la tradition antiquaire 

                                                           
37 Butt, Address in answer to the Queen’s speech,.c. 111. 
38 Ibid., c. 117. 
39 Colin Reid « ‘An experiment in Constructive Unionism’: Isaac Butt, Home Rule and Federalist Political 

Thought during the 1870s », English Historical Review, Vol. CXXIX (2014), p. 336. 



de la fin du dix-huitième siècle.40  Irish Federalism comporte des références explicites à 

certains des topoï de ce premier nationalisme culturel, et notamment la référence à l’Ile des 

Saints et des érudits, ou encore au Voyage de Saint Brendan.41 

En revanche, Butt diffère sur l’histoire plus récente, et en particulier sur le Parlement de 1782, 

également appelé Parlement de Grattan. En 1782, les membres de la Chambre des communes 

d’Irlande avaient voté unanimement une déclaration d’indépendance législative : toute loi 

votée à Londres, et affectant l’Irlande, devrait être approuvée par le Parlement de Dublin pour 

pouvoir s’appliquer. Dans l’histoire nationaliste qui s’écrivit au dix-neuvième siècle, cet 

épisode constituait un véritable âge d’or – un deuxième âge d’or, après le haut Moyen Age – 

et venait étayer les arguments en faveur de l’abrogation de l’Union et de la séparation. 

N’était-ce pas ce parlement qui avait mis un terme aux Lois Pénales ? créé les conditions d’un 

début de décollage économique ? 

Ce n’est pas le bilan qu’en tirait Butt, du moins pas le seul bilan. Son point de critique 

principal portait sur la relation entre l’Irlande, l’Angleterre et l’Empire telle qu’elle existait 

dans ce mode institutionnel : 

 
Thus stood the Irish Parliament in constitutional position from 1782 until its dissolution. It had full 

and entire control over everything Irish, where it belonged to Parliament to control. The Irish House 

of Commons were absolute masters of Irish taxation. Not a penny could be raised from Ireland 

without their consent; but, on the other hand, in all the external affairs of the Empire, Ireland had no 

voice. The King of England declared war and made peace by proclamations framed in his English 

Privy Council, and by its advice. Treaties with foreign powers were made by English ministers, and 

could only require the sanction of the Irish Parliament if they contained stipulations which might 

affect Irish trade. Over India and the Colonies, the English Parliament exercised supreme and 

exclusive control. All those which we now term Imperial affairs were entirely under the direction of 

the English Ministry and Parliament.42 

 

En d’autres termes, au regard de l’Empire, l’Irlande n’existait pas. Dans la logique impériale 

de Butt, cela amputait considérablement la portée et la valeur de cette indépendance ; tandis 

que l’Irlande d’avant l’Union n’était qu’un satellite de l’Angleterre, la solution fédérale la 

placerait au cœur de l’Empire. 

 

La logique de Butt n’était pas séparatiste, loin s’en faut, il considérait la dynamique 

séparatiste comme indissociable du sectarisme confessionnel et de ses vieux fléaux. Lors du 

débat de 1843 précédemment évoqué, l’argument où il semble avoir mis le plus de passion fut 

celui selon lequel un débat plus effectif sur l’abrogation de Union prendrait inévitablement 

une coloration sectaire, et livrerait le pays à ses vieux démons. Selon lui, croire que l’on 

pouvait chercher à mettre en œuvre une séparation des deux îles sur un plan purement 

politique et technique, sans convoquer le religieux, était illusoire. Butt convoqua la mémoire 

des années 1790 et des Irlandais Unis : 

 
so thought the men who in 1790 began to attempt to separate Ireland from England. Did [the 

audience] believe it possible that a question of this kind, a question involving the natural relations 

between England and Ireland could be agitated without calling into action the elements of religious 

discord? Never was hope more vain. […] The Protestant would be halloed against the Catholic, and 

                                                           
40 Voir Ghislaine Saison, « Isaac Butt : itinéraire d'un unioniste déçu » in Penseurs conservateurs au Royaume-

Uni - De Burke au thatchérisme, Maurice Chrétien, dir. (Lyon, Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 2008), pp. 126-

151. 
41 Au début du sixième siècle, saint Brendan, qui a véritablement existé, aurait accompli un très long voyage 

maritime, relaté dans la Navigatio Brendani (huitième siècle), texte où certains commentateurs ont vu une toute 

première découverte de l’Amérique. 
42 Isaac Butt, Irish Federalism, p. 39. 



the Catholic against the Protestant, by every bad recollection that malicious ingenuity could rake up 

from the history of other times.43  

 

Et Butt d’inviter à ne pas réveiller les démons de l’histoire : 

 
No, let the memory of past wrongs be forgotten, away with the evil spirit that would wander among 

the tombs, to hold communion only with the evil things of other days, and by an infernal 

necromancy call from the grave the hideous spectres of forgotten crimes to disturb the present 

generation with the guilt and the passions of the past.44 

 

Si, dans ce début des années 1840, les membres de la Jeune Irlande avaient cherché dans 

l’Histoire un moyen d’action sur les hommes, Butt s’en méfiait, et continua de s’en méfier. 

D’où sans doute cette difficulté qui persiste pour le placer sur des lignes politiques 

cristallisées autour d’histoires et de mémoires opposées, violentes, et souvent brandies en 

étendard. Et d’où peut-être aussi la moindre postérité d’une proposition au conservatisme 

assumé, à la dimension technique parfois sèche, et aux envolées de sentiment national qui 

peuvent sembler désincarnées. 

Face au constat d’échec de l’Union, l’auteur d’Irish Federalism n’en demandait toujours pas 

l’abrogation en 1870, au sens où le terme de Repeal était entendu : un retour à la situation 

constitutionnelle qui l’avait immédiatement précédée. Butt n’idéalisait pas le Parlement de 

Grattan, pas davantage en 1870 qu’en 1843. C’était autre chose qu’il espérait voir advenir. Le 

fédéralisme qu’il appelait de ses vœux était de nature à renforcer les liens plus qu’à les 

distendre, a fortiori qu’à les rompre. Au retour sur le passé, Butt préférait la projection dans 

une destinée à accomplir dans un avenir non défini. Inscrire le projet dans le double espace 

des Iles Britanniques et de l’empire fermait la porte, du moins en théorie, au remplacement de 

l’argument par le ressassement mémoriel. 

 

Une destinée manifeste pour l’Irlande ? 
 

Si la pleine inclusion de l’Irlande dans un espace britannique et impérial devait lui permettre 

de sortir des cycles de violence qui avaient marqué son histoire, il y avait une réciproque. 

L’inclusion, et non plus la domination de l’Irlande était de nature à apporter une protection, à 

l’Angleterre et à l’empire. Butt, sans doute influencé en cela par les théories d’un âge d’or 

irlandais, et par la vision d’une Irlande qui aurait servi de sanctuaire aux productions des 

cultures chrétienne et gréco-romaine lors des invasions barbares, y voyait une réserve de 

spiritualité.45  

A une époque plus récente, et de manière nettement plus pragmatique, il avait semblé 

nécessaire d’arrimer l’Irlande à l’Angleterre, pour que la vulnérabilité et la volatilité politique 

de la première ne fût pas une source de faiblesse pour la seconde, dans le contexte des guerres 

révolutionnaires – c’était la logique qui avait présidé à l’Union. Pour Butt, en 1870, le danger 

était de retour : l’Union avait échoué, tandis que les menaces extérieures renaissaient.46 Il 

convient donc de ne pas considérer ce demi-avertissement que l’on trouve dès la préface 

comme une simple coquille rhétorique vide : 
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I have long since had the conviction forced upon me that it is equally essential to the safety of 

England and to the happiness and tranquillity of Ireland, that the right of self-government should be  

restored to this country.47 

 

Cet argument est développé de manière plus ample à la fin du premier chapitre, et les 

menaces s’y font plus précises : 

 
The Union was carried into effect to consolidate the power of the Empire when England was 

engaged in the great effort of the revolutionary war. In the events which now threaten the peace of 

Europe, and of the world, it is only by a revision of that Union that the same end can be attained. It 

is, after all, in periods of great national emergencies that the minds of men are roused to achieve 

great results. It was amid the troubles and perplexities which followed the campaign of Sadowa, that 

Austrian statesmen rose to the necessity of giving to Hungary the free constitution which has made 

that country the strength, instead of the weakness, of the Austrian Confederation. English statesmen 

would do well to profit by the lesson before a war overtakes them, with Ireland still the weakness of 

the British state.48 

 

Une Irlande apaisée, et restaurée dans sa dignité par l’arrangement fédéral proposé serait non 

seulement un poids de moins face à une menace extérieure, mais également un recours contre 

une menace intérieure. Et cette menace était identifiée : il s’agissait de la montée en puissance 

des masses, potentiellement révolutionnaires. Répondant à l’objection selon laquelle un 

parlement indépendant en Irlande pourrait être tenté par un renversement de l’ordre établi, 

Butt avança au contraire que 

 
[…] these imaginations of democratic violence from an Irish House of Commons are visionary in 

the extreme.  There is no people on earth less disposed to democracy than the Irish. The real danger 

of democratic or revolutionary violence is far more with the English people. The time may not be far 

distant when a separate Irish Parliament might be, in the best sense of the word, the Conservative 

element in the British Confederation.49 

 

L’Irlande aurait ainsi constitué, selon Butt, une réserve de conservatisme, étayant la stabilité 

de l’ensemble. Enfin, l’Irlande pouvait devenir tant un exemple qu’une réserve de piété : 

 
Above all, we have not a population outgrowing the means of religious instruction, and living in a 

state of heathenism. It would be utterly impossible in Ireland for incidents to occur like those which 

we are assured by parliamentary papers to be common “in the black country,” where grown up men 

and women knew nothing of Jesus Christ. In England there are many publications advocating infidel 

opinions, and enjoying a large circulation — in Ireland there is not one. Ireland is essentially a 

religious country, and men of all creeds shrink from the scepticism which is spreading rapidly 

through English society. I say it in deep sorrow, wealth and luxury have brought to all classes in 

England contaminations and abominations from which Ireland may rejoice that her poverty has kept 

her free.50 

 

Les éléments qui sous-tendent habituellement la critique de l’Irlande sont repris, et renversés 

pour devenir des vertus : la pauvreté devient humilité et frugalité chrétiennes, la religion n’est 

plus un élément de division, mais de cohésion sociale. Si l’utilité immédiate de cette réserve 

spirituelle n’était pas clairement définie, les accents de Butt étaient incontestablement 

providentialistes, et la destinée de l’Irlande, presque manifeste : 
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if ever the time comes when the  evil influences which unhappily exist in England should prevail in 

her social and political system over the virtues which unquestionably belong to a large portion of her 

people,  it would be well for England herself that she had near her,  and allied to her, a legislature 

and a nation which those corrupting influences had never reached.51 

 

L’Irlande pourrait être l’instrument de la rédemption de l’Angleterre. 

 

Le chapitre IX de l’ouvrage, dont le nationalisme inspiré contraste parfois de manière 

saisissante avec le pragmatisme constitutionnel de chapitres antérieurs, 52  plus techniques, 

s’intitule précisément « The Destiny of Ireland. » Butt y insistait sur ce à quoi l’Irlande avait 

échappé : guerres, massacres et famines. Il y voyait la preuve d’une destinée spéciale de la 

nation irlandaise, même si elle n’était pas encore pleinement révélée, et demeurait dans un 

horizon encore mystérieux.53 Elle attendait son heure : 

 
 I do not believe that it is without a purpose that the God of nations has thus preserved and 

multiplied the Irish race – that their nationality has thus been kept separate and distinct. […] The 

Providence that bestowed upon Ireland these great qualities must surely intend that one day or 

other they would find their work to do.54 

 

Dans cette logique, l’échec même de l’assimilation de l’Irlande au reste du Royaume-Uni 

devenait un signe d’élection. De même, un peu plus haut, Butt avait vu dans la non-

assimilation religieuse de l’Irlande un signe, sinon d’élection, du moins d’exception. Si, selon 

Butt, on trouve partout abondance de héros et de martyrs, des figures singulières de 

résistance, « history records nothing like the fidelity with which in Ireland a whole people 

adhered to their religious beliefs. »55 Il existait donc une singularité irlandaise, puissante, 

irréductible, qui selon lui ne pouvait que découler d’un dessein divin.  

 

L’Irlande figure, dans la représentation des peuples selon Butt, comme une terre d’élection, ce 

qu’il suggéra à plusieurs reprises par les références au peuple élu, le peuple juif. L’analogie 

n’était pas nouvelle : l’hebdomadaire nationaliste The Nation, par exemple, avait établi à 

plusieurs reprises une analogie entre les Irlandais et les hébreux réduits en esclavage, par 

Pharaon représentant le pouvoir anglais. L’oppression du peuple Juif réduit en esclavage, la 

fuite d’Egypte, la vaine poursuite lancée par Pharaon et la punition de ses armées et de sa 

terre constituent un épisode biblique tout indiqué pour sous-tendre un argumentaire 

nationaliste. Un peuple a été réduit en esclavage, mais ses efforts pour secouer son joug sont 

inspirés, approuvés et facilités par la puissance divine. On ne peut dès lors plus parler de 

rébellion, condamnable, mais de refus, et de marche vers un destin supérieur et singulier. Ce 

n’est pas tant la fuite d’Egypte qui retint l’attention de Butt, que l’actualité de ce destin : celui 

d’un peuple qui avait survécu aux persécutions, aux famines et aux destructions de toutes 

sortes, et a essaimé de par le monde. Irish Federalism … avait déjà très largement intégré 

l’existence d’une diaspora irlandaise. 

Butt fit toutefois un peu plus que reprendre l’analogie, et alla jusqu’à suggérer une identité 

originelle, en vertu d’une légende récurrente, qui voit dans les Celtes les descendants de l’une 

                                                           
51 Butt, Irish Federalism, p. 106. 
52 Joseph Spence parle des oscillations de Butt, entre « Tory pessimism » et « nationalist idealism » ; voir « Isaac 

Butt, Irish Nationality and the Conditional Defence of the Union, 1833-70 » in George Boyce et Alan O’Day, 

dirs., Defenders of the Union. A Survey of British and Irish Unionism since 1801 (Londres et New York, 

Routledge, 2001), p. 84. 
53  Il s’agit très clairement d’une rédemption politique et spirituelle de l’Angleterre, mais peut-être pas 

uniquement ; et en tout état de cause, on peine à en imaginer précisément les contours. 
54 Butt, Irish Federalism, p. 103. 
55 Ibid. 



des dix tribus perdues d’Israel. Si Butt se gardait de cautionner sans réserve cette thèse, qu’il 

associait encore au légendaire, il lui accorda toutefois une part de véracité : 

 
There is no people on earth about whose origin so many strange traditions gather, as those which 

surround the cradle of the Irish race. The strangest of all is that which associates them with the 

Jewish exodus from Egypt, and traces back the wanderings of the first settlers in Ireland to the 

shores of the Red Sea. These stories are not altogether mythical. Like most historical traditions of 

the olden time, legend mingles fable with the truth.56 

 

Cette hypothèse permet, une fois encore, de renverser un stéréotype négatif pour le 

transformer en attribut supérieur : les Celtes d’Irlande ne seraient ainsi pas un peuple 

irrémédiablement barbare et inférieur aux Anglo-Saxons, mais les descendants en ligne 

directe du peuple élu.57 

 

Conclusion 
 

Relire Irish Federalism à la lumière de l’une des premières prises de parole publiques d’Isaac 

Butt, le discours qu’il tint en faveur de l’Union le 28 février 1843, est à la fois pertinent et 

éclairant dans le cadre de la perspective abordée ici. Cela permet d’écarter de manière 

définitive une lecture simpliste, celle d’un unioniste se découvrant nationaliste à la faveur de 

la Famine, et reniant ses convictions antérieures. Cela permet également de s’affranchir d’une 

interprétation qui, tenant à un cloisonnement rigide, post-1880, ne verrait dans ce 

nationalisme, certes peu virulent, que l’opportunisme d’un homme cherchant à sauver sa 

carrière politique, ou d’une classe cherchant une alternative et une réserve électorale pour 

contrer les Libéraux et leurs réformes. 

Commentant le discours de Butt en 1843, Daniel O’Connell avait déclaré : 

 
A man of his genius must have had some yearning for his native land, and though the word Ireland 

may not yet sound as musically in his ears as in mine, it has in his private ear its charm for him. 

Depend upon it that Alderman Butt is in his inmost soul an Irishman, and that we will have him 

struggling with us for Ireland yet. 58 

 

Certes, pour Daniel O’Connell, cela signifiait concrètement prendre fait et cause pour le 

Repeal, ce qui n’a pas été vérifié par la trajectoire politique de Butt, qui continua de refuser 

l’idée de séparation, comme l’idée d’un retour au Parlement de Grattan à laquelle elle était 

chevillée dans l’esprit des nationalistes constitutionnels tels que O’Connell. Toutefois, cette 

analyse s’avère totalement pertinente pour ce qui est du sentiment national ; pour reprendre la 

métaphore contenue dans cette citation, on pourrait dire que la sensibilité privée finit par 

trouver son expression dans le discours public. 
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Si, en 1843, O’Connell avait perçu ce que pouvait être la trajectoire de Butt, réfutant en quelque sorte par 

anticipation l’accusation d’opportunisme, celui-ci tint à réfuter les accusations de sectarisme et de bigoterie 

portées par les détracteurs du Libérateur : 

“Let me say it with melancholy reverence for his memory, Protestant Ireland has never, in this respect, done 

justice to this great Irishman.  No man ever lived more opposed to religious intolerance — no man would more 

strenuously have opposed any sectarian ascendancy, or any attempt at political dictation by any spiritual power. 

No misrepresentation of his character could be more unjust than that which would describe him as the slave of 

prejudice or bigotry, or the servile adherent of ecclesiastical rule.” (Butt, Irish Federalism, p. 107) 



Le nationalisme de Butt ne doit pas être opposé à son conservatisme, ni à son impérialisme. 

Avec C. Reid, on pourrait plutôt parler d’unionisme inventif. Sa trajectoire (r)établit du lien 

entre différents épisodes, sinon depuis l’Union, du moins depuis les années 1830, ainsi que du 

lien entre des préoccupations sectionnelles et une trajectoire nationale – entre des 

revendications et un projet. Selon Reid, 

 
Butt provided a crucial bridge which helps to explain the shift from sectional discontent, such as 

agrarianism and agitation about Fenian prisoners, towards the broader and more nationally 

oriented principle of Home Rule […] Taken as a whole, Butt’s pamphleteering activities during 

the 1860s and 1870s constituted a sustained critique of the post-Famine Union, from a 

Conservative perspective: he provided the rationale for Home Rule, and his example offered an 

illuminating demonstration of the radicalisation of Irish sentiment in favour of self-government.59 

 

Quant à la critique de l’Union portée par Butt, elle ne portait pas tant sur le principe même – 

une véritable union des peuples – que sur le résultat obtenu, presque diamétralement opposé, 

la discorde et l’antagonisme. 

 
The late nineteenth-century dichotomy between unionism and nationalism in Ireland, underpinned 

by religious and national differences to which the Home Rule debate gave substance, was not as 

all-consuming in the 1860s and 1870s: political and intellectual space existed for unionists such as 

Butt to re-imagine the Union in ways which embraced Irish nationalist sentiments. 60 

 

Il n’est pas tant question de contradiction que de complexité. Il faut ici l’accepter, sans 

chercher à rabattre Isaac Butt sur des lignes de partage cristallisées ultérieurement. Le projet 

esquissé par Butt reposait sur deux conditions : un éveil de la classe politique britannique à la 

nécessité d’un changement institutionnel profond, se manifestant par un accueil bienveillant 

de la demande de Home government, et l’union de (presque) tous les Irlandais dans cette 

démarche. Elle ne se sont pas réalisées. 
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Abstract 
In the aftermath of the Land War, Parnell’s fortunes were far from assured. Having courted 

Advanced Nationalist anti-English rhetoric along with his Land League associates, he had 

struck a secret deal with the United Kingdom government. This article examines the changing 

fortunes of Parnell following the Land War 1879-82 and the establishment of the more 

autocratic Irish National League. It shows the role of the Catholic Church in Irish politics and 

the Catholic hierarchy’s ability to ignore Rome and follow their flock in national politic 

matters. The balancing of the competing forces of Advanced Nationalism and Catholic 

political representation at Westminster is examined. Furthermore, it shows through a 

historiographic analysis that concurrent with the rise of Parnellism events leading up to the 

1885 general election cemented political sectarianism into the fabric of Irish politics. 

 

Résumé 

Immédiatement après la Guerre des Terres, le destin politique de Parnell était loin d’être 

établi. Après avoir adopté la rhétorique anti-anglaise du nationalisme extrême avec ses 

associés de la Ligue Agraire, il passa un pacte secret avec le gouvernement britannique. Cet 

article étudie le destin changeant de Parnell après la Guerre des Terres de 1879-1882 et la 

mise en place d’une Ligue Nationale Irlandaise, plus autocratique. Il montre aussi le rôle joué 

par l’Église catholique dans la vie politique irlandaise et la capacité de la hiérarchie ecclésiale 

irlandaise à s’affranchir de l’autorité papale pour suivre les fidèles irlandais en matière de 

politique nationale. Le rapport de force qui put exister entre les forces rivales que furent le 

nationalisme extrême et la représentation parlementaire catholique est examiné. Une analyse 

historiographique contribue à souligner qu’en parallèle de l’avènement du  « parnellisme », 

les événements qui menèrent à 1885 permirent au sectarisme religieux de s’enraciner 

durablement dans la vie politique irlandaise. 
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In February 1882, W.E. Gladstone, then during his second premiership, came to believe that if 

the majority of Irish MPs demanded Home Rule and the British parliament rejected it out of 

hand, then the state, or the union of the United Kingdom, might be threatened.62 By March 

1885, Gladstone had come to believe that there would never be “any moral obligation to the 

Irish nation in the Act of Union”. 63  Gladstone was influenced by a speech by William 

O’Brien, MP, leader of the Irish National League who in the period made forceful speeches 

on the Irish need for democracy referencing its long history of resistance to English rule. At 

Mallow in February 1885, O’Brien claimed that “the power of the people is now practically 

supreme” and that “the day of Irish Nationality – the coming of Irish Nationality is as certain 

as the coming of to-morrow’s sun”.64  

In the period between February 1882 and the general election of 1885, Irish political 

organising under the Home Rule banner was streamlined under its leader Charles Stewart 

Parnell. In 1885, for the first time, a decisive number of Irish Home Rule MPs were returned 

in the November-December general election ensuring that the Irish question was one that 

would have to be addressed by parliament, whichever of the two main United Kingdom 

parties were to hold government. In the 1885 election, the Home Rule party won 86 seats; 85 

of the 103 Irish seats and even one seat in a Liverpool constituency which returned T.P. 

O’Connor for the Home Rule Party. Thus, a united Irish party held the balance of power 

between the Tories with 249 seats and the Liberals under Gladstone with 335 MPs.65  

However, Home Rule for Ireland was a divisive subject in the United Kingdom — not just 

between parties but also internally amongst both the Liberals and the Conservatives. History 

had shown that holding the balance of power in parliament did not guarantee the prospect of 

devolution, repeal or independence for Ireland. However, what was remarkable in Irish 

politics was the ability of Parnell and his machine to forge a united Irish party at Westminster 

where, so far, other Irishmen had successively failed to maintain unity of purpose. 

Throughout the three decades following the Great Irish Famine of 1845-52, Irish nationalist 

representation in parliament was weak and disparate. Its weakness was due to the fact that it 

was almost impossible for an Irish nationalist party to act as one. In 1852, an attempt by the 

Independent Irish Party to hold the balance of power in Westminster by remaining united in 

the midst of divisions in the Whigs and Tories proved initially successful but the party 

collapsed when John Sadleir and William Keogh accepted government offices.66 This betrayal 

of a pledge to remain aloof from alliances with British political parties was used as 

justification by the founders of the advanced nationalist Fenian movement to validate their 

aim of achieving a united and republican Ireland through force of arms. Parnell’s greatness as 

a political leader was his ability to harness disparate forces in Irish politics and society, both 

clerical and secular, and his legacy was an Irish party that would eventually achieve the 

parliamentary acceptance of Home Rule for Ireland twenty-one years after his death. This 

article will focus on the background to the ascent of Parnellism and the circumstances 

between 1882 and 1885 that brought Parnell and his party such success at the election of 

1885. 

 

Parnell’s rise: the early days of Home Rule and the first Land War 
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Founded 1858 as the Irish Revolutionary (later Republican) Brotherhood (IRB) and the 

Fenian Brotherhood in the United States, the Fenian movement became an abiding fixture of 

Irish nationalist politics for more than half a century. Despite its abysmal failure at armed 

revolution, its various organisations became a central element in Irish political life especially 

following the failed 1867 rising. While the above mentioned Sadleir and Keogh episode had a 

direct influence on the Fenian movement’s advocacy of a revolutionary rather than a 

constitutional approach to achieving an independent Ireland, it was its American base and its 

ability to raise funds and proselytise for a united independent Ireland that ensured its 

importance. Its adherents’ imprisonment in the late 1860s garnered public sympathy and led 

to civil and political organisations that advocated Home Rule for Ireland. The suppression of 

the Fenian movement from 1865 led to a growing popular sympathy for their nationalist ideal 

of an independent Ireland. This ideal was not wholeheartedly embraced by all in Ireland, but 

demands for greater independence began to dominate mainstream Irish politics from the early 

1870s. Isaac Butt, the founder of the Home Government Association in 1870, had been a 

barrister for IRB prisoners in the mid-1860s and rose to political prominence in the Amnesty 

movement that sought the release of Fenian convicts from 1869.67 In his 1870 pamphlet, Irish 

federalism, its meaning, its objects and its hopes, he proposed a “Federal Union” for 

Ireland. 68  In 1867 Canada had been granted dominion status with a federal structure. 

However, Ireland’s constitutional case was different: though administered in a quasi-colonial 

manner, it was nonetheless part of the United Kingdom. The early days of the home rule 

agitation in Ireland brought together incongruous alliances with Fenian cadres supporting 

home rule Tories against Gladstonian Liberal candidates who had the support of the Catholic 

clergy. This period also saw members of the IRB Supreme Council like Joseph Biggar and 

Thomas O’Connor Power standing successfully for election to the House of Commons despite 

their movement’s eschewing participation in parliamentary politics. However, in 1876 the 

IRB Supreme Council voted to remove its participatory support for the home rule 

movement. 69  Butt’s Home Rule League founded in 1874 had both conservative and 

radical/revolutionary wings, the latter including Fenian-aligned MPs such as Biggar and 

O’Connor Power. Thus, it was relatively incoherent and ineffectual as a political force.70 

However within its ranks there was a potential that was seized upon by ambitious politicians 

and revolutionaries alike. 

In 1875 the radical wing of Butt’s party was joined at Westminster by the young MP for 

Dublin, the Protestant Co. Wicklow landlord Charles Stewart Parnell.71 The years between 

1875 and 1882 saw Parnell and a Fenian nexus change the shape of Irish politics and begin to 

change Irish nationalist representation at Westminster. Firstly, Parnell successfully aligned 

himself with the international Fenian movement, namely the larger and more influential 

offshoot of the Fenian Brotherhood, Clan-na-Gael. Though also prone to splits and 

infighting, Fenianism in the United States was a source of financial muscle. In 1878, Parnell’s 
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ascendency in Irish politics was cemented when John Devoy, a leader of the Clan-na-Gael 

telegrammed the president of the IRB, Charles Kickham, announcing a dramatic change in 

Fenian orthodoxy. He also immediately published the five conditions on which nationalists 

would support Parnell in what became known as the New Departure.72  These conditions 

included abandoning a federal solution in favour of “a general declaration in favour of self-

government”, “agitation on the land question” seeking peasant proprietorship, “exclusion of 

sectarian issues from the platform”, “Irish members [of parliament] to vote together on all 

home and Imperial questions” while resisting coercion, and offering support to “all struggling 

nationalities in the British Empire or elsewhere”.73 This new departure led directly to the 

formation of the Irish National Land League (INLL) in October 1879 and the subsequent 

Land War 1879-82, which brought the rule of law in Ireland to a state of crisis. 

 

 

The Irish National Land League and the first Land War 

 
The Irish National Land League was founded in October 1879 with Parnell as its president. 

The governing body was thoroughly Fenian and from early 1880 it started sub rosa efforts to 

insert Parnellite and Land League favoured candidates as parliamentary candidates for the 

Irish Party at the general elections that year.74 Following that election Land League branches 

were started throughout rural Ireland even making inroads in the Orange heartlands of Ulster 

through the summer, autumn and early winter of 1880.75 While ostensibly a tenant right 

movement, it was a movement organised at a grassroots level by members of the IRB and was 

largely financed by separatists in the United States. This New Departure was a departure for 

advanced nationalists, who had previously advocated shunning parliamentary and 

constitutional politics. By financing and organising the Land League movement and in aiding 

Irish politicians headed by Parnell, the aim was to further the cause of an independent Ireland 

under the Home Rule banner. In the period of the first Land War, hundreds of thousands of 

pounds flowed into Land League coffers from the United States.76 Despite opposition from 

the ruling body of Irish Fenianism, the IRB Supreme Council, Land League organisers took 

their lead from the American wing of the Fenian movement and many Irish Americans 

returned to Ireland, taking an active part in INLL activities.77 Land League meetings and 

posters promoted advanced nationalism while in Land League strongholds violence and 

intimidation was often aimed at landlords who held local administrative functions. Thus, the 

Land League was also a giant propaganda machine promulgating the ideas of advanced 

nationalists, humiliating and harassing local government office-holders, as it promoted an 
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independent Ireland free from what was considered to be English tyranny.78 This approach 

proved successful and the rhetoric and organising structure of the Land League owed its 

strength to the organising abilities of grassroots Fenianism. However, despite many parts of 

rural Ireland becoming ungovernable, Ireland did not rise up in rebellion against British rule. 

Yet the tone had been set and as will be seen below, this strand of advanced nationalist 

rhetoric became central to the success of Irish political figures demanding Home Rule in 

subsequent years.  

In order to combat the breakdown of law and order that followed the organisation of local 

INLL branches, Gladstone’s Liberal government was forced to adopt the most illiberal of 

policies including, from March 1881, the suspension of habeas corpus.79 However, Gladstone 

had a long history of defusing Irish tensions, as evidenced by his disestablishment of the 

Church of Ireland in 1869, the 1870 Land Act and the amnesty of Fenian prisoners.80 The 

Land Act of 1881, coupled with the use of draconian powers to crush militancy, seemed to be 

a perfect solution politically. However, despite the fact that the Land Act of 1881 gave tenants 

“the Three Fs” the Land League demanded (fair rent, fixity of tenure and free sale of their 

interest in their holdings), “Crime and Outrage” continued in Ireland.81 By October 1881 

Parnell and other leaders of the Land League were imprisoned and despite his reservations he 

signed the “No Rent Manifesto” calling on tenants to abstain from the relief provided by the 

Land Act and to withhold all rent payments from their landlords.82 At this stage in his career 

Parnell had obtained the status of a patrician rebel leader unbowed by the state and un-bowing 

to the same illiberal use of draconian coercive legislation that IRB-associated prisoners wore 

as a badge of honour, calling themselves “Ex-Suspects” on their release from prison. 83 

However, while incarcerated Parnell was forced to sit on the sidelines as Gladstone’s Land 

Act took effect. From March and into April 1882, he sought to solve this situation by 

appealing through intermediaries to Gladstone and thus beginning the next phase of his 

political career. 

 

“Kilmainham Treaty”, 1882 

 
From March 1882, negotiations through intermediaries such as William O’Shea MP, 

O’Shea’s wife and Parnell’s lover Katherine O’Shea, and Justin McCarthy MP, the 

government agreed that Parnell and the other suspects should be released in return for 
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concessions on both sides.84  The deal negotiated between Parnell and Gladstone became 

known as “The Kilmainham Treaty”. Though not a treaty or even a signed agreement, 

Gladstone agreed to release the prisoners arrested under the 1881 Protection of Person and 

Property (Ireland) Act and introduce legislation whereby the government would compensate 

landlords for arrears and allow tenants who had owed arrears having followed Parnell’s 

advice in withholding their rents, to benefit from the provisions of the Land Act. Parnell 

agreed that if the issue of arrears was settled he would “co-operate fully for the future with the 

Liberal Party in forwarding Liberal principles and measures of general reform”.85 In effect, 

Parnell agreed to cooperate with the British government in slowing down the agitation in 

Ireland and aiding in the restoration of law and order.86 It must be noted that the rhetoric of 

the Land League and the campaign was one which attacked Britain’s role in Irish affairs in a 

virulent fashion. The government, landlords and the oligarchy were decried by politicians on 

Land League platforms throughout most of Ireland. Thus, this agreement with Gladstone 

could have proved to be the death knell of Parnell’s career and indeed of Parnellite politics. 

However, in the intervening month and years, Parnell’s star rose and the Irish Parliamentary 

Party with its demand for Home Rule became the dominant political force in Ireland. 

On 2 May 1882, Parnell and two other MPs, John Dillon and J.J. O Kelly, were released, 

prompting the resignation of the Chief Secretary of Ireland and cabinet member, W.E. 

Forster.87 Forster’s resignation was announced in the House of Commons at the same time as 

the announcement that the Coercion Act would be allowed to lapse, and that ordinary law 

would be strengthened instead. The Commons was in uproar over the announcement that 

Davitt – another leader of the Land League who, like O’Kelly, was a Fenian or former Fenian 

– was being released and that Forster’s replacement would be Lord Frederick Cavendish, 

viewed as a moderate.88  On 4 May while Forster was giving a statement explaining his 

reasons for resignation from the cabinet, which went further than his disagreement with 

cabinet colleagues over the release of the three MPs, Parnell entered the House to loud 

cheering from his Home Rule comrades.89 On 6 May Davitt was met on his release from 

prison by Parnell and John Dillon. That evening in Dublin the newly appointed chief 

secretary, Cavendish and his under-secretary, an Irish Catholic, T.H. Burke, were strolling 

towards the Vice-regal lodge in Phoenix Park when they were set upon by a group of men 

with IRB associations named Irish National Invincibles and were hacked to death with 

surgical knives. 90  The Phoenix Park Murders created a sense of outrage and shock but 

Gladstone was convinced that Parnell was genuinely not complicit in the murders. The latter 

was evidently deeply shaken by the assassinations, though there is speculation as to whether 

he had any prior knowledge of such plots.91 

 

 

Advanced nationalism, the Irish National Land League 

and the National League 
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As noted above, the Fenian movement was prone to infighting. It is possible to view the 

public actions of advanced nationalists in supporting the INLL as being incompatible with 

Fenian organising, but it must be borne in mind that secret revolutionary movements can 

allow themselves great latitude of action and may be adepts at sublimation. Sublimation 

remains a central feature of terror movements to this day. It is notable that in the 1880s, John 

Devoy of Clan-na-Gael supported Parnell and the open Land League while he was also close 

to figures who were engaged in the dynamite campaign, which was organised by supposedly 

rogue elements within the Fenian movement and was encouraged by Jeremiah O’Donovan 

Rossa.92 While Rossa revelled in the public outcry which followed dynamite outrages, the 

Fenian movement was divided and ambiguous in its attitude to what was termed 

“skirmishing”, despite the public backlash and anti-Irish feeling it triggered in England.93 

Niall Whelehan has questioned whether the subscribers to funds for various Irish causes 

differentiated between physical force or purely political activities — be they the Land League, 

the No Rent fund or, funds for dynamiters — as collected through Patrick Ford’s American 

newspaper The Irish World. According to Whehelan, they may not have viewed them as 

“separate projects”.94 This ambiguity underpins an aspect of Irish politics where rhetoric and 

substance may diverge. For the Parnell movement, as it transformed itself from a 

revolutionary to a purely constitutional organisation, Irish American support was essential. 

Despite assassinations and the murder of landlords, Gladstone remained committed to the 

programme worked out with Parnell. However, the former activity did nothing to harm the 

political movement in the eyes of American supporters. Conversely, according to T.W. 

Moody, Parnell had called off the Land War, “snuffed out” the radical Ladies’ Land League 

and won great concessions for 130,000 poor tenants in arrears at government expense.95 

Moody noted that Parnell’s Land League programme was essentially realised over the coming 

years, with both tenants, from 1885 and leaseholders from 1887 being advanced 100% of the 

purchase price of their land by the government through various land acts notably the 

Ashbourne Act of 1885. 96  By moving on from agrarian agitation, Parnell was able to 

concentrate on parliamentary politics with the focus on Home Rule instead. Yet, the political 

movement could not afford to be too distant from the radical rhetoric of advanced nationalists 

or it would have risked losing the vital support of the Irish Americans. 

 
Alvin Jackson maintains that the Phoenix Park Murders and the settlement of the rent arrears 

issue allowed Parnell an opportunity to side-line the radical elements of the old Land League 

as the IRB and the Fenian movement were on the backfoot due to the universal condemnation 

and shock the assassinations provoked. Jackson states: 

 
Rather the murders in temporarily discrediting the hardline position, permitted Parnell to 

reconstruct the national movement without the burden of his radicals and along the lines of 

his own political perspectives.97 

 

On 17 October 1882 a new league, The Irish National League (INL) was founded.98 The same 

month Parnell took hold of all the Land League funds, which were still held by Patrick Egan 
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in Paris, thus keeping them out of the grasp of more radical elements. Paul Bew noted that 

Parnell replaced the “existing national structures” with a more centralised organisation.99 

Bew stated that Parnell dedicated himself to Westminster politics, appearing only twice in the 

West of Ireland, the heartland of the old Land League agitation, between October 1881 and 

January 1885.100 The Irish National League was a very different organisation to the Land 

League. Its first objective was “national self-government” with “land law reform” taking 

second place. 101  It was an organisation dominated by members of parliament who were 

originally supposed to nominate sixteen of the forty-eight board members, with the other 

thirty-two to be nominated by county conventions. However, this never came to pass and the 

organisation remained under the control of the original organising committee of thirty 

members which would eventually be dominated by twenty MPs.102 The INL essentially took 

on the credibility of advanced nationalism forged by the Land League and harnessed it for a 

purely constitutional and more conservative organisation. However, despite its democratic 

appearance, Conor Cruise O’Brien noted that the functioning of the INL was thoroughly 

autocratic. This gave Parnell and his close cohorts complete control of what became a 

“smooth running national electioneering” machine.103 

 

The Irish National Land League had both practical and propaganda aims, it also organised a 

political machine at grassroots and local level. However, the INLL had been outlawed in 

October 1881. Therefore, by reorganising the national movement the INL was able to 

continue using the INLL’s base but maintained it under the strict control of a central 

organisation. The aspirational rhetoric of the “extremist wing” of Parnellism was also 

maintained. Conor Cruise O’ Brien referred to a comment in The Nation newspaper in 1882, 

which stated that: “Some people think that the Irish party are not doing their duty unless 

they are perpetually engaged in hostilities with the government or with the House”.104 One 

of the greatest practitioners of propagandistic militancy and later leader of the second land 

war, William O’Brien, maintained a virulent stream of attacks on the British government and 

individuals through the pages of the newspaper United Ireland. The newspaper was 

originally the organ of the INLL, and Parnell had appointed O’Brien editor in 1881. O’Brien 

had been the author of the 1881 “No Rent Manifesto” and was elected MP for Mallow in a 

by-election in 1883.105 His IRB background and his fiery rhetoric, entirely uncritical of 

Parnell and Parnellism, satisfied the militant wing of Irish nationalism both through the 

pages of United Ireland and the frequent court cases for libel and seditious libel provoked by 

the organ’s weekly output. From 1882 to 1884, Parnell was mostly in England and Michael 

Davitt, resided in the United States According to O’Brien, in those years “United Ireland 

had to run the all but exclusive risk of keeping the torch of public liberty alight”.106 Its 

policy was thus to maintain an onslaught of virulent propaganda. O’Brien stated in his 

memoirs that: “The paper only survived the prosecution for one seditious libel by replying 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
98 Ibid. 
99 Bew, Ireland the Politics of Enmity, p. 340.  
100 Ibid., p. 3. 
101 Conor Cruise O’Brien, Parnell and His Party, p. 127. 
102 Ibid., p. 129. 
103 Ibid. p.128. 
104 Ibid., p. 84 citing The Nation, 28 Oct. 1882. 
105 Philip Bull, “O’Brien, William”, in James McGuire and James Quinn (eds), Dictionary of Irish Biography 

(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

(http://dib.cambridge.org/viewReadPage.do?articleId=a6503, accessed 12 August 2018) 
106 William O’Brien, Recollections (New York, The Macmillan Company, 1905), p. 473. 

http://dib.cambridge.org/viewReadPage.do?articleId=a6503


with a dozen fresh ones”.107 The fact that United Ireland was prosecuted for publishing 

articles which were claimed to have 

 
[…] the intention of bringing the Government into hatred and contempt, and for the 

purpose of creating hatred and ill will between the subjects of her Majesty the Queen, and 

for the further purpose of causing disaffection and discontent in the country108 

 

aided Parnellism in maintaining its credibility with Irish Nationalists in the United States and 

Ireland in the years leading up to the 1885 general election. In the 1882 case, O’Brien had 

accused the government of “judicial murders” in an article about the infamous Maamtrasna 

murders of five members of one family.109 It is also notable that despite the knowledge 

among senior Fenians in the United States that the Catholic Church, nervous of Fenianism, 

was necessary to create a “universal order”, the president of the Fenian Clan-na-Gael, 

Alexander Sullivan, was also president of the American wing of the National League from 

1883-4.110 Though Parnell had harnessed the full effect of his radical credibility towards 

what was a constitutional rather than a revolutionary movement, the Church was another 

matter and it was also masterfully brought into the Parnellite fold. 

 

 

Parnellism embraced by the Irish Church 
 

To create the universal order which John Boyle O’Reilly deemed was possible in 1883, the 

Catholic Church was an essential collaborator which needed to be won over to Parnellism to 

achieve the political hegemony it effected in 1885. To this end Parnell skilfully manoeuvred. 

R.F. Foster noted that in 1880 the Catholic hierarchy was extremely reluctant to support the 

demands of the Land League with only five of the twenty-eight bishops supporting its 

demands in the 1880 general election.111 However, as Foster wryly highlighted: 

 
Priests were another matter however: fourteen of the sixty foundation members of the 

League were clerics. And, as on other occasions in Irish history, the Church adroitly 

changed its footing to follow the way its flock was going.112  

 

The Catholic Church had been naturally suspicious of the Home Rule movement’s Protestant 

origins. Its first leader was the Protestant barrister Isaac Butt and its Land League incarnation 

was a compact with Fenianism, which, as an oath bound movement, was contrary to Catholic 

doctrine. However, Parnell though Protestant by birth, was likely agnostic and for the Irish 
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hierarchy, according to R.F. Forster, was “preferable to the wrong kind of devoutness”.113 The 

relationship between some Home Rule MPs and English radicals was another issue of concern 

to the Church. According to Alan O’Day, prior to 1882: “a section of the Parnellite 

leadership paid scant heed to clerical opinion”.114 In 1880, the leader of the Secular Society, 

Charles Bradlaugh, was elected MP for Northampton and queried the religious oath of 

allegiance MPs were required to take in order to sit in the House of Commons. Amongst those 

he counted as supporters were Irish Party MPs. However, this changed from 1882 and indeed 

antagonism towards English radicalism was notable in the Home Rule leadership after 

Kilmainham. One of the main contentious issues was the Radicals’ support for non-

denominational education, which “was anathema to the Catholic Church”.115 Radicals drew 

support from non-conformist Protestants and were, according to O’Day, “in general hostile to 

the Catholic Church”.116 However by mid-1882 the Parnellites had become what Alan O’Day 

termed “an orthodox Catholic mouthpiece” to such an extent that when, in 1883, an order 

was issued from Rome telling bishops and priests to refrain from associating with the 

National League, the reaction from the Catholic oriented Irish newspaper The Nation was 

blunt: “we shall stand for the national rights and liberties of Ireland against Rome”.117 In 

May 1883, Papal prohibition of a fund to personally aid Parnell, who was in financial 

difficulties, was ignored by “key leaders of the Irish Church”. 118  One such cleric, the 

Archbishop of Cashel, Dr. Croke, received a papal reprimand from Leo XIII for actively 

supporting William O’Brien’s candidacy in the Mallow by-election in 1883.119 The same year 

when the annual debate on funding for the multidenominational Queen’s Colleges in Ireland 

was held at Westminster, the only Irish members present were the Cork MP and convert to 

Catholicism, Col. Colthurst, and Parnell who gave a “Parnellite stand against the Queen’s 

Colleges”.120 The fact that the Catholic Church moved firmly behind Parnell despite missives 

and reprimands from Rome indicates that the Irish hierarchy considered the Holy See to be 

influenced by British overtures and was out of touch with purely Irish questions. By October 

1884, the hierarchy had entrusted “the care of Irish Catholic educational interests to the Irish 

party and its Protestant leader” Parnell. 121  This bond between Parnellism and Irish 

Catholicism was to have far reaching effects for modern Ireland. The consequences were 

cemented by the dominance of Parnellism in the general election of 1885. However, the 

flirtation was to have disastrous consequences for Parnell when he was named in the O’Shea 

divorce petition in 1890. 

 

Parliament 
 

Between 1880 and 1883, Parnellite MPs intervened in parliamentary debates on a wide range 

of issues, managing to keep Irish affairs to the fore of debate and questions in the House. 

However, from 1883, with greater use of the committee system to deal with specific issues, 

Parnellites took advantage of this reorganisation “for more effective obstruction and 
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harassment on nearly every topic before the House of Commons.”122 Question Time, a period 

when questions could be asked before the House’s Order of the Day was announced, provided 

an opportunity for Irish MPs to insert themselves into Commons affairs on thousands of 

occasions. 123  Alan O’Day’s research shows that in the 1884 and 1884-5 parliamentary 

sessions Parnellites posed more than 2,800 questions at Question Time.124 O’Day notes that 

this activity in Parliament aided the myth of Parnellites being a party of obstruction but 

members increasingly became involved in broader parliamentary affairs taking positions on 

issues such as the tax on tea, public health and safety and taxation.125 While Butt’s Home 

Rule party in the 1870s had pledged to remain “aloof and independent of all party 

combinations”, Parnell introduced a principle of “majority rule” on assuming leadership of 

the party in 1880.126 The latter opened the way for the Home Rule Party to form alliances and 

thus potentially play kingmaker in the United Kingdom parliament. O’Day states that from 

1882 Irish members were consulted in private on certain legislative matters and some were 

“given patronage and others were accorded favours, while in public they were allowed to 

abuse the Liberals at will.”127 James McConnel states that: “after 1882 a number of senior 

Parnellites, including Parnell himself, sought and received government situations on behalf of 

their constituents”.128 In 1884 the Liberals introduced a Franchise bill, which would increase 

suffrage to all males who paid rent of, or who held land valued, at £10. The effect was to 

increase the Irish electorate from 200,000 to more than 600,000. Before the passage of the 

Representation of the People Act of 1884, Parnell expected to win 75 of Ireland’s 103 

Westminster seats, while after its passing he expected to win 85 seats.129 This increase in 

Parnell’s electoral possibilities was reinforced with the 1885 Redistribution of Seats Act, 

which altered constituencies throughout the United Kingdom. 130  While not speaking in 

parliament in support of the bill, the Irish Party did support it with their votes.131 In this period 

the old Liberal Party in Ireland was seen as finished. However the Liberal Party at 

Westminster came to see the Irish Party as being essentially Liberal.132 To woo Irish party 

support, the two main British parties had to maintain a fine balance between according a level 

of autonomy to Ireland such as a measure short of Home Rule — for instance, proposing the 

broadening of local government — and the issue of law and order, which inevitably revolved 

around the use of coercive legislation. 133  In 1884, the then Radical Liberal Joseph 

Chamberlain proposed a central local government board. The issue of greater powers for local 

authorities and of even self-government was on the table but as of September 1885, when 

Gladstone published his manifesto, he could not commit to a definite course of action. Noting 

the problem of getting parliamentary support for such measures, he stated: 
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To maintain the supremacy of the crown, the unity of the empire, and all the authority of 

parliament necessary for the conservation of that, is the first duty of every representative of 

the people. Subject to this governing principle, every grant to portions of the country of 

enlarged powers for the management of their own affairs is, in my view, not a source of 

danger, but a means of averting it, and is in the nature of a new guarantee for increased 

cohesion, happiness and strength.134 

 

Gladstone was at once acknowledging a need for concessions to Irish Party demands, but also 

noted the fear that giving too much to Ireland would threaten the unity of the British Empire. 

But what would compel the United Kingdom to give Ireland its independence or just Home 

Rule? Parnell warned earlier in September 1885 that if British politicians persisted in the 

belief that granting Home Rule to Ireland would lead to the disintegration of the Empire then 

the Irish party would have no reason to exist. He was reported as having said that if the 

constitutional will of the Irish people was ignored then constitutionalists would be redundant 

and other men would fill the breach and do the job for them.135 Other men can only mean 

advanced nationalists or physical force men. This type of rhetoric had a dual purpose, to warn 

British politicians that there was a real danger of revolt should they not accept the will of the 

Irish voters, and also to reassure and rally the advanced nationalist wing prior to an election 

that would be dominated by a united front for Home Rule combining clerics, Fenians and 

generally the Catholic populace. In November 1885 prior to the general election, Parnell was 

to prove to be his own man and not a Liberal pawn when he urged Irish voters in the United 

Kingdom to vote Conservative.136 That Parnell would appear to abandon his Liberal alliance 

was in keeping not just with political circumstances but also his own previous 

pronouncements. On St. Patrick’s Day 1884 he stated in a speech at a banquet in London that 

he did not “[…] depend upon any English political party. I should advise you not to depend 

upon any English political party.”137 In the same speech, he stated that he knew of no country 

which governed another to be aware of the “real necessities” without being “compelled to do 

so”.138  

 

The General Election 
 

In June 1885 Gladstone’s second ministry was dissolved and a minority government led by 

Lord Salisbury was installed. The general election was held from the last week of November 

until mid-December. According to R.F. Foster 

 
Parnell’s ‘National League’ for getting out the vote was ostentatiously referred to by some 

Tories as the ‘Land League’: in a way, they had a point. Though purely a political machine, 

it inherited the moral authority of the earlier organisation. The county conventions that 

chose candidates acted under direction from above; Parnell monopolised the power of 

choosing the candidates, only delegating as suited him.139 

 

The National League erupted into action. In January 1884, it had 242 local branches, which 

grew to 592 within a year, 862 by July 1885 and to 1,262 branches by January 1886.140 Home 
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Rule candidates were chosen by county conventions. As has been noted above, the 

organisation remained completely autocratic and was under the direct control of Parnell and a 

small group of MPs. Controlling the choice of candidates gave Parnell and his inner circle the 

ability to select men who would later follow the party line at Westminster. Based on his study 

of thirty-two county conventions, Conor Cruise O’Brien noted that they were typically made 

up of “150 laymen and 50 priests” meeting in a hotel and then entering a private session 

under the chairmanship of an MP.141 It was in these private sessions that candidates were 

chosen and thereafter a public meeting usually chaired by a priest declared the chosen 

candidate and sang the praises of the candidates that had “‘withdrawn their names in the 

interests of unity’”.142 Candidates had in fact been chosen in advance by a small group of 

MPs meeting at Morrison’s Hotel in Dublin.143 

 

In September 1885, J.J. O’Kelly, MP, wrote to John Devoy on the subject of the upcoming 

election and noted that the backing of the bishops was “a source of great immediate strength” 

but he feared that this could backfire later and that the attitudes of some advanced nationalists 

were aiding the power of the “Church Party” in the nationalist movement. 144  O’Kelly 

appeared to warn Devoy noting that any advanced nationalists who did not support the Home 

Rule Party could be held “responsible before history for the failure of a movement which if 

allowed to develop rationally promised to make a real and what is better a permanent 

revolution in Irish politics.”145 O’Kelly was aware that some of the candidates chosen may 

not suit Clan-na-Gael ideals, but he urged Devoy to have faith in the political movement for 

the time being and keep the hardliners in check. Notable amongst those who distrusted the 

clerical influence was Michael Davitt, who feared that priests would choose their own 

candidates.146 O’Kelly noted that advanced nationalists’ funds sent over the past five years 

were essential but assured Devoy that most were used for relieving the “victims of the Land 

War”.147 The letter went on to ask Devoy to write to “his friends” and get them to “join in in 

an effective manner” in the upcoming elections as the organisation was determined to get 

people elected who “can be depended on to lay the foundation of Irish Self-Government on a 

secure and lasting basis”.148 The latter reference was clearly not alluding merely to Home 

Rule but rather to total independence from Britain. O’Kelly went on to say that: “For good or 

evil the Parliamentary party are the appointed spokesmen of the Irish Nation for the moment, 

they are therefore entitled to call on all nationalists for help and support.”149 Two subsequent 

letters from O’Kelly in October and December raised the subject of choosing candidates other 

than the ones wished for by Devoy and the advanced nationalists. O’Kelly assured Devoy that 

Parnell desired to “look after your friends […] where it is possible” but that they could not 

risk losing seats “at this critical juncture”.150 It is clear from this correspondence that the 

Parnellite leadership was maintaining an astute balancing act to maximise both the support of 

the Catholic Church and of the Irish revolutionaries. It is also clear from Parnell’s statements 

noted above that he publicly allowed the advanced nationalists to believe that if constitutional 
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methods failed, they would have a legitimate right to use other means in order to achieve 

national independence. The advanced nationalist were further appeased by the number of 

supposedly ex-Fenians who stood for and thus were guaranteed to be returned in the 1885 

general election. James McConnel in his essay “‘Fenians at Westminster’: The Edwardian 

Irish Parliamentary Party and the Legacy of the New Departure” charts the involvement of 

Fenians as MPs elected in post-Land War by-elections and at the 1885 general election. 

These included William O’Brien, editor of United Irishman and several others who were well 

known for both their activities in the Land War and speeches espousing the ideals of 

revolution. 151  It is likely that more of the candidates that were elected were advanced 

nationalists than has previously been recognised by historians. It is also clear that many did 

not renounce their allegiance to the Fenian movement merely by entering parliament, despite 

the IRB’s official stance on parliamentary service.152 As McConnel noted, James J. O’Kelly 

was probably still in the IRB in 1891.153 

 

Parnell and his party were triumphant at the ballot of 1885. The Liberal Party in Ireland was 

wiped out. Of the 103 seats in the country the Home Rulers secured 85. They also won a 

Liverpool seat, won by the Fenian-connected T.P. O’Connor. Of the 79 seats contested in 

Ireland, they won 65. A further 24 were not contested and 20 Home Rulers were returned 

unopposed with the other four uncontested seats going to the Conservatives.154 In Cork City, 

which elected two MPs on the same ballot, Parnell and T.M. Healy were returned with 6,716 

and 6,536 votes respectively from an electorate of 8,084. Their opponents, Mr. Pike and Capt. 

Bainbridge, got 1,464 and 1,401 votes. 155  Nationally, of 438,001 votes cast, 290,005 or 

66.21% were for Parnellites, 109,393 for Conservatives or Conservative Unionists (24.97%), 

35,713 (7.24%) for Liberals or Liberal Unionists and 2,880 (0.65%) for independent 

nationalists.156 While the combined nationalist vote was two thirds of the votes cast, they won 

82.5% of the seats in the country. To achieve this, Parnellites used a combination of Catholic 

clerical support and support from the separatist advanced nationalists. In 1886, Gladstone, 

now back in power, introduced his ill-fated Home Rule bill but the effects of the 1885 general 

election were to be felt in Ireland for generations. Brian Walker has shown that while 

Presbyterians and Catholics in Ulster had often found common cause in electoral politics 

before 1885, “by 1886 Protestants and Catholics were clearly divided into opposing 

camps”.157 While Parnell with his 86 MPs managed to get Gladstone back into power, Home 

Rule split the Liberal party, ensuring a Conservative government following the polls in July 

1886. 158  Though Parnellism was a movement built on a foundation of nationalism and 

agrarian revolt its embrace of the Catholic Church and the Catholic Church’s ability to turn a 

blind eye to the advanced nationalist wing placed the Catholic Church at the heart of 

nationalist politics. R.F. Foster noted that the “Ulster’s forms of sectarianism and Unionist 
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politics, already in existence, were set hard by the dynamic events of the 1880s.”159 The 1885 

general election was key to this cementing of sectarianism in Ireland. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The general election of 1885, though a monumental achievement for Parnell and Parnellism in 

terms of electoral success, must be viewed as a decisive event in the hardening of divisions in 

Ireland. The fact that the Catholic Church, which had long been an enemy of Fenianism and 

the Fenian movement, was now fully committed to a political movement, which still owed its 

existence to the financial muscle of North American advanced nationalists, hardened and 

increased sectarian divisions in Ireland. The Fenian movement, by assisting in this political 

experiment, undermined its own previous non-sectarian republican stance. The politics of 

expediency, and business as usual, the propping up of British political parties on the promise 

of Home Rule may be viewed as politically responsible, respectable and convenient but short 

of achieving Home Rule immediately. The development of Parnellism from the Land War to 

1885 cemented long existing divisions in the fabric of Irish society. By wiping out the Liberal 

Party in Ireland all that was left were two stark camps, one Conservative and Unionist, the 

other Catholic and Nationalist. Despite his Protestant background Parnell’s political 

manoeuvrings could only have been successful had Home Rule been achieved in the 

immediate aftermath of the 1885 general election. Likewise, the gamble that advanced 

nationalists of the Fenian Movement took by betting on parliamentarianism ensured that their 

aim of a united independent Ireland became as mythological as the Fianna from whom they 

derived their name. 
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Abstract 

The Home Rule question has been neglected in labour historiography, which has focused 

instead on the wider issue of socialism and nationalism, James Connolly’s writings, and the 

difficulties of Labour in Unionist Belfast. Most academic historians have regarded 

nationalism as a barrier to the evolution of Labour politics and seen the Irish Parliamentary 

Party as socially conservative. It will be argued here that Labour’s disengagement from Home 

Rule politics was due to mental colonization, that Labour-nationalism would have been a 

productive option, and that the third Home Rule was positive for Labour, outside Belfast. It 

will also be argued that the problems of Labour in Belfast were created by Unionism rather 

than nationalism or sectarianism. 

 

Résumé 

La question du Home Rule a été négligée par l’historiographie du mouvement 

travailliste/ouvrier, qui s’est consacrée plutôt aux plus larges problèmes du socialisme et du 

nationalisme, aux écrits de James Connolly et aux difficultés des travaillistes dans les 

quartiers unionistes de Belfast. La plupart des historiens ont considéré le nationalisme comme 

un obstacle à l’évolution des politiques travaillistes et ont perçu le parti parlementaire 

irlandais comme conservateur sur les questions sociales. Cet article démontrera que le 

désengagement travailliste de la campagne politique pour le Home Rule était lié à une 

colonisation mentale, qu’une alliance entre travaillisme et nationalisme aurait été une option 

productive et que le troisième projet de loi sur l’autonomie de l’Irlande était positif pour le 

travaillisme, à l’exception de Belfast. L’article démontrera également que les difficultés 

rencontrées par le travaillisme à Belfast furent davantage crées par l’Unionisme que par le 

nationalisme ou par les tensions religieuses. 
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Introduction 

 
The Home Rule question dominated Irish politics between the 1870s and the Easter Rising of 

1916. While three quarters of Irish people wanted self-government, they were opposed 

fiercely by supporters of the Union with Britain, who had the advantages of being almost 

entirely Protestant in a state and society which routinely discriminated against Catholics, 



concentrated to form a majority in Ulster, and backed by the powerful British Conservative 

Party. The two most important Labour representative bodies in contemporary Ireland were 

Belfast trades council and the Irish Trades Union Congress (ITUC).160 The Home Rule issue 

presented both with an abiding, if indirect, problem. As the nineteenth century progressed, 

Belfast evolved from a town of some 20,000 people into a major centre of manufacture with, 

in 1911, almost 387,000 souls, making it almost the biggest city in Ireland. In the process, its 

fortunes diverged from the southern provinces, where manufacture and population suffered 

steady decline. In 1907, the Belfast region accounted for £19.1 million of Ireland’s £20.9 

million worth of manufactured exports, excluding food and drink. This performance was 

based mainly on a high degree of specialisation within the British economy, especially in 

textiles, engineering, and shipbuilding, so that Belfast’s industrial links were primarily with 

Britain rather than the south.161 Moreover, Belfast was about seventy-five per cent Protestant 

and Unionist. The two main Unionist arguments were that Home Rule would mean Rome rule 

and a Dublin parliament would introduce tariffs and destroy the free trade on which Belfast’s 

prosperity had been built.  

Tariffs were indeed a nationalist objective. From the emergence of Daniel O’Connell’s 

campaign to Repeal the Act of Union in 1830, trade unions in the south of Ireland had been 

openly nationalist, convinced that self-government and tariff protection were essential to 

arrest de-industrialization and effect an economic recovery. Formed in 1894, the ITUC was 

technically a breakaway from the British Trades Union Congress, which had been established 

in 1868 as a ‘parliament of labour’ for the entire United Kingdom. Its inaugural manifesto 

hinted at a parallel with the Home Rule question.  

 
Like the Imperial Parliament, the [British] Congressional machine has become overladen with the 

multifarious duties and interests committed to its care…they cannot be expected to understand the wants 

of a community largely agricultural, nor can we hope that they would, so to speak, cut their own throats, 

by assisting in reviving the languishing manufactures of Ireland.162 

 

The mask had slipped, briefly. This was old thinking. New thinking led both Belfast trades 

council and the ITUC to forbid discussion of “politics”, by which was meant things to do with 

the constitutional question. In the approving words of a Belfast delegate, “As a Trades 

Congress they knew nothing about religion or politics… .”163 In practice, the ITUC could not 

avoid politics. Lobbying on legislation was supposed to be its primary purpose, and to that 

end the executive was called the parliamentary committee. The Home Rule question had a 

vicarious existence in debates on whether Congress could best fulfil its political role through 

staying non-political, or through the nationalist Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), the Labour 

Representation Committee (from 1906 the British Labour Party), or an Irish Labour party. 

Home Rule has attracted little direct attention in Irish labour historiography, being 

subsumed into the wider debate on socialism and nationalism, on which much was written in 

the 1970s and 1980s. For the bulk of historians, nationalism was one of those three villains of 

socialist demonology – the priest, the peasant, and the patriot – who arrested the ‘forward 

march’ of Irish Labour. Most who have addressed the topic have focused on James 
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Connolly’s socialist republicanism or on Belfast Labour politics, and concluded that Labour 

was led astray by nationalism. More specifically, it is claimed that Labour could not have 

endorsed Home Rule because it would have led to a split with Belfast, and because of the 

social conservatism of the IPP.164 These contentions will be challenged here. It will be argued 

that Belfast Labour was hamstrung by political divisions long before Connolly arrived in the 

city, and that the ITUC’s failure to engage with nationalism was due to mental colonization. 

 

Belfast trades council and the Union 

 
Founded in 1881, Belfast trades council was the biggest and best in Ireland with, in 1897, 

fifty-six affiliates and 17,500 members; by comparison, Dublin had 12,000 members, and 

Cork had 2,000.165 Belfast was now notorious for sectarian disturbances. Each of the three 

Home Rule crises saw rioting in the city. Shipyardmen, who prided themselves as the shock-

troops of loyalism, were prominent in sectarian riots in 1857, and in attempts to expel 

Catholic workers in 1864, 1886, 1893, 1901, 1912, and 1920.166 Police estimated in 1912 that 

of nearly 20,000 shipyard workers, 6,000 were active in Unionist clubs and Orange lodges in 

their workplaces.167 But the existential problem for Belfast Labour was not the sectarian 

divide. Catholic under-representation in skilled occupations meant that Belfast’s craft-

dominated trade union movement was overwhelmingly Protestant.168 The predicament was 

the contradiction between labour and Labour. Whereas the former was mostly Unionist, and 

by extension Conservative, the latter’s cross-channel role models looked to the Liberals, who 

were regarded as sympathetic to the IPP. Belfast trades council’s contact at Westminster was 

the Liberal-Labour MP Henry Broadhurst. The net effect was that the trades council remained 

reliant on the affiliation of the weaker unions in textiles and construction. The stronger unions 

in the metal trades stayed aloof. 

William Gladstone’s conversion to Home Rule shocked Liberals in Ulster. On 30 

April 1886, hundreds of workers attended a rally in Belfast’s Ulster Hall at which Liberals 

rejected Gladstone's Bill. To refute Gladstone’s claim that only the upper-classes of Ireland 

opposed Home Rule, local Liberals despatched a group of trade unionists to Westminster to 

lobby MPs “supposed to be identified with the interests of the artizans and working classes.” 

While Belfast trades council dissociated itself from the deputation, a letter from council 

secretary Alexander Bowman to Broadhurst, expressing his personal support for Home Rule, 

was too much for his colleagues. The ensuing furore compelled Bowman to resign as 
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secretary. The council then recoiled from the political trajectory of British Labour, declining 

to affiliate to the Labour Electoral Committee set up by the Trades Union Congress in 1887, 

and hazarding no more than a tentative connection with the successor Labour Electoral 

Association.169 The council escaped the second Home Rule bill relatively unscathed and the 

crisis would be remembered in Labour folklore for the “green sash” incident. The semi-

mythical event occurred when Belfast hosted the 1893 Trades Union Congress and the 

council marked the close of the congress with a rally on 9 September. The House of Lords 

had rejected the second Home Rule bill the previous day, and the British speakers were 

advised to be discreet. Before ascending the platform, a bemused Will Thorne, leader of the 

National Union of Gasworkers and General Labourers, was persuaded to remove a sash in his 

union’s colours of red, white, and green. The stewards had pleaded that “there’s too much 

green in it.” As feared, the meeting was broken up by loyalist heckling about British Labour’s 

sympathy for Home Rule.170 

In 1897, influenced by the new unionism and a damning report on the city’s public 

health, Belfast trades council decided to create its own party and field six candidates in the 

municipal elections, “all of them”, noted the Belfast News-Letter with satisfaction, “on a 

platform which has more to do with the interests of trade unionism than with the interest of 

any political party”, and all subvented by the trades council to discourage corruption and keep 

them “non-party.”171 However, it was an expensive option and socialists like William Walker 

were less than happy with the Labour councillors’ cosy relationship with what he called the 

“deadhead” city fathers. In 1903, Walker persuaded the trades council to abandon local 

Labourism and affiliate to the Labour Representation Committee. Walker was currently 

Ireland’s best-known trade unionist, and had ambitions to become an MP. A Unionist and an 

opponent of the Unionist Party in equal measure, he hoped to unite all of Irish Labour in the 

British Labour movement. In 1908 he published his only pamphlet The Irish Question. After a 

review of Irish history, based on the Unionist historian William Lecky, the pamphlet criticised 

Unionists and nationalists for their obsession with where Ireland was governed from, arguing 

that the crucial point was that it got good government, and good government was most likely 

to come from the Labour Party at Westminster. And what better way of strengthening the 

Union than by joining a British party? But as the Unionists saw it, British Labour was a Home 

Rule party. Labour leaders Keir Hardie and Ramsay MacDonald pleaded in vain that Walker 

would be free to advance his own anti-Home Rule views in the party. Matters worsened after 

the Liberal landslide of 1906. With Home Rule back in the realm of possibility, the once 

mighty Belfast trades council suffered a steady fall in affiliations, from 63 in 1907, to 40 in 

1911, and 32 in 1913.172 The decline was all the more remarkable as trades councils in Britain 

and Ireland were becoming more important during these years, as the Liberal government’s 

social reforms gave them a role in campaigning for, providing explanatory public lectures on, 

and, in some cases, helping to administer legislation through appointments to local 

committees. The paradox was that the reforms placed the trades council, like the British 

Labour Party, on the side of the Liberals, and drew it more deeply into the increasingly 
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venomous divisions in British party politics over constitutional change. The forces that made 

the council more British, made the Unionists more anti-Labour.   

   

The ITUC and Home Rule 

 
Historians have assumed that the ITUC was an important and natural step towards modernity. 

Mitchell is typical in describing it as “successful…a very model of the British body.”173 The 

equation of anglicization and progress was characteristic of history as well as historiography, 

and the ITUC’s mindset was conditioned by the extension of British-based trade unions to 

Ireland in the late nineteenth century. By 1900 there were about 70,000 trade unionists in 

Ireland – out of some 900,000 wage earners – and at least seventy-five per cent of them were 

in British-based unions.174 Known euphemistically as the “amalgamateds”, as so many were 

prefixed “Amalgamated Society of…”, the British unions brought with them their  

understanding of the appropriate relationship between Labour, society, and politics: one that 

was all the more pervasive for being part of a general anglicization of Ireland in the decades 

after the Great Famine. This cultural blanketing entailed the abandonment of Labour-

nationalism just at it appeared to be gaining traction under pressure from Michael Davitt. Four 

‘Lab-Nat’ MPs were elected in the 1892 general election including Davitt and two of his 

nominees. Political neutrality was all the more attractive in the fractious wake of the ‘Parnell 

split’, when Davitt went anti-Parnellite and urban Labour remained passionately Parnellite. 

But why were the passions so easily forsaken? In England, Labour and nationalism were 

perceived as dichotomous. English nationalism was identified with the Tories, and Scottish 

and Welsh nationalism were seen as a threat to the unity of a movement now consolidating on 

an all-Britain basis. The evidence is plain in the dysfunctional ITUC. Oblivious to the 

contrasts in employment structure, trade unionism and politics between industrialized Britain 

and de-industrialized Ireland, the ITUC sought to replicate the British Trades Union 

Congress. As the president boasted in 1900: “We are not ashamed to admit that we took as 

our model the procedure and methods which resulted in bringing material benefits for the 

workers of England during the past quarter of a century (hear, hear)’.”175 Trying to copy the 

British model meant that the ITUC would be primarily an industrial rather than a political 

body, pursuing its objectives on the basis of union organization, where it was weak, rather 

than through the IPP, where it would have had some leverage.  

After years of dithering on the question of political action, Walker arranged for 

MacDonald and Hardie to address the ITUC in 1903 and seized the moment to move that 

Congress “heartily recommends to the Trade Unions of this country an immediate affiliation 

with the Labour Representation Committee to promote the formation of independent labour 

representation in Ireland.”176 With the exceptions of 1906 and 1910, similar motions were 

passed up to 1911, though Belfast alone responded. Throughout this period the parliamentary 

committee continued to lobby the IPP. Balancing approaches to the Unionists, in 1902 and 

1911, did not receive “even an acknowledgment.” 177  Numerous IPP MPs had radical 

associations and John Redmond appealed to Congress regularly for closer links with his party. 
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The IPP wanted Labour. Labour wanted political influence. What was the problem? The 

claim that the ITUC was afraid of losing Belfast is scarcely credible. Belfast residents 

accounted for twenty-two per cent of delegates to the annual congresses between 1894 and 

1914, well below the representation the city might have claimed. These delegates were drawn 

from forty-five unions, of which just eight had a presence at more than half of the annual 

congresses. 178  Moreover, when Irish Labour was given a realistic alternative to the 

amalgamateds, it embraced the nationalist option with little consideration for Belfast. 

 

Home Rule at last? 

 
Two factors transformed the ITUC’s position on the national question in 1911-12. The first 

was the rise of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU), which had been 

founded by “Big Jim” Larkin in 1909. Larkin had come to Ireland in 1907 as agent of the 

Liverpool-based National Union of Dock Labourers. In 1908 he rejected an invitation to form 

an Irish union as an unwarranted intrusion of nationalism into Labour affairs. But when he 

clashed with his union executive, he decided, mirabile dictu, that Irish workers needed Irish 

unions.179  On the ITGWU’s admission to Congress in 1910, Larkin pressed for an Irish 

Labour Party. Walker reacted with a spoiling amendment, to the effect that no funds existed 

to sustain the project. The amendment was carried 39-18.180 In 1911 Walker again moved an 

amendment to a motion for an Irish party, this time appealing for affiliation to British Labour. 

His colleague, John Murphy, pleaded: “When they got home rule they could form an Irish 

Labour Party, but in the meantime let them get all the service they could out of the English 

Labour Party.”181
  

 

After a vitriolic debate, the amendment was carried by 32-29 votes. Delegates from the 

amalgamateds tended to be hostile to Larkin and the idea of separate Irish organization, and, 

as yet, the amalgamateds had a safe majority in Congress, accounting for forty-six delegates 

in 1912, compared to twenty-six from Irish unions – including eight from the ITGWU – and 

fifteen from trades councils.182 But a second factor, the apparent imminence of Home Rule, 

tipped the scales. The Government of Ireland bill was introduced to parliament on 11 April 

1912. Larkin described it as “unjust and inadequate” at Dublin trades council on 22 April, 

and got the council to reject a motion that it attend a Home Rule convention on the following 

day. Nonetheless, he welcomed devolution as a step in the right direction.183 The ITUC got its 

first opportunity to respond at the annual Congress in May. Connolly was there as an ITGWU 

delegate, and his resolution “that the independent representation of Labour upon all public 

boards be and is hereby included among the objectives of this Congress” was passed by 49-19 

votes.184 A constitution was framed in 1913, and in 1914 the ITUC became the Irish Trades 

Union Congress and Labour Party. 

In debating the Home Rule bill, most speakers indicated their enthusiasm without 

endorsing the principle of the bill and breeching the ‘no politics’ rule. Congress dealt chiefly 

with the schedules for constituency representation. The bill envisaged a 164 member Irish 

House of Commons, elected from constituencies based on Dublin University, the six county 

boroughs, and the thirty-two counties, subdivided in most cases on a geographical basis. 
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Some divisions in Dublin city, Belfast, and Cork city would return three, four, or five MPs, 

and the others one or two, giving a total of two university seats, thirty-four urban seats, and 

128 rural seats.185 The expectation that Home Rule would strengthen Labour was moderated 

by the fear of a farmer-dominated parliament. After excoriating farmers and how “Having got 

the land they turned round and dealt out farmers’ justice to the men [agricultural labourers] 

who had helped them”, Larkin declared: “If the towns did not get adequate representation in 

the new Parliament they would be far worse off under a nominal Home Rule than under an 

alien Government (…).” Congress demanded that urban areas be grouped in separate 

constituencies, that the franchise apply to men and women equally, and that the state pay 

elected members, candidates’ expenses, and returning officers’ fees.186 These demands were 

reiterated at the 1913 and 1914 Congresses.187  

The 1912 Congress saw Larkin elected chairman of a largely Larkinite parliamentary 

committee, and his more proactive leadership entailed greater use of the IPP to lobby on a 

variety of legislative measures, including the Government of Ireland bill.188 It was an ironic 

twist, as he loathed Redmond’s party and the third Home Rule bill shifted it to a more 

conservative position on social spending, now that the money would be coming from an Irish 

exchequer. Relations with the British Labour Party also were transformed by the decision to 

create an Irish Labour party. Two sets of problems stretched the traditional friendship 

between Congress and the British Labour Party. First, now that they were becoming more 

assertive, the Irish were finding the British less helpful.189 At a meeting in Westminster on 15 

July 1913, Larkin complained of the party’s reluctance to lobby for the ITUC and readiness to 

take counsel on Ireland from the IPP. 190  In correspondence with Belfast trades council, 

MacDonald defended Labour’s inaction by saying their hands were tied by “a firm bargain” 

between the IPP and the Liberal government.191 The implication was that if the Irish voted for 

the IPP, they had to accept the consequences. The second problem concerned the finances of 

the Irish Labour Party. The Irish wanted the remittance of monies paid by Irish members to 

the political funds of British-based unions. A joint conference on the subject was held in the 

library of the Trades Hall, Dublin on 6 September. The British cited various difficulties about 

the remittance of monies, but Arthur Henderson, who would lead the party from 1914 to 

1922, made it clear that were the Irish party to accept a subordinate status to the British party 

on matters pertaining to the United Kingdom as a whole, then “it would be quite easy to find a 

solution to the money question”.192 The Irish replied that their party would be quite separate. 

The issue remained unresolved. The Dublin lockout of 1913-14 severely worsened relations 

between Larkin and the British Labour leadership. The latter felt that they had given the 

ITGWU considerable financial support and received nothing but abuse from Larkin in 

return.193 

 

Partition 

 
In March 1914 the Prime minister, Herbert Asquith, suggested that counties be allowed to opt 

out of the Government of Ireland Act for up to six years. As the idea of partition had been 
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gaining ground in Unionist circles since 1912, and the Conservatives were likely to be back in 

power within six years, it was obvious that permanent partition was now a real prospect. 

Labour united in opposition, fearful that partition would “destroy all our hopes of breaking 

down sectarian and political antagonisms by the creation of the great Irish Labour Party 

[and of] uniting the workers of North and South (…).” 194
 The parliamentary committee 

immediately protested to Asquith, Augustine Birrell, the Chief Secretary for Ireland, and the 

party leaders at Westminster, and circularized trades councils with an anti-partition 

manifesto. 195  British Labour replied that party officers agreed with the ITUC on Ulster, 

adding, ambiguously, that: 

 
anything the Party may ultimately agree to by way of amendment to the present Home Rule Bill 

will be agreed to in order to make any measure of Home Rule possible and with a view to creating 

circumstances that will eventually lead to complete Home Rule.196  

 

It was not deemed a satisfactory position, and the parliamentary committee again complained 

that British Labour was taking its cue on Ireland from counsels other than Irish Labour. 

Congress convened a mass indignation meeting in Dublin on 5 April. What of Belfast? 

Walker had set the council on a collision course with Unionism in 1903, when he 

persuaded it to affiliate to the Labour Representation Committee. While the Belfast 

Corporation had welcomed the ITUC to the city in 1898, the trades council did not bother to 

seek the customary municipal reception for the conferences of the British Labour Party in 

1907 or the ITUC in 1908.197 In 1912 the mainly Protestant Electrical Trades Union advised 

the council that to lobby Joe Devlin, Nationalist MP for Belfast West, as appealing to the 

city’s other MPs, would be a waste of time. The council tactfully agreed to raise the matter 

with Labour MPs.198 The general elections of 1910, which led Labour and the IPP to combine 

to keep the Liberals in power, created a perfect storm for Belfast Labour. The steady 

withdrawal of pro-Union delegates left the trades council finely balanced between a residue of 

conservatives, willing to break with the ITUC on the national question, a socialist republican 

circle grouped around Connolly, who arrived in the city as ITGWU agent in 1911, and, in the 

middle, a pealing band of Walkerites, determined to postpone the grim choice of siding with 

Irish Labour or the conservatives to the last minute. The council remained neutral on Home 

Rule and, with Murphy as secretary, it tried hard to accommodate Unionist sensibilities. An 

extraordinary illustration is its response to the workplace expulsions in July 1912, when 

loyalists forced some 3,000 workers out of the shipyards and engineering plants. Unlike 

previous occasions, the expellees included some 600 Protestants, targeted mainly because of 

their association with Labour. The council refused to identify with the expelled men. Though 

Unionist leaders had condemned the violence, the council declined to mention the 

disturbances in its annual report for 1912, deciding that it was “unexpedient to revive 

controversy…by any reference in the report.”199 The Unionist press had long regarded any 

connection with the ITUC, or British Labour, as tantamount to support for Home Rule, and on 

Belfast trades council itself, delegates took the same view of the formation of an Irish Labour 

party. Most of the council’s officers at the 1912 Congress opposed an Irish party.200 In 1913 

the council agreed 19-18 to adjourn the question of affiliation to Congress for twelve months, 
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and, for the first time ever, it would not be represented at that year’s Congress.201 When, in 

February 1914, David Campbell, the council’s treasurer, proposed participation in an all-

Ireland conference on Labour representation, the council agreed to a local conference only, 

which itself was cancelled when the Electrical Trades Union threatened to disaffiliate.202 

By contrast, Belfast trades council was united in opposition to partition, though 

reluctant to take action on it. Characteristically, it avoided the issue until April 1914, when it 

received the parliamentary committee’s invitation to the national protest meeting in Dublin on 

5 April. Murphy thought partition would leave “the workers in North East Ulster (…) more 

than ever in the grip of the sweating employer,” but advised caution. The council voted 14-3 

to refer the matter to its executive, which resolved that “in the present state of divided public 

opinion, no meeting should be held.”203 The council meanwhile re-affiliated to the ITUC, and 

at the annual Congress in June Connolly’s resolution condemning partition was passed by 84-

2 votes, with eight delegates unrecorded: seventeen delegates from Belfast, three from the rest 

of Ulster, and four from Britain, attended the Congress. A Cork delegate predicted a 

commercial boycott of Belfast in the event of partition, and another, with equal prescience, 

warned: “the North would [then] tell Nationalists to look South for employment (…) bitter 

divisions would arise.”204 The debate reflected the common opinion – so often attributed to 

Connolly alone – that partition would weaken Labour or was a device to that end. One of 

those who voted against the motion said “he was not in favour of exclusion from the point of 

view of the interest of the Irish worker (…) but he could not support the resolution, because of 

the men who sent him there.”205 Of three other Belfast speakers, one claimed that Belfast 

trades council was emphatically against partition, one affirmed his indifference to Home Rule 

and vehement hostility to exclusion, and one expressed his abhorrence of both.  

 

Conclusion 

 
After sixty years of support for the leading national movement of the day, Irish workers 

decided they should abjure Home Rule as trade unionists while continuing to believe in it 

passionately as citizens. It was a graphic illustration of the colonization of Labour thinking by 

the amalgamateds in the late nineteenth century. The third Home Rule crisis was tortuous for 

Labour in Belfast, but a catalyst in the political maturation of the ITUC. It ended the self-

defeating ordinance against engagement with the national question, and contributed to a 

partial decolonization of mentalities. It led to the foundation of the Labour Party, albeit on 

paper only, and made Labour much more cohesive and assertive in pursuit of its legislative 

agenda, as engagement with the national question generally did. Unfortunately for Labour, the 

two steps forward in the crisis were followed by one step back. The Ulster question raised the 

prospect of partition, and the world war created a novel set of challenges for a movement 

rattled by its defeat in the 1913 lockout and Larkin’s departure for the United States in 

October 1914. The Congress executive, as the parliamentary committee was now called, 

persisted with its lobbying – over the operation of the National Insurance Act, the schedules 

of the Government of Ireland Act, and partition, as well as fresh complaints about food 

shortages and profiteering – only to find the government, the IPP, and the British Labour 

Party less receptive to its representations in wartime. The executive’s difficulties in making 

progress were reflected in the unprecedented decision to postpone the next annual Congress, 

and the ITUC did not meet again until August 1916, when the Easter Rising overshadowed its 
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deliberations. Perhaps the major consequence of the anti-climax that followed the third Home 

Rule crisis was the unpreparedness of Labour to contest the 1918 general election, which 

would shape Ireland’s destiny for the rest of the century.  
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Abstract 

In April 1912, Prime Minister Herbert Henry Asquith introduced the third Home Rule 

(Government of Ireland) Bill to Westminster. In so doing, he ignited a crisis in both Ireland 

and Britain which consumed political discourse right up to the eve of the First World War and 

beyond. By September of 1912, the Ulster question took centre stage as the dominant issue 

holding back the constitutionally predetermined progress of the Government of Ireland Bill. 

This article considers two important developments pertaining to Ulster within the broader 

Home Rule crisis. The first is the definition and rationalisation of a two-state solution to the 

so-called ‘Irish question’ which in 1914 resulted for the first time in the drafting of proposals 

for an Irish border, initially as a strictly temporary measure. The second theme here is to 

examine how, from November 1913 onwards, Nationalist politicians gradually and 

grudgingly came to accept, on a strictly temporary basis, the exclusion of a portion of the 

province of Ulster from the jurisdiction of a Home Rule parliament.  

This culminated in the summer of 1916 with a convention of nationalist delegates from the six 

Ulster counties earmarked for exclusion. At this conference, the leading Nationalist MP in 

Ulster, Joseph Devlin, prevailed upon his followers to vote themselves temporarily out of a 

Home Rule Ireland so as to ensure the immediate enactment of Home Rule for the rest of the 

island. Although the deal upon which this pact was predicated failed, it marked the moment 

where Ulster nationalists consented to the principle of partition. The partition of Ireland 

became a reality in 1921 and has remained the bedrock of the two-state solution to the Irish 

question ever since. 

 

Résumé 

En avril 1912, le Premier ministre Herbert Asquith introduisit le troisième projet de loi sur 

l’autonomie de l’Irlande (Government of Ireland Bill) au Parlement de Westminster. Ceci 

déclencha une crise qui influença le discours politique aussi bien en Irlande qu’en Grande-

Bretagne et ce, jusqu’à la veille de la Première Guerre Mondiale et après. En septembre 1912, 

la question d’Ulster se trouva au centre des débats et devint l’obstacle prinicipal au progrès du 

projet de loi tel que défini par la constitution. 

Cet article examine deux éléments importants relatifs à l’Ulster dans le contexte plus large de 

la crise liée à la question du Home Rule. En premier lieu il s’agit de comprendre comment fut 

définie et rationalisée une solution à deux Etats à la question irlandaise, ce qui aboutit en 1914 

à une ébauche des propositions de frontière irlandaise – solution qui, au départ, devait être 

strictement temporaire. Dans un second temps, il s’agira d’examiner comment, à partir de 

novembre 1913, les nationalistes en vinrent à accepter progressivement, à contre-coeur et sur 

une base strictement temporaire que soit exclue de la jurisdiction d’un parlement irlandais 

autonome une portion de la province d’Ulster. 



La crise culmina à l’été 1916 lors d’une convention réunissant des délégués nationalistes de 

six comtés d’Ulster et destinée à décider l’exclusion. Dans ce contexte, le chef de file des 

députés nationalistes d’Ulster Joseph Devlin, convainquit ses soutiens de voter l’exclusion 

temporaire de leurs comtés afin que la mise en place immédiate de l’autonomie législative 

pour le reste de l’Irlande puisse être assurée. Bien que l’arrangement sur lequel reposait ce 

pacte se fût soldé par un échec, ceci marqua le moment où les nationalistes d’Ulster 

acceptèrent le principe de la partition. Cette partition d’Irlande devint une réalité en 1921 et 

demeure le fondement de la solution en deux Etats à la question irlandaise. 
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Introduction206 
 

In settling the so-called “Irish question” between 1912 and 1922, two outcomes which could 

not have been foreseen at the outset were that six of Ireland’s thirty-two counties would be 

excluded from the jurisdiction of a Dublin parliament and that a majority of Irish nationalists 

from those counties would consent to time-limited exclusion. This article has two main aims. 

The first is to examine the thinking behind the Government’s decision to exclude six full 

Ulster counties from the jurisdiction of the proposed Irish Home Rule parliament. The second 

is to chart the gradual elicitation of a deeply reluctant consent for exclusion, first from the 

Irish Nationalist political leadership and then from the nationalist communities affected. As 

nationalists saw it, they were being asked to endorse a strictly time-limited measure. 

However, explicit assurances that the exclusion would be permanent were simultaneously 

included in government dossiers and, by 1916, given in writing to Ulster Unionists in a move 

that would ultimately collapse the efforts of the British government to solve the Irish question 

in 1916. The eventual resolution of the issue would take another five and a half years and cost 

of several thousand lives through the outbreak of guerrilla warfare in the south and sectarian 

pogroms in the north of the island.  

On 11 April 1912, the third attempt to pass Home Rule legislation for Ireland was introduced 

to parliament at Westminster. At the end of September 1912, Ulster Unionists had formalised 

their opposition to the Bill through the Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant, a document 

which pledged its signatories to defeat Home Rule “using all means which may be found 

necessary”. The document was signed by 237,368 men and a further 234,046 women signed a 

corresponding women's “Declaration”. 207  Ulster unionist opposition had been efficiently 

mobilised against the two previous attempts to pass Home Rule legislation in 1886 and 

1893.208 Since then, the foundation of the Ulster Unionist Council in 1905 had given further 

cohesion to anti-Home Rule sentiment. Both the Liberal and Nationalist party leaderships thus 
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expected robust resistance to the third Home Rule Bill in 1912 but the “Ulster question” was 

lightly dismissed when Prime Minister Asquith introduced the Bill in Parliament.209 

Behind closed doors, members of Asquith’s Cabinet had been facing up to the realities of the 

Ulster problem for months. Lloyd George and Churchill had proposed special accommodation 

for Ulster to Cabinet as early as February 1912. 210  However, in public, the government 

remained adamant that Home Rule would be an all-Ireland settlement and insisted that 

universal safeguards written into the Bill, including on religious freedom, would assuage the 

concerns of unionists and Protestants across the island.211  

On 11 June 1912, a backbench Liberal MP, Thomas Agar-Robartes, introduced the first 

formal exclusion proposal to Parliament when, on the assertion that “I have never heard that 

orange bitters will mix with Irish whisky”, he moved an amendment proposing the exclusion 

of the four Protestant majority Ulster counties.212 Walter Long, the Conservative MP and 

former Irish Chief Secretary, feared that this was a “very open trap” designed to open up a 

schism within Unionism between those who would accept exclusion for a portion of unionist 

Ulster and those who were not prepared to abandon the more isolated pockets of unionism in 

Ireland’s three other provinces.213 While Long was keen to continue his opposition to Home 

Rule on an all-Ireland basis, the majority of unionists in both Ireland and Britain now 

favoured some special consideration for the north-eastern portion of Ulster, as an insurance 

policy should Home Rule be passed for the rest of Ireland.214 

The exclusion proposal highlighted the division between unionists in Ulster and those in the 

rest of the island. While southern unionists hoped for universal safeguards, Ulster unionists 

began to concede that Home Rule would become law in three of Ireland’s four provinces. 

While accepting that the fate of unionists outside Ulster was all-but-sealed, Ulster Unionists 

and their allies doubled down on their resolve to ensure by any means necessary that the 

province would not be ruled by a Dublin parliament. The leader of Ulster unionism 

throughout this period was the Dublin-born barrister and MP Sir Edward Carson. At a time 

when compromises of all types were being proposed for Ulster, Carson pushed an agenda of 

intransigence. In private, Carson’s view on the size of an excluded “Ulster” was more 

nuanced. On 20 September 1913, in an often-quoted letter to Andrew Bonar Law, Carson 

explained that “my own view is that the whole of Ulster should be excluded but the minimum 

would be the six plantation counties, and for that a good case could be made.”215 Publicly, 

however, Ulster unionism would not flinch under the various concessions being offered.216 

Instead, Ulster Unionists focused on preparing their resistance should an attempt be made to 

impose Home Rule upon them.217 In the background, the British Unionist party, which had 

been reformulated from the Conservative and Liberal Unionist party in 1911, saw the Irish 

question, and Carsonism in particular, as the stick with which to beat the ruling Liberal party. 

Their opposition to the government was intensified since the 1911 Parliament Act removed 
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the House of Lords veto: an in-built safeguard for Conservatives against any objectionable 

Liberal legislation emanating from the House of Commons.218 Ronan Fanning notes how 

British and Ulster Unionists saw the Parliament Act as “revolutionary” and, that “perhaps we 

have our one and only chance of defeating it by counter-revolutionary means.”219  

 

 

The Covenant, a year on 

 
In the closing days of September 1913, a series of events occurred which jump-started 

discussions on the Ulster crisis following months of relative stasis. Firstly, on 24 September, 

six leading Unionists led by Sir Edward Carson put their name to a document proclaiming a 

provisional government for Ulster in the event of the province “being Forcibly Subjected to a 

Nationalist Parliament and Executive.”220 

That weekend, a rally of 12,000 members of the Ulster Volunteer Force assembled outside 

Belfast at the Balmoral Agricultural Showgrounds. During the demonstration, two flags were 

flown. Firstly, a Union Jack, believed to be the largest ever in existence, was unfurled. 

Second, a new flag for the breakaway province of Ulster was flown for the first time. It had  

“a red hand and stars of each county of the new state of Ulster.”221 In the wake of these two 

events – the launch of a provisional government and a show of strength by Ulster’s rebel army 

– the British Unionist leader Andrew Bonar Law met with Winston Churchill and told him the 

Tory party were now open to holding a conference and that they had Carson on board. 

The next day, on 28 September, at the other end of Ireland, the leader of the Home Rule 

movement, John Redmond, visited the ancestral home of the nationalist hero Daniel 

O’Connell and, en route, gave a firm statement of his party’s position. He unambiguously 

rejected the idea that Ulster could be excluded from any Home Rule settlement.222 While 

holding the door open to negotiation on any issue save that of exclusion, Redmond managed 

to stoke rather than ease tensions when he told his audience that “the whole agitation in Ulster 

was but a gigantic and preposterous absurdity.”223 

Irish nationalism was at this point dominated by the Irish Parliamentary Party, the pledge-

bound elected MPs who consistently held approximately three quarters of Ireland’s seats in 

the House of Commons. Around John Redmond, the party chairman, his three closest advisers 

were John Dillon, MP for Mayo East and the former leader of the majority faction of Irish 

nationalism in the 1890s, T. P. O’Connor, the IPP’s only MP to sit for a British constituency 

in the strongly Irish city of Liverpool. The fourth and youngest member of this inner circle 

was Joseph Devlin, Secretary of the United Irish League from 1904, President of the Ancient 

Order of Hibernians from 1905, and, since 1906, MP for his native West Belfast, a Catholic 

enclave within the otherwise Protestant majority city.224  
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T. P. O’Connor played an important role during the Home Rule crisis. Resident in London, 

O’Connor, a major media mogul, was close to leading members of the Liberal political 

establishment, especially David Lloyd George. On 30 September, at the request of the Prime 

Minister, Lloyd George sent for O’Connor and sought to ascertain the outlook of the Irish 

party in light of recent developments.225 Immediately after the meeting, O’Connor wrote to 

his friend and Irish party colleague John Dillon outlining the view he had formed during the 

meeting that concessions on control of education or even time-limited exclusion for the north-

eastern counties were now worth considering. O’Connor explained how 

 
L[loyd] G[eorge] certainly sees all the difficulties of our assenting to the exclusion of Ulster – I 

mean, of course, in saying Ulster the four counties: – the desertion of our friends etc. ... It is 

evident to me that the Tory Party as a whole, is somewhat alarmed by the position of Carson and 

would grasp at any compromise which would save their faces.226 

 

O’Connor found that Dillon was away so, the following day, he wrote to Devlin explaining how: 

 
[Lloyd George] had proposed at the beginning of the struggle that Ulster sh[oul]d get this option 

[of a plebiscite], feeling confident then that it would be refused, and that he still thought this would 

have been wise tactics.227 

[We] discussed quite calmly and amicably our difficulty in agreeing to a proposal which would 

look like the betrayal of our fellow-Nationalists in Ulster.228 

 

Devlin, Dillon, and Redmond all passionately felt the absolute necessity that no consideration 

should be given to concession, and that the rights of nationalists in all four provinces should 

be defended at any cost. By contrast, O’Connor had now revealed that he was willing to throw 

a still undetermined portion of Ulster open to a plebiscite. 

Redmond, Dillon, and Devlin remained confident that the Home Rule Bill would become law 

through its preordained constitutional pathway. As a sign of good faith, and to reinforce the 

message Redmond had delivered at Cahirciveen, Devlin took it upon himself to write to the 

Chief Whip of the Liberal party, Percy Illingworth, on 7 November 1913. Devlin explained 

that his letter was “purely personal and commits no one, but contains facts they [the Liberal 

party] ought to know.”229 Devlin told Illingworth that there was widespread distaste for any 

“shilly-shallying” over the resolution of the Ulster question and that on a recent tour of 

Britain, “one note sounded clearly ... the note of ‘No Compromise.’”230  

Having found the Irish party intransigent, the Government was now forced to give some level 

of recognition to the growing potential for trouble in Ulster. What should be remembered is 

that all of this occurred before 25 November 1913 when the pro-Home Rule Irish Volunteers 

were founded and thus the only extra-parliamentary force in Ireland was the Ulster Volunteer 

Force. Faced with the growing popularity of paramilitarism among Ulster unionism, the 

government sought to assuage Carsonism. Having refused to agree voluntarily to 

compromises, the Irish party would now be prevailed upon to make concessions for Ulster. 
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Throughout the period O’Connor had been urging his colleagues to outline a clear Ulster 

policy to the Prime Minister. Asquith had been receiving more readily offered suggestions 

from the Unionist side. Andrew Bonar Law had met Asquith in early November and had 

outlined his position, again in a purely personal capacity. While open to definitions on the 

geographical shape of the excluded area, Bonar Law explained that only permanent exclusion 

would satisfy the Unionist party. Hinting at the power behind his position and the relative 

moderation of his stance, Bonar Law reminded Asquith that “he could not, of course, speak 

for the extreme men amongst his own supporters or amongst the supporters of Carson in 

Ulster.”231 

At a time when much of these policies were being articulated from speaking platforms and in 

the press, the government urgently sought an opportunity to sit down with the Irish party and 

talk. On 13 November, Asquith wrote to Redmond requesting a meeting explaining that he 

was 
… anxious to have a talk with you […] 

I feel that in your speech at Newcastle you will be careful not to close the door to the possibility of 

an agreed settlement. 

I will only add, for the moment, that I am by no means sanguine that anything of the kind can 

happen. Nor need I assure you of the firm and unshaken determination of my colleagues and 

myself to attain with your help our common object.232 

 

On 17 November 1913, two meetings were held at Downing Street. In the morning, the Prime 

Minister spent approximately an hour with Redmond. In the afternoon, Lloyd George met 

Dillon with Percy Illingworth in attendance. In his meeting with Redmond, the Prime 

Minister reported the contents of the conversation he had recently had with Bonar Law. 

Asquith then discussed Ulster in frank terms with Redmond. He expressed his concern, which 

was shared by the Cabinet, that it was now necessary to work towards “some settlement which 

would avoid bloodshed in Ulster.”233 Asquith warned Redmond that: 

 
the Carsonites were in possession of at least five thousand rifles – probably more – and his 

information from the War Office with re-[gard] [sic] to the attitude of the Army was of a serious 

character, pointing to the probability of very numerous resignations of commissions of Officers in 

the event of the troops being used to put down an Ulster insurrection.234  

 

In his meeting with John Dillon, Lloyd George disclosed a separate but related revelation: that 

the authorities had uncovered 95,000 rounds of ammunition in Belfast and were working 

towards their seizure.235  

Three points of major significance arise from these meetings. Firstly, by November 1913, 

Ulster Unionists were showing their teeth and putting force behind their rhetoric through 

major munition importations.236 Secondly, the British government was fully aware of these 

shipments. Finally, and most importantly, these facts were being used by the British 

government in order to turn the screw on the Irish party and to extract concessions from 

Redmond and Dillon.  
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Although both Asquith and Lloyd George were keen to stress that they in no way envisaged 

offering concessions to Ulster immediately, the direction favoured among the Cabinet was a 

scheme which had been drawn up by Lloyd George. It would have seen Ulster (or a portion 

thereof) excluded from the jurisdiction of a Home Rule parliament for a period of five years 

after which time Ulster would automatically move from Westminster to Dublin control. All 

that the Government were asking at this point was that the Irish party agree to the principle of 

this concession and that they would not discount the possibility of compromise in the future. 

As Asquith put it to Redmond, “we must, of course, keep our hands free, when the critical 

stage of the Bill is ultimately reached, to take such a course as then in all circumstances 

seems best calculated to safeguard the fortunes of Home Rule.”237 

Whereas an official shift in in the Irish party leadership’s stance would not come until March 

1914, in acquainting Redmond with the facts of the Ulster situation, Asquith had succeeded in 

winning another convert, in principle only, to the idea that a special accommodation for Ulster 

would have to be made. According to Lloyd George’s memoranda of his interviews with 

Dillon, he extracted an even more emphatic approval for the idea of temporary exclusion 

“inasmuch as it was accompanied by the carrying into law of Home Rule for the rest of 

Ireland”.238 F.S.L. Lyons questions the credibility of Lloyd George’s interview, believing a 

situation where Dillon was more amenable to conciliation than Redmond to be improbable to 

the point of disbelief.239 However, further evidence suggests Lloyd George’s memoranda 

should not be rubbished entirely. In a letter to O’Connor after his meeting, Dillon stated that 

“if we were forced to a decision now on the question of temporary exclusion of Ulster – our 

decision must be a flat negative.”240 However, this does not mean that Dillon had rejected the 

principle of temporary exclusion. Lloyd George had been keen to stress Dillon’s apprehension 

over the timing of an announcement of the Irish party’s approval to time-limited exclusion. 

Dillon’s concern was over ‘when’ rather than ‘if’ the Irish party would agree to the 

concessions. 

Referring to his scheme for temporary exclusion, Lloyd George’s memo noted that: 

 
[Dillon] was anxious the Irish leaders should be free during the next few months to state that no 

proposal of the kind had been made to the other side, and that they (the Irish leaders) had not 

assented to such a scheme. He thought that if put forward at the last moment, when the Bill was 

going through, it [temporary exclusion] might be tactically a very wise plan to propose, and that 

then the Irish leaders might carry it in Ireland.241 

 

All Dillon wished to clarify in his subsequent letter to O’Connor was that, if forced into a 

decision now, the party would have to reject any idea of exclusion. In this same letter to 

O’Connor, he confirmed this, stating that when negotiating with Lloyd George: “I kept 

perfectly open mind [sic] to consider the proposition [of temporary exclusion] when the time 

came and assented to accept it or reject it – after giving full weight to all the circumstances of 

the time.”242  

Thus, it can be demonstrated that the Government had, by the end of November, succeeded in 

gaining approval, in principle, from three of the four members of the Irish party’s inner 
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leadership for temporary exclusion.243 This was a major coup and marked a fundamental shift 

in the stance of the Irish party. 

 

 

The last hurdle: Devlin 

 
Lloyd George had noted Dillon’s concern that, while Dillon personally saw the merits of 

Lloyd George’s scheme, “he anticipated difficulty with Devlin, whom he described as being 

perfectly irreconcilable in the matter of the exclusion of Ulster.”244 Although Dillon did not 

explicitly commit to any attempt to convert Devlin, Lloyd George recorded that “[Dillon’s] 

attitude was friendly to the proposal of the Cabinet, and it was clear that if left to him to 

decide, there would be no difficulty in obtaining the assent of the Irish Nationalists.”245 It is 

thus not sensationalist to state that Redmond, Dillon, and O’Connor were keeping Devlin in 

the dark following their meetings at Downing Street in November.246 Having been converted 

to acceptance of time-limited exclusion, they now had to break the news to their Belfast 

colleague, but this would have to be done sensitively. Dillon seemingly dreaded the task and 

was anxious that Devlin should not receive any premature half-truths about the complicated 

nature of the arrangement he had arrived at with Lloyd George. In an early communication 

following his return to Dublin, Dillon chastened O’Connor, informing him that “I cannot 

communicate your letter to Joe Devlin – because of the sentences conveying impression that I 

have agreed to temporary exclusion of Ulster.”247 

O’Connor had brought Devlin to see Lloyd George in December and did not fare well in 

finding any accommodation between the two.248 Reflecting the difficulty his colleagues faced 

in reaching out to Devlin, O’Connor wrote to Dillon in the closing days of 1913, appearing 

almost to have recanted his acceptance of concessions for Ulster. He told Dillon that “[a]ny 

form of exclusion of Ulster will place us in an almost impossible position. I fear that we 

should lose Devlin and all he represents, and you know what a loss that would be to us.”249 A. 

C. Hepburn writes that the feeling in British political circles was that Devlin would eventually 

be converted by his colleagues, and that Dillon would be pivotal to this conversion.250  

February witnessed the culmination of the crisis. In a rather panicked note to Dillon on 2 

February, Redmond explained that Asquith was coming under extreme pressure from his own 

party to make concessions on Ulster and that a split in the Cabinet was possible. Even more 

gravely, Redmond said that Asquith had told him how the King was “thoroughly frightened” 

by the Ulster situation. On foot of all this, Asquith told Redmond that it was “quite essential 

for him [Asquith] to make an explicit offer to Ulster at once”.251  

Redmond, Dillon, and O’Connor now redoubled their efforts to convince Devlin of the need 

to compromise. Historian A. C. Hepburn highlights observations made by T. M. Healy to his 
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brother Maurice in early February 1914 that “Devlin’s colleagues were concealing the truth of 

the situation from him” and that although Healy himself felt that “Devlin cannot give in ... I 

see Dillon arguing with him constantly.”252 On foot of this campaign of conversion, the will 

of the majority finally won out and Devlin signalled his exasperated capitulation on 20 

February 1914 when he wrote a memorandum on his stance on Ulster, copies of which now 

reside among Redmond and Lloyd George papers.253 

Here, Devlin acceded to three concessions for Ulster: “the inclusion of ‘Ulster’ with the right 

of going out after a trial period [of ten years]”; extra representation for Ulster in the Irish 

Parliament; and “such an arrangement of the Senate as would afford them an additional 

safeguard against unfair treatment.”254 What is of the utmost significance here is that Devlin 

had not consented to time-limited exclusion but to full inclusion while “permitting ‘Ulster’ to 

claim exclusion after, say, ten years”.255 It seems that nobody either among Devlin’s party 

colleagues or Cabinet cared too much that Devlin had conceded to inclusion rather than 

exclusion. Hepburn explains how Lloyd George seized upon Devlin’s memorandum and 

wrote a skilfully crafted justification of his belief in time-limited exclusion rather than 

temporary inclusion.256  

At a meeting between members of the government and the Irish party leadership on 3 March, 

Devlin finally capitulated, agreeing to the Lloyd George scheme for temporary exclusion.257 

Fanning notes how Lloyd George had “disingenuously agreed” to Redmond’s stipulation that 

this concession “would be their last word.”258 This thus marked the end of a difficult and 

divisive chapter in the history of the Irish party leadership. 

 

 

Drawing the border and the origins of permanent exclusion 

 
In the wake of Devlin’s conversion, Nationalist acceptance for the principle of strictly time-

limited exclusion was complete. However, this fact was not public knowledge. Redmond, 

Dillon, O’Connor and Devlin met with Asquith and Lloyd George on 2 March and, in a 

memorandum subsequently submitted by Redmond, the Irish party formally agreed to “the 

standing out for three years by option of the counties of Ulster as the price of peace.”259  

The government now quietly began to make contingency plans by drawing up the area to 

which exclusion might apply. It is in this phase the modern Irish border began to take shape 

and was first put on paper. The groundwork began immediately and, on the same week that 

Devlin came on side (3 March), a government white paper was drafted. Almost immediately, 

the three year time limit was pushed out to six and the revised white paper was made public 

when Asquith moved the second reading of the Home Rule Bill on 9 March.260 As per Lloyd 

George’s plan, it proposed that, on petition and on a county-by-county basis, Ulster counties 

would be allowed to exclude themselves from the operation of the Home Rule Bill for a yet-
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to-be-determined number of years.261 Exactly a month later, on 6 April, a new set of proposals 

was circulated to Cabinet. One of the most significant alterations between the March white 

paper and the April Cabinet proposal was that “the six excluded counties [were] not to be 

included in the Irish unit of self-government unless by their own consent”.262 The government 

persisted for over two more years in claiming to the Irish party leadership that the proposals 

for exclusion were strictly time-limited. However, this document shows that, from April 1914 

onwards, the British government agreed to the principle that no move would be made to 

coerce or impose the reunification of Ireland after its supposedly temporary partition. Given 

the absolute majority of Protestants – which roughly but not entirely mapped onto unionism – 

the possibility of any permutation of Ulster territory opting by ballot for inclusion in a Home 

Rule Ireland after the period of exclusion had elapsed was remote in the extreme.  

Although the Lloyd George scheme was predicated on the principle of four-county exclusion, 

the lines of demarcation for the excluded area were still very much up in the air throughout 

the period from March to July 1914. At the Irish Office, Chief Secretary Augustine Birrell 

began requesting information and proposals for a boundary line for the excluded area 

simultaneous to the printing of the government’s white paper. 263  Birrell drew upon the 

expertise of three senior civil servants to help determine the shape of the exclusion zone. 

These were Birrell’s Undersecretary, Sir James B. Dougherty; W. F. Bailey of the Estates 

Commissioners Office; and Sir H. A. Robinson, Vice-President of the Irish Local 

Government Board.  

Dougherty was an Ulster-born Presbyterian and a pro-Home Rule Liberal. Bailey, meanwhile, 

had been secretary to the royal commission on public works in 1886 and had travelled the 

length and breadth of the country in this capacity.264 He reminded the Chief Secretary of his 

“rather intimate knowledge” of religious opinions in Ulster.265 As for Robinson, he came 

from an Anglo-Irish Protestant (Anglican) ascendancy family and was “bred for the public 

service.”266 If Robinson’s 1923 memoir is to be believed, he had a close personal relationship 

with Birrell and was a trusted adviser to him throughout Birrell’s term as Chief Secretary 

(1908-16).267  Robinson was seen by Birrell as an expert on the political geography and 

demographics of Ireland. Virginia Crossman claims that Robinson’s knowledge of the Irish 

localities was “unrivalled within Dublin Castle”.268 Robinson had played a leading role in 

framing and implementing the 1898 Local Government Act. This included the re-division of 

Ireland’s 159 poor law unions into 213 rural districts contiguous with county borders. In the 

process, the county borders were themselves redrawn for half of Ireland’s counties.269 As 

such, Robinson had been central to drawing the very boundaries which, sixteen years later, 

were at the centre of the Ulster impasse.  
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In his memoirs Robinson, who admitted to having been “tarred with the Unionist brush and 

… not a trustworthy person from a Nationalist point of view”, said that Birrell saw him as “a 

sort of liaison officer for legislative work between [Birrell] and the Unionists.”270 Presently, 

the extent to which Robinson looked out for Unionist interests in proposing his boundary line 

will be examined. Birrell set 6 May as the deadline for receipt of proposals from his three 

advisers.  

 

 

The Three Schemes 

 
The Bailey Scheme 

Taking W. F. Bailey first, although his maps have been separated from their accompanying 

correspondence, it is possible to reconstruct from his description and tables the boundaries of 

the excluded area he proposed.271 Of the three, the Bailey scheme was the most disruptive and 

paid little heed to existing administrative boundaries. Instead, Bailey relied on physical 

geography to craft a more visible border. In Fermanagh, Bailey cut straight through both of 

the county’s parliamentary divisions, running his boundary line directly up the middle of the 

Erne waterways system.272 Of the three schemes, Bailey’s was the only one in which his 

accompanying notes made no acknowledgement to the scheme’s temporary nature.273  Thus, 

while Nationalist were still working under the premise that they had consented to temporary 

exclusion, one official was drawing two clearly identifiable and separate regions using west-

Ulster’s waterways to create a solid and discernible line of separation.274 

Bailey’s scheme was the most rushed of the three and included some questionable calls. 

Bailey proposed the inclusion of the entire parliamentary division of North Monaghan within 

the unionist area.275  Monaghan was a county nobody else was even considering in their 

permutations and the portion Bailey chalked for exclusion had a two-thirds Catholic majority. 

Because his boundary line sliced through existing administrative units, it was impossible for 

Bailey to accurately estimate how many of the almost 1.2 million people he planned to 

exclude from the jurisdiction of the Home Rule parliament were Catholics and Protestants.276  

 

 

The Robinson Scheme 

By far the most thorough of the three exclusion schemes was that devised by Sir Henry 

Robinson. In drawing his boundary line, Robinson took local government boundaries as his 

operational unit, a method the Undersecretary would later dismiss as unworkable. 277  The 

Robinson scheme proposed the exclusion of 1,178,586 persons from the operation of the 

Home Rule Act. This amounted to 26.85 percent of the population of Ireland and, at 
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£4,545,708, 28.58 percent of Ireland’s land by valuation.278 Robinson’s exclusion zone was 

two-thirds Protestant and one-third Catholic. Of the three, Robinson’s boundary line was the 

only one which explicitly considered infrastructural factors such as road and rail 

connections.279 Even though Robinson’s line was not ultimately adopted, his justifications are 

highly instructive in explaining the policy thinking underpinning the final shape of the Irish 

border, especially the inclusion of the two Catholic majority counties, Tyrone and Fermanagh, 

and the majority Catholic city of Derry.  

On the eastern end of the boundary line, the Robinson scheme showed considerably more 

sympathy to Catholics than simple six-county exclusion. Robinson left south Armagh and 

south Down, including the heavily Catholic town of Newry, within Home Rule jurisdiction. 

By contrast, in the western half of Ulster, Robinson made a number of sweeping decisions 

that excluded large swathes of territory with solid Catholic majorities from the jurisdiction of 

Home Rule.  

Arguably the most interesting variable which Robinson considered in drawing his line was 

“the degrees of obstreperousness in the rival sectarian factions on the border line.”280 In 

terms of appeasing volatile sectarian communities, Robinson bent to both nationalist and 

unionist extremists. Of Crossmaglen nationalists, he opined that they “are about the warmest 

lot I know.”281 In Fermanagh, Robinson’s justification was even more illuminating. Here he 

justified the inclusion of an area with a 3,000-strong Catholic majority because “there has 

been more money spent on armament and drilling here than in any part of the county and 

these Enniskillen and Lisnaskea Protestant farmers are the most bloodthirsty set of ruffians I 

know”. 282  Fearing a contagion effect in Cavan and Monaghan, Robinson defended the 

exclusion of these districts as “there would be no peace or settlement along the whole border 

line if these people were left out.”283 Bailey had applied the same logic to justify the inclusion 

of North Monaghan and the whole of Tyrone, the Protestant minorities of which he described 

as being “very strong and … better drilled and armed than in almost any part of the 

Province.”284 

Despite all of his careful work and calculations, Robinson virtually cast all this aside towards 

the end of his letter to Birrell stating: “I expect you will find that the Ulstermen’s minimum 

will be six entire counties in and no option … Personally, I agree about no option [putting the 

matter to a plebiscite]. It will indeed mean riots when this crucial issue is announced”.285 

 

 

The Dougherty Scheme 

Of Birrell’s three advisers, the most reluctant was his second-in-command, Undersecretary Sir 

James Brown Dougherty. While Bailey and Robinson replied with detailed, even enthusiastic 

suggestions on the 6th, Dougherty replied on the 7th making apologies that a prior engagement 

had delayed him and saying how it would be “a difficult, if not impossible job to construct 

these pens” and that “the policy of exclusion, whatever plan may be adopted, bristles with 

difficulties and at the moment I confess I do not see how they are to be surmounted.”286  
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Dougherty provided his full memorandum five days later on 11 May with his comments on 

the merits and demerits of dividing the province by local government areas, parliamentary 

divisions, and full counties.287 Of these, Dougherty’s preference was for the scheme which 

was ultimately adopted: the county option. Dougherty’s rationale focused largely on the 

administrative headache he foresaw in dealing with an otherwise excluded area in which local 

government boards, county councils, and existing parliamentary constituencies would be split 

across two jurisdictions.288  

All three schemes recommended that Ulster’s second city, Derry, which had a Catholic 

majority, be put into the exclusion zone. Robinson argued that it was “impossible to keep the 

maiden city out of the parent County”.289 Dougherty reminded his Chief Secretary that “the 

City of Derry has strong sentimental attractions for the Ulster Protestant, and it is the 

headquarters of the County administration” adding that “it is unlikely the ‘Covenanters’ will 

now consent to see the City excluded from Protestant Ulster.”290 

Dougherty was a native of Garvagh on the other side of county Derry. Alongside the Catholic 

enclave constituency of West Belfast, the Derry conundrum seems to have been one of the 

cases which convinced Dougherty of the merits of whole-county plebiscites over constituency 

option. By having Derry’s county and city constituencies vote as a single unit, Derry city’s 56 

percent Catholic majority was negated. With a reliable 54 percent overall Protestant majority, 

the full county looked certain to vote itself, including its maiden city, out of the jurisdiction of 

a Home Rule parliament. The manufacturing of majorities to suit desired outcomes had thus 

crept into policy thinking on the area for exclusion. If the Derry question could be solved by 

county option, the same logic did not settle the question of what to do with Fermanagh and 

Tyrone. With a combined Catholic majority of 64 percent, the decision over these two 

counties would impact upon an additional 204,501 Catholics for the sake of 113,755 

Protestants. 

Despite declaring for whole-county option, Dougherty fudged his answer to the question of 

whether four or six counties should be excluded. His rationale for four-county exclusion was 

based on the fact that such a scheme would create “a tolerably compact area” but he seems 

on balance to have conceded that six counties would be the more realistic outcome due to the 

fact that “it is difficult to see how the Ulster Covenanters in the four included Counties can 

abandon their brethren in Tyrone or Fermanagh.”291 No more than Robinson, Dougherty was 

conceding to the power of force and threat in making his decisions over Ulster. 

In light of the above, following the Nationalist leadership’s accession to the principle of 

strictly time-limited exclusion in March, Dublin Castle favoured full six-county exclusion. 

Despite the strong preference in Dublin for full county exclusion, it has been suggested that 

the other permutations were not entirely cast aside. Brendan O Donoghue makes a convincing 

case that copies of various maps, including Robinson’s 6 May map, were circulated among 

attendees at the Buckingham Palace Conference in July (discussed subsequently) when it 

came to discussing permutations for an area for exclusion that might be acceptable to both 

Nationalists and Unionists.292 

As the table below illustrates, the exclusion of six full counties was the least sympathetic of 

the available options. However, from the perspective of administrators full county option had 
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the advantage of being the least disruptive from a governance perspective. However, the 

power of unionism was the overriding factor.  

 

 

Summary of the schemes for the excluded area of Ulster, May 1914. 

 

Area and date proposed 

Population of 

Area 

(as a 

percentage of 

all-Ireland) 

Number of 

Catholics 

(percentage 

in brackets) 

Number of 

Non-

Catholics 

(percentage 

in brackets) 

 

Bailey Scheme 

(6 May 1914) 

 

1,197,497 

(27.28) 

n/a n/a 

 

Robinson scheme 

(6 May 1914) 

 

1,178,586 

(26.85) 

 

379,013 

(32.16) 

 

799,573 

(67.84) 

 

Dougherty Parliamentary 

Constituency Scheme 

(11 May 1914) 

 

1,042,494 

(23.75) 

 

309,540 

(29.69) 

 

732,954 

(70.31) 

 

Four-county exclusion 

(Dismissed as impossible) 

1,046,030 

 

316,406 

(30.25) 

 

729,624 

(69.75) 

 

Six-county exclusion 

(Ultimately adopted) 

 

1,250,531 

(28.48) 

 

430,161 

(34.40) 

 

820,370 

(65.60) 

 

Rest of Ireland  

(26 counties / Irish Free State) 

 

3,139,688 

(71.52) 

 

2,812,509 

(89.58) 

 

327,179 

(10.42) 

 

Provincial Ulster  

(9 counties, full province) 

 

 

1,581,696 

(36.03) 

 

 

690,816 

(43.68) 

 

 

890,880 

(56.32) 

 

Connaught, Leinster, Munster 

(23 counties, 3 provinces) 

 

 

2,808,523 

(63.97) 

 

 

2,551,854 

(90.86) 

 

 

256,669 

(9.14) 

 

Ireland  

(all island, 32 counties) 

 

4,390,219 

 

 

3,242,670 

(73.86) 

 

 

1,147,549 

(26.14) 

 

 

The Buckingham Palace Conference, July 1914 
 

The culmination of the Government’s efforts to solve the Ulster crisis came in July. This was 

after the Sarajevo crisis had broken but before the violation of Belgium’s neutrality brought a 

not-so-United Kingdom into the War. In an effort to clear Ulster from the political landscape 

as the continental crisis intensified, a conference was called under the auspices of the King at 



Buckingham Palace, sitting for four days between 21 and 24 July. Here, representatives of 

both the Ulster and British Unionist parties sat opposite Lloyd George and the Prime Minister 

representing the Government with Redmond and Dillon representing the Nationalist party. 

Hepburn sees Devlin’s exclusion from the Conference as notable.293 

At the sessions of the conference, the question of time limit was set aside by mutual 

agreement and the opposing parties decided instead to focus on the proposed area for 

exclusion. 294  By engaging in this exercise, Redmond and Dillon further confirmed their 

acceptance of the principle that a certain portion of Ireland would have to be excluded from 

Home Rule for an undetermined length of time. 

The Buckingham Palace Conference is often seen as the moment at which the partition of 

Ireland began to take shape.295 However, it has been shown here that the leadership of the 

Irish party had conceded in private to the principle of exclusion months before this point. In a 

sense, the conference was an attempt to draw both sides into the open, forcing them to make 

public the concessions they had already made in private. If this was the Government’s 

intention, it backfired spectacularly. Buckingham Palace was remembered for the 

intransigence of both parties. As Asquith recorded, Redmond and Carson faced each other 

saying “I must have the whole of Tyrone, or die; but I quite understand why you say the 

same”.296 The conference ended in utter stalemate.  

 

 

War and Rising: Nationalist desperation and Ulster exclusion 

 
The First World War put the Home Rule question on ice. Irish recruits from both communities 

were needed to populate the armies of the Empire and both the Ulster and Irish Volunteer 

movements were tapped into in the scramble to fill the ranks. 297  On 18 September, the 

Government of Ireland Bill was passed into law without any amendment dealing with the 

Ulster question. However, beside it was placed a Suspensory Act which postponed the 

coming into operation of the Government of Ireland Act, initially until September 1915, but 

this period was extended in increments throughout the war and beyond until a two-state 

solution was inaugurated with fresh legislation in 1920.298 

If the First World War halted the progress of the Irish question, the 1916 Rising jumpstarted 

the whole process. Just as he had played the leading role in pre-war deliberations, Lloyd 

George was again tasked by Asquith with settling the Irish question.299 Within days of the last 

rebel execution on 12 May, Devlin travelled to London to hold preliminary meetings with 

Lloyd George alongside T. P. O’Connor. In one of the most significant of these early 

meetings, Lord Northcliffe, as a friend of Lloyd George’s and an Irishman by birth, met 

Devlin to sound out possible terms for settlement.300 In the course of their discussions, which 
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naturally centred on the Ulster question, Devlin told Northcliffe that he felt an immediate 

settlement for Ireland was of paramount importance following the Rising.301 For this to have 

come from Devlin, as the only Nationalist leader representing Ulster, was a clear signal to 

Lloyd George that there was some fertile ground for a settlement in the Nationalist camp. 

However, a letter from O’Connor to Dillon three days later gives a little more insight into 

Devlin’s personal misgivings on the subject. Here, O’Connor told Dillon that he had 

 
... been with Joe almost night and day ... he [Devlin] is a man of somewhat uncertain moods, as 

you know, and now and then he relapses into regrets that he ever consented to help us with regard 

to Ulster two years ago; and things of that kind, which to me are sheer madness.302 

 

O’Connor went on to explain that, despite these private misgivings, he was confident that 

Devlin would fall into line with the rest of the leadership, saying that “[t]his, however, is not 

his [Devlin’s] ordinary mood, and I think I am justified in regarding him as in entire 

agreement with ... Redmond and myself.” 303  R. F. Foster has described Redmond as 

“desperate ... to achieve any settlement going” following the Rising. This extended as far as 

conceding to the loss of Fermanagh and Tyrone whose exclusion had been so vehemently 

opposed by Redmond at Buckingham Palace.304 

Lloyd George’s proposal was the same as his 1914 scheme in all its essential details but this 

time the area for exclusion was, as the government had been planning for since before the 

war, full six-county exclusion. The 1916 proposals would see the immediate enactment of 

Home Rule for twenty-six counties only, and the continued attendance of Irish MPs at 

Westminster for the duration of the War. Once the European conflict had ended, an Imperial 

Conference would be held to forge a final settlement for Ulster. 305  With the Nationalist 

leadership now prepared to accept temporary six-county exclusion, the Lloyd George scheme 

would be put to a representative convention of nationalists from the affected counties on 23 

June 1916. It would fall upon Devlin to convince his flock that their temporary sacrifice was 

necessary to save the dream of Home Rule for Ireland. In what Eamon Phoenix has dubbed 

“pre-meditated duplicity”, Lloyd George gave written assurances to Carson that the border 

would be permanent while he simultaneously allowed Redmond to acquiesce in the belief that 

partition would be of a strictly temporary nature. 306  This double cross is what would 

ultimately scupper the 1916 negotiations by the end of July.307  

Returning to the Ulster Nationalist convention, the late Tony Hepburn has undertaken the 

most comprehensive analysis of the assembly of Ulster nationalist delegates which was held 

at St. Mary’s Hall Belfast on 23 June 1916. Following a forty-five-minute speech by Devlin 

in support of a policy upon which he himself still harboured doubts, the convention voted to 

support Lloyd George’s proposals: 475 delegates in favour and 265 against.308 Historian R. B. 

McDowell issued the caveat that, of the 270 delegates from Fermanagh, Tyrone, and Derry 

City, an overwhelming 183 (68 percent) voted against the proposals.309 McDowell’s point 
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emphasises a new division that was emerging within Ulster politics. This schism was not 

between nationalism and unionism but rather within nationalism itself. Taking the River Bann 

as a dividing line, nationalists in the east of the area for exclusion, centring on Devlin’s native 

Belfast began to sober up to the fact that they would likely find themselves excluded from the 

jurisdiction of an Irish parliament under any circumstances. By contrast, nationalists of 

Fermanagh, Tyrone, and Derry city, finding themselves on the margins of the proposed 

exclusion zone hoped that they could be placed under the rule of a Dublin parliament through 

a revision of the boundary lines. 310  Ultimately, this divide would push this latter group 

towards the emergent revolutionary republicanism of Sinn Féin whereas Devlin held sway 

among his faithful followers in Belfast.  

In the context of understanding the shape of the modern Irish border and in charting the path 

which led to nationalist acceptance of it, the 1916 Belfast conference represents a crucial 

juncture and the final milestone in the trajectory which this article intends to chart. The 

temporary exclusion which had been agreed to in principle by the Irish party leadership in 

March 1914 was now endorsed by a representative assembly of nationalists from the affected 

area. Although partition would take years to become a reality, all of its essential parts had 

been assembled by the summer of 1916. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
The period 1912-16 witnessed a complete reversal in Nationalist policy on the Ulster 

question. Beginning with intransigent rhetoric about an indivisible island, by 1916 both the 

leaders and the followers of the Irish party had conceded willingly to the temporary partition 

of Ireland. However, the seeds of permanency were sown by their stance. 

Nationalists at all times acknowledged the principle of consent over coercion. In practice, this 

signalled permanent exclusion and this maxim had been written into a secret cabinet proposal 

as early as 6 April 1914. Consent was part of the nationalist vision for a unified and united 

Ireland under Home Rule. They did not want to win a united Ireland by bloodshed. Despite 

their professed adherence to the principle of consent, nationalists clung to the idea that 

exclusion would be subject to strict legal time limits. Their logic was predicated on the idea 

that they could win unionists in the excluded territory over by their exemplary governance. 

However, so long as nationalists held on to the reasonable and democratic idea that Ulster 

should not be compelled by force to enter the jurisdiction of a Home Rule parliament, the 

overwhelming likelihood of permanent exclusion remained a fact.  

Regarding the area for exclusion, if the principle of consent was firmly established in April 

1914 then the rationale for excluding six full Ulster counties was determined by the Irish 

Office in May 1914. Following the impasse at the Buckingham Palace Conference in July, 

exclusion was hardwired into any future settlement. The point here is that both the shape and 

nature of the Ulster solution were all-but-set prior to the outbreak of the First World War. 

Nationalist delegates from the six counties were forced to go through the rigmarole of giving 

their approval to Lloyd George’s scheme a full two years after it had been determined to be 

the only remaining viable option.  

The negotiation of the Ulster question should be seen as an example of the pre-war secret 

diplomacy which Woodrow Wilson derided in the advent of the Paris Peace Conference. In 

Ulster’s case, all the major players knew most (but not necessarily all) of the parameters long 

before these were put to the populations who would have to live with the consequences. The 
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manufacturing of majorities prior to the holding of any plebiscite should likewise sound a 

note of caution to historians of Europe after the Armistice. 

Irish historiography charts the origins of partition to the 1920 Government of Ireland Act; the 

establishment of the devolved Northern Irish state in July 1921; and the signing and 

ratification of the Anglo-Irish Treaty between December 1921 and January 1922. What this 

article demonstrates is that, six years before any of this, the scheme and shape of a 

permanently excluded six-county Ulster had been determined by a man who was then the 

Chancellor of the Exchequer but would go on to become Prime Minister from December 1916 

until October 1922. In this later phase, Lloyd George oversaw the implementation of all of 

these ideas and witnessed the decline, departure, or death of many of the participants he had 

tangled with in the first phase of the crisis including Asquith, Carson, Devlin, Dillon, and 

Redmond.  
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Abstract 

 

John Redmond and Edward Carson together dominated the politics of Irish Home Rule and 

unionism between 1910 and 1918, and were major influences on Irish and British politics for 

an even longer period than this. Yet though contemporaries routinely viewed them together, 

and though they had a strong political and personal relationship, the hermeneutics of much 

modern Irish historical scholarship have precluded any systematic comparison. In fact, 

comparing Redmond and Carson provides important new illumination on the central themes 

of their careers, as well as on the political cultures of the multi-national union state within 

which they each operated.  

 

Résumé 
John Redmond et Edward Carson ont tous les deux dominé les débats engendrés par la 

question du Home Rule et par l’unionisme entre 1910 et 1918, et ils ont eu une influence 

majeure sur la vie politique irlandaise et britannique pendant une période encore plus longue. 

Et pourtant, alors que leurs contemporains les associaient communément l’un avec l’autre et 

qu’ils entretenaient des relations personnelles et politiques fortes, l’herméneutique qui 

caractérise l’essentiel de l’historiographie de l’Irlande moderne a empêché toute comparaison 

systématique entre les deux hommes. En réalité, comparer Redmond et Carson permet de 

mettre en lumière de façon inédite ce qui constitua les thématiques centrales de leurs carrières 

et les cultures politiques de cet état né de l’Union de plusieurs nations dans lequel ils 

vécurent. 
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Introduction 

 
These men were the two greatest Irish parliamentarians of their generation: they were perhaps 

the best-known Irishmen of the time. And their achievements – and their mistakes – lastingly 

shaped the political landscape of modern Ireland and indeed of the United Kingdom. Their 

careers say much about the working of the multi-national union state wherein they found 

themselves. Their careers, and in particular their role in the Irish and British Home Rule crisis 

of 1910-14, speak to other concerns which have a real contemporary resonance.  
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They were of course on the face of it political opposites: John Redmond was the leader of the 

Irish nationalist parliamentary party from February 1900 through to his death in March 1918; 

Edward Carson was the leader of the Irish unionists from 1910 through to 1921, when he 

became a Law Lord. And yet the parallels between the two are clear. They were of the same 

(mid-1850s) Irish generation. They were educated at the same university, Trinity College 

Dublin. They pursued the same profession (the law) in the same legal circuits. They sat 

together for 26 years in the one parliament. They were tireless political opponents, yes, but 

professed a friendship and mutual respect. One was a home rule nationalist, the other an Irish 

unionist; yet they shared some monarchical, imperial, federalist and indeed anti-suffragist 

sympathies.312 

Contemporaries of all kinds – from the king to cartoonists – routinely linked them. Even their 

own families – Harry Carson (Edward’s son) and Louis Redmond-Howard (John’s nephew) – 

came together in presenting a number of bitter patricidal critiques of their elders (including a 

co-written one act melodrama in 1914).313 And yet the two protagonists of the Home Rule 

struggle have rarely been brought together analytically. 

It is notable that where comparative biography of great political rivals is a common place 

elsewhere (there are, for example, the several joint lives of Disraeli and Gladstone, 

Wellington and Napoleon, Hitler and Stalin), comparative political biography and 

comparative political history are relatively underdeveloped genres within modern Irish 

historiography. This is perhaps because the kinds of connection which might be made (say) 

between constitutional nationalist and physical force separatist or – as in this case – between 

nationalist and unionist cut across still acute political sensitivities.  

It is also the case that the two “lives” have been separated out by the division of the island 

into two popular and opposing political narratives. “Partitionist history” within an Irish 

context can be defined partly as dealing with nationalists and unionists exclusively in their 

separate silos, and ignoring common political environments, the cross-fertilisation of ideas – 

and cross-communication (however fractious).  

 

Why does all this particularly matter just now? 

 
The year 2018 brought the centenary of the death of John Redmond, with a surge of 

commemorative activity on the anniversary, 6 March, and the subsequent weeks. But the era 

of the third Home Rule bill, and the careers of Redmond and Carson, and the contexts to their 

activity, have much contemporary resonance for both Ireland and Britain. 

This period of Home Rule, so dominated by Redmond and Carson, was one of unusually 

intense and concentrated political passion not just for Ireland but for Britain too – and it 

serves as a reminder that while the stability of the United Kingdom is often taken for granted, 

there has been a history of threatened conflagration and near melt-down. The tone and content 

of political discourse over Home Rule in 1910-14 bear some resemblance to those which have 

prevailed in Britain over Brexit. 314  The period was one of intense and bitter passion, 

especially for Carson’s Conservative allies – who were split over Britain’s trading 

relationship with the wider world – and in particular over the issue of free trade. In seeking to 
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“make [Edwardian] Britain great again” the Conservatives in 1912-14 turned to Irish 

unionists like Carson with a dangerous passion.  

But the era not only defined issues and problems of lasting importance; it also threw up 

projected solutions which remain in play. There were different, hard and soft, versions of 

what constituted partition, for example (the partition envisioned in 1914 or 1916 was very 

different from that enacted in 1920-22). Many, including both Carson and Redmond, believed 

that a federal reform of the British constitution – still very much relevant as a possibility – 

might reconcile Irish nationalism to a reformed union or imperial state.  

More generally, for some influential 21st century Scots (such as the former First Minister, 

Alex Salmond) the struggle of Irish nationalists for Home Rule and independence has been a 

frequently cited inspiration. But, it was Charles Stewart Parnell – aggressive and charismatic 

– whose portrait Alex Salmond chose to display in his parliamentary office at Westminster, 

and not that of the more emollient and genteel John Redmond. 315  In a sense, therefore, 

understanding Mr Salmond’s choice of interior decor provides a pointer to some of the central 

themes of this essay. 

 

Formation and careers: relevance to the cultures of the Union state the 19th 

and early 20th centuries  

 
Redmond’s parents were estranged. Carson was the favoured sibling in a relatively stable 

family environment. And (while this is not the place to unravel the intricacies of attachment 

theory) it is still likely that these circumstances were linked to Redmond’s conspicuous lack 

of wide networks of friends and allies – as well as to Carson’s indomitable self-confidence 

and theatrical braggadocio.316  

Redmond was from the Catholic professional and landed classes and there was money in his 

family networks. Carson’s family was arriviste: there are hints of a somewhat louche quality. 

Though Carson was a southern Irish Protestant, he was not a landed Protestant; and there is 

evidence to suggest that after his father’s death the family were left in “straitened [financial] 

circumstances”.317 In other words Redmond was materially secure, but personally insecure in 

terms of background; Carson (on the other hand) was well anchored in his family affections, 

but he felt materially threatened until the day he died, leaving in his will the modern 

equivalent of nearly €10 million.  

Redmond and Carson were both lawyers, but here the similarity ended. Carson can be defined 

by his social and professional role as a lawyer in ways which don’t apply to Redmond. 

Carson’s success in the law courts generated leverage within a British parliament increasingly 

professional in its makeup and values – even with his enemies. Indeed Carson’s legal career 

was reaching its peak at precisely the moment that Home Rule was returning to centre stage 

(in 1910): he defended George Archer-Shee, the “Winslow boy” of Terence Rattigan’s later 

(1946) drama, in early 1910.318 

Recent history weighed heavily with each in terms of their outlook and strategies. Part of the 

problem with Redmond was the extent to which the legacy both of Charles Stewart Parnell 

and of the profound “split” within constitutional nationalism (1891-1900) after the latter’s 

death weighed down upon him. This illuminates his own relentless concern for unity. But in 

some ways Redmond was loyal to the letter but not necessarily to the spirit of Parnellism. 

Carson (who was occasionally compared to Parnell by contemporaries) was clearly influenced 
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by a particular historical reading of successive British governments’ willingness to respond to 

Irish political mobilisation. 

Finally, each of them was a compromise leader, and each was circumscribed by this. Each of 

them was in some ways marginal to the central concerns of the parties that they ended up 

leading – Redmond as a Parnellite in a largely anti-Parnellite united party, Carson as a 

southern unionist in a largely northern unionist movement. The resulting limits on Redmond’s 

freedom of manoeuvre are well-known; but there was also a considerable distance between 

Carson’s public certainties over the union and his much more circumspect private behaviour 

in 1910-14.  

Each of the men worked with a particular set of personal legacies; but each also worked 

within, and was defined by, a particular type of political environment. One way of thinking 

about Redmond and Carson, and the social and political roles that they occupied, is to look at 

the structure of the state in which they operated. Those union states, like the UK, which 

emerged in the late 18th and early 19th centuries were often created in similar circumstances, 

against the backdrop of European warfare, and they shared some common characteristics. 

This is not the place to reflect at length about the conceptualisation of union, but a couple of 

fundamental points are worth highlighting.  

The UK (like other united kingdoms) was of course an asymmetrical union – one 

overwhelmingly “predominant partner” (to use the language of Lord Rosebery) and several 

(like Ireland and Scotland) much smaller. It was also an imperfect or an incomplete union – in 

so far as distinctively Scottish or Irish institutions remained after 1707 and 1801.  

Empire was conceptually relevant to these union states, in so far as they were not only often 

connected to overseas colonisation, but were sometimes founded upon forms of internal 

colonialism.319  The types of governance which they sustained and the kinds of political 

culture also overlapped with empire: in the Irish case there was a viceroy, favoured social and 

political classes through whom government was largely sustained, and complex or hybrid 

political cultures which were often pulled between the metropolitan power as well as local 

traditions. Partition (as in Bengal in 1905) was also an imperial stratagem which was 

ultimately applied to Ireland. 

As the historian K.T. Hoppen has recently reminded us all, the politics of the Westminster 

elite through much of the period of union were characterised often by a relative ignorance of 

Ireland and of the union and by a relative lack of any lastingly coherent vision of union. This 

expressed itself in cyclical shifts between integrationist approaches to the government of 

Ireland and exceptionalist or even devolutionist approaches.320  

Moreover, Irish politicians, whether nationalist or unionist, fought for attention, and then 

fought to educate or inform British ministers and party leaders. The corollary of this was the 

deepening of political division within Ireland itself, since the competing parties tended to look 

for external support and validation rather than internal reconciliation. But there was little of 

this pathology that was unique to Britain and Ireland: for example, Austrian politics in the 

later decades of the Dual Monarchy have been described (by Steven Beller) as an evermore 

“vertical hierarchical system – where the parties bargained with the government […] rather 

than with each other […]; the aim of the game was to put one over on the opponent rather 

than to come to a compromise with him.”321 This – in essence – was the “system” in place in 

Ireland.  
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How does all of this relate to Redmond and Carson? Redmond and Carson had a low-key but 

persistent friendship from about 1890. But there was a striking absence in their political 

relationship: there is little to suggest that – despite all of the ties mentioned earlier – they had 

much direct negotiation with each other particularly when their British allies were not present. 

Each of them looked primarily to the British parties to represent their cause. 

For each this carried an ongoing risk of dependency or clientelism – which in the past was 

only off-set by highly combative constitutional nationalist leaders such as Daniel O’Connell 

and Parnell – or through the studied defiance of the militant separatists enrolled within the 

Irish Republican Brotherhood (or Fenians). There were also (as we will see) clear distinctions 

between the ways in which Carson navigated the politics of the union parliament and 

government, and Redmond’s ways. 

Carson had a critical advantage – British Conservatism relied upon the union as a unifying 

mechanism since the party was otherwise still wrangling over tariff reform and free trade, and 

over its leadership in 1910-11. In addition the Conservatives’ embroilment in Ulster obscures 

the fact that Carson had partly liberated himself from Westminster politics through the 

popular political mobilisation which had occurred in the north after 1911-12. The central 

irony of the period was of course that the strength of Redmondite nationalism hinged largely 

upon its position in the British parliament, while that of unionism now lay in Ireland itself.  

Redmond’s essential difficulty was that he was coping with a still fragile constitutional 

nationalist tradition (nominally – but only nominally – united after the internal conflagrations 

of the 1890s), and seeking to collaborate with a broadly united Liberalism which was 

sympathetic towards, but not passionate about Home Rule. Moreover, it was a Liberalism 

which believed that (as Asquith said in 1913) “the Nationalists without the support of the 

Liberal Party were powerless.”322 

Redmond’s relative weakness was expressed in terms either of lack of communication from 

Liberal ministers, debilitating partial affirmation, or broken promises (this was particularly 

clear in the negotiations of February/March 1914 and of June/July 1916). This relative 

weakness was also directly expressed in terms of discourse. His vocabulary and pitch (in 

dealing with ministers) were often, seemingly, those of a supplicant. He frequently deployed 

the language of “fair play.”323  A characteristic motif of his correspondence was anxious 

petitioning: a characteristic tone, on the other hand, was offended gentility. Even Redmond 

himself recorded on occasion that he felt “really humiliated in having to run after them 

[British ministers] in the way I have done.” 324  All this was not a feature of Parnell’s 

communication – nor, for that matter, of Carson’s. A striking contrast between how the two 

men navigated the British establishment came with their respective meetings with Lord 

Kitchener on 6/7 August 1914: Carson responded to Kitchener’s various threatening 

suggestions with a sarcastic “you’re a damned fine fellow” and “I’d like to see you try”; while 

Redmond gently recorded that he had been “rather disquieted” by his parallel conversation 

with Kitchener. 325  “Rather disquieted” and “I’d like to see you try” are an eloquent 

conjunction or introduction to their two styles. 

Turning finally to wider contexts – most analyses of the survival or demise of union states or 

multinational empires of the 19th century stress the role of monarchy and loyalty and its 

associated institutions (like the army) as critical binding agents and as engines of a 

supranational state identity (Oszkár Jászi, the Hungarian-born sociologist of the Austro-
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Hungarian empire, stressed the role of the Habsburgs as a key “centripetal” force, and more 

recent work by Pieter Judson and others has done likewise).326  Work on the Bernadotte 

monarchy in the United Kingdoms of Sweden-Norway points to a similar set of unifying 

functions.327 Both Redmond and Carson were primarily Irish in terms of their identity (indeed 

Carson was sometimes accused of stage-Irishness); but each acknowledged a supranational 

set of imperial and monarchical loyalties. Redmond’s monarchism and imperialism and 

commitment to the British war effort are generally seen unflatteringly or uncomprehendingly 

in the context of either unionism or (by contrast) a purist republican separatism. But there is a 

case for understanding him partly by looking back to the O’Connellite tradition of nationalist 

“loyalty”; and also partly by looking sideways to a wider European phenomenon of 

nationality and state loyalty, brokered through the agency of the crown and its institutions.  

Redmond’s – and Carson’s – fundamental characteristic was that they reflected the hybridity 

of Irish political culture under the union – the janus-faced looking to union or imperial as well 

as national themes. This again is only surprising if judged by the standards of an essentialist 

Britishness or Irishness – or judged from the standpoint of an uncompromisingly partitioned 

Ireland. And indeed, work on identity in other multi-national union states conventionally 

emphasises the contingency and negotiability of identity – as well as its linkages and 

layers.328  

 

Bloodshed 

 
Violence, whether real or threatened, was also a common feature of Europe’s united 

kingdoms of the 19th century. This should scarcely surprise, since these supranational unions 

were being constructed at precisely the moment of mounting national sentiment across the 

continent. And each of the two careers poses questions about how essentially constitutional 

politicians operate in a society where there are strong cultures either celebrating or practising 

violent political resistance. A number of points may be highlighted in illuminating this theme. 

To start with, a water-tight distinction between “constitutionalist” and “militant” in modern 

Irish history is generally hard to sustain. There is in fact some analytical value behind Seán 

Lemass’ notion (applied to the newly founded Fianna Fáil party in 1926) of being “slightly 

constitutional.”329  

Why did Redmond shift to a greater militancy in 1913-14, as the political crisis over Irish 

Home Rule developed? He did so firstly, of course, as a response to unionist mobilisation in 

the north of Ireland. But the question has also to be grasped in terms of his own long-standing 

relationship with physical force nationalism, and in particular with the Irish Republican 
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Brotherhood (or Fenian movement). He had a strong sense of the history of national 

insurgency and was at the forefront of the centenary commemoration of the 1798 Rising. He 

built links with Fenians and Fenianism in the 1890s. The issue was not therefore that his 

relationship with the militants was ever absent. But Redmond’s closest links with Fenianism 

had come in the 1890s – and by 1914 he had a conception of Fenianism which was both 

outmoded and incomplete. 

Moreover, Redmond did not absolutely oppose political violence in principle; but he saw 

conditions in which the Irish might legitimately resort to arms. There are overlaps here with 

Catholic – Thomist and other – teaching on the notion of the just war. One aspect of his 

reasoning certainly related to the overwhelming strength of British firepower, the 

impracticality of any Irish assault – and the inevitability of bloody Irish defeat.330  

Why was Redmond evidently so unimpressed by unionist militancy in 1912-14? This was 

essentially because he believed that he understood and shared their strategic calculations. In 

1908 he wrote that “there are friends of ours who say that any violent action in Ireland will 

alienate support here [in Britain]. But the sounder view is that you have got, in some way or 

another, once more to impress the English mind that the Irish question is a real, urgent, 

one.”331 In Redmond’s view Carson’s militants were bluffing in 1912-14 because like him 

they understood that tackling the military might of the British empire would produce a 

bloodbath; but he also “knew” that they were bluffing because he saw that they, like Irish 

nationalists, were primarily seeking to “impress the English mind” through their militant 

postures. 

Why, then, did Carson shift to militancy in 1910-14? The answer to this rests partly again 

with “impressing the English mind”. But unionist militancy came at the end of a long period 

of northern reorientation towards local organisation and initiative.332 

Did Carson introduce the gun into Irish politics? He unquestionably helped to illegally 

introduce large numbers of guns into Ireland and its politics. There is certainly a case for 

saying that he introduced the gun into Redmondite politics. But of course he was not the first 

militant Irish politician, or the first to threaten the British government with armed insurgency. 

In the end the key point about Carson and militancy was not primarily that he was the first to 

introduce guns into Irish politics. It was rather that he was the first who deliberately wanted to 

be seen introducing guns into Irish politics.333 

 

Were Carson and Redmond the effective architects of the partition of the 

Ireland? 

 
Neither Carson nor of course Redmond invented partition as a concept, or even as a concept 

with an Irish application. It was in fact privately mooted with the first Home Rule bill in 

1886, and had been given imperial applications before 1912.  

As is very well known, Carson was a driver of partition, while Redmond reluctantly 

acquiesced in an increasingly difficult range of partitionist proposals forced upon him by his 

Liberal allies. As is relatively well known, they were ultimately divided not by the principle 

of partition, which Redmond loathed, and Carson disliked, but by its practicalities and 

potential application: Carson sought ultimately the indefinite exclusion from Home Rule of 

the six counties which became Northern Ireland, while by 1916 Redmond was prepared to 

countenance a term-limited or otherwise clearly “temporary” exclusion.  
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But a number of under-explored issues are worth highlighting, especially perhaps given 

contemporary concerns. Part of the problem in dealing with partition in Irish history is that it 

is such a heavily freighted and teleological term; but the Brexit debates arising from the 

“backstop” over the Irish border have served to underline that there is – and has been – no 

single definition of either partition or its associated frontiers. Home Rule, as defined in 1914, 

did not give an Irish parliament any untrammelled right to disrupt free trade. Therefore, 

opting out of Home Rule did not create an economic or necessarily a “hard” political border 

any more than such existed between Northern Ireland and Britain in the years of devolution. It 

was not eastern Ulster opting out of Home Rule which created the form of partition which we 

have been living with in Ireland for a century; it was rather eastern Ulster opting out of the 

revolution.  

In some ways partition was an example of the law of unintended consequences in politics. For 

Carson partition was a tactic which became a compromise which was reimagined as a 

fundamental goal: the unity of Ireland was pragmatically replaced in 1914-16 by the idea of a 

soft border and then almost accidentally in 1920-21 by a hard border. Carson began as an all-

Ireland unionist who long knew that the concentrated industrial wealth and unionism of the 

north-east posed a problem for Liberal Home Rulers. Only from about the autumn of 1913 

onwards did he look seriously at partition as a meaningful compromise position.334 And only 

from 1920 did he publicly and retrospectively define partition as the immutable objective of 

northern unionism.  

For Redmond partition was an anathema and remained an anathema. He and his senior 

lieutenant, John Dillon, had a particularly well-organised northern support base through the 

charismatic Belfast nationalist, Joseph Devlin; and party and national unity were fundamental 

to his vision of politics in the wake of the Parnell Split. One of the central planks in the 

posthumous defence case for Redmond (mounted by Dillon) was that he had fought partition 

tooth and nail – and had left Ireland united at the time of his death in 1918.335  

Indeed, while Redmond and Carson were famously opposed on the national question, they 

both tentatively explored (as many do within the UK today) federalism (or explicitly shared 

sovereignty) as a means of bridging their political positions. For Carson federalism was a 

means of creating an Irish parliament within the overall context of a reformed union 

government of the United Kingdom. For Redmond, federalism was a means of redefining the 

government of the whole empire. But federalism also worked for Redmond within an Irish 

environment, allowing the possibility of the north enjoying a distinctive status but within an 

all-Ireland rather than a British context. Here again Redmond was simultaneously looking 

forward to later (often republican) thought on the shape of an all-Ireland state; but he may 

also have been looking back to the precedent of other European composite monarchies like 

Austria-Hungary, and to the Home Rule relationships (such as those enjoyed by Croatia) 

within the two halves of that state. In short, federalism – whether in 1914 or now – offered a 

common vocabulary and a hope of bipartisanship which perhaps masked conceptually very 

different approaches and goals.  

Linked with this, Redmond and Carson each looked beyond national borders to wider 

supranational and (in the case of Redmond) diasporic concerns. Redmond sought to balance 

the power of London using the devices of the empire and the Irish diaspora. Strikingly, 

Carson did not have the same vision of empire as did Redmond – nor did he have the same 

active and constructive engagement with colonial ministerial networks and communities. 

Ultimately, Carson talked the talk about empire; but it was Redmond who envisioned and 

practised it.  
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We know of course that Redmond’s vision of Irish self-government was superseded by that of 

Sinn Féin and that he died 100 years ago, a disappointed man. We know, too, that Carson 

shifted gradually from an all-Ireland unionism to a six-county exclusionist or partitionist 

stance. But Carson’s public acceptance of the role of patriarch of Northern Ireland (which 

flourished in the 1930s) concealed a profound bitterness about the condition of all of Ireland 

in the 1920s.  

This was repeated in private communications: in 1918 Carson wrote privately that he had 

“already agreed to the exclusion of six counties, although I think that arrangement 

unstatesmanlike and a poor solution.” Despite his standing as patriarch of Northern Ireland he 

wrote in 1922 that “I feel I am a citizen without nationality or anything to be loyal to.” In 

1928 he confided that he thought “there’d be more decency in a Republic than in this [Free 

State] humbug. In fact I’d rather see a republic.” He claimed in private at this time that 

“looking back at politics, I think we made a great mistake in not accepting Mr Gladstone’s 

first Home Rule bill.”336  

The difference between Carson and Redmond on partition was in the end essentially the 

difference between explicitly arguing and implicitly thinking in partitionist terms – or 

(alternatively) the difference between disliking and loathing partition.  

 

Conclusion 

 
After a century it is surely worth reuniting Redmond and Carson analytically. In reality 

neither could ever wholly be understood without recourse to the other. Nor can each be fully 

understood without some recourse to the shape and functioning of the multi-national union 

state. Redmond’s approach to a succession of fundamental issues – such as militancy and 

partition and the endorsement of the war effort – was at least in part influenced by Carson’s 

actions and strategies. Carson’s own actions in key areas were partly conditioned by a 

particular view of Irish nationalism and the ways in which successive union governments 

operated. Redmond had vision, but lacked passion; Carson lacked vision, but could provide 

the theatrical passion in spadeloads. 

Redmond on the whole played by the parliamentary and political rule-book, including the 

opaque Parnellite rule-book; he became the key executor of the great man’s highly fraught 

and ambiguous legacies. He sought for consistency and honour in his private and public 

dealings. Carson bent and broke rules and revelled in contradictions while all the while 

proclaiming his directness, simplicity and consistency. Yet he was at times the lawless 

lawyer; the disloyal loyalist; the all-Ireland partitionist. He bequeathed complex legacies to 

his compatriots in the North, including legacies of dangerous brinkmanship. 337  He 

simultaneously embraced and owned his standing as a state-builder in Northern Ireland – 

while privately complaining at length about the new dispensations of the 1920s.  

Ireland for long has been a land of secret histories, of hybridity and liminality, where the 

reality of political experience has sometimes been buried, and often kept far apart from the 

ideal. The ideal has been a treasured vision of pristine political struggle: the reality has often 

involved day-to-day compromises with power, ambiguous family heritages and quotidian and 

understandable (if not very glamorous) struggles for survival and betterment. Edward Carson 

lived long enough to rewrite his own history, and thereby to mask the shifts and failures in his 

political life: he lived long enough to impose a form of consistency on a long and inconsistent 

career whose central themes were simultaneously the law and the breaking of the law.  
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It was John Redmond’s tragedy that he all too clearly embodied compromise, ambiguity and 

struggle. But at the same time these complexities also reflected the reality of much individual 

and collective Irish historical experience. And herein lie both Redmond’s authenticity and his 

importance for us all today.  
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Abstract 

From 1885 to 1921 United Kingdom politics were polarized around the question of 

parliamentary devolution for Ireland (Home Rule). A major argument against Home Rule was 

that it would have been incompatible with the survival of the British Empire and indeed of the 

United Kingdom, because sovereignty could not be divided. However, Home Rule supporters 

insisted that the proposal was in the Irish national interest. This claim was in itself divisive in 

Ireland, as well as within the United Kingdom as a whole, and set the South against Ulster, 

which by 1912 was (literally) up in arms against any idea of weakening or diluting the Union 

with Britain. By 1887 Liberals in both Scotland and (soon afterwards) in Wales started to 

campaign for their own form of Home Rule. Ostensibly only an ‘Irish’ question, Home Rule 

was in fact the beginning of a wider debate about the governance of the United Kingdom and 

the tension between a centralized political system and the claims of ethnic groups and distinct 

regions in a multi-national state. This article examines the wider significance of the crisis in 

the constitutional rebalancing of a liberal, but still undemocratic, state. It will start from the 

time when the British system was at its apex, between 1707 and 1885. In this period 

parliament provided social and cultural legitimacy for the centralization of power and created 

cohesion for the wider imperial project. Second, this article focuses on the advent of 

democracy from 1885, and the way the latter made it more difficult for parliament to agree on 

the ‘national’ interest – especially when the latter depended on finding common ground 

between four nations. 

 

Résumé 

De 1885 à 1921, la vie politique britannique fut dominée par la question de la dévolution 

parlementaire pour l’Irlande (Home Rule). Un des arguments contre le Home Rule fut qu’une 

telle mesure serait incompatible avec la survie de l’Empire britannique et aussi celle du 

Royaume-Uni parce que la souveraineté britannique ne pouvait être divisée. Cependant, les 

partisans du Home Rule soutenaient que la proposition était dans l’intérêt national de 

l’Irlande. Cette revendication divisait l’Irlande ainsi que le Royaume-Uni dans son ensemble 

et opposa le sud de l’Irlande à l’Ulster qui, en 1912, avait littéralement pris les armes contre 

l’idée d’affaiblir ou de diluer l’Union avec la Grande-Bretagne. En 1887, les libéraux en 

Écosse puis au Pays de Galles s’étaient lancés dans une campagne visant à obtenir leur propre 

forme d’autonomie législative. Si la question du Home Rule fut à l’origine ostensiblement un 

problème irlandais, elle devint le sujet d’un plus vaste débat concernant non seulement la 

gouvernance du Royaume-Uni mais aussi les tensions provoquées par l’existence d’un 

système politique centralisé d’une part et, d’autre part, l’expression de revendications de la 

part de groupes ethniques vivant dans des régions distinctes au sein d’un état multinational. 



Cet article examine le sens plus large pris par la question du Home Rule pendant une période 

de rééquilibrage constitutionnel dans un état certes libéral mais encore non-démocratique. 

L’étude démarre au moment où le système politique britannique était à son apogée, entre 

1707 et 1885. A cette époque le parlement donnait une légitimité sociale et culturelle à la 

centralisation du pouvoir et apportait une cohésion au plus vaste projet impérial. L’article se 

concentre ensuite sur l’avènement de la démocratie à partir de 1885 et sur la façon dont celui-

ci compliqua la tâche du parlement lorsqu’il s’agissait de s’entendre sur l’intérêt  « national », 

en particulier lorsque ceci impliquait de trouver un terrain d’entente commun à quatre nations.  
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“What fools we were … not to have accepted Mr Gladstone’s Home Rule Bill. The Empire 

would not now have the Irish Free State giving us so much trouble and pulling us to pieces.” 

George V in conversation with Prime Minister J. Ramsay MacDonald, 1930. 

 

Introduction 

 
From 1885 to 1921 United Kingdom politics were polarized around the question of 

parliamentary devolution for Ireland (Home Rule). Although the relevant Bills offered only a 

modest measure of devolution, a major argument against Home Rule was that it would have 

been incompatible with the survival of the British Empire and indeed of the United Kingdom, 

because sovereignty could not be divided. However, Home Rule supporters insisted that the 

proposal was in the Irish national interest. This claim was in itself divisive in Ireland, as well 

as within the United Kingdom as a whole, and set the South against Ulster, which by 1912 

was (literally) up in arms against any idea of weakening or diluting the Union with Britain. 

By 1887 Liberals in both Scotland and (soon afterwards) in Wales started to campaign for 

their own form of Home Rule. Indian Liberals were the next to take up the issue, when 

Dadabhai Naoroji (1825-1917), the Indian Liberal Federation and eventually Congress 

started to demand Home Rule for the Raj.338 Ostensibly only an Irish question, Home Rule 

was in fact the beginning of a wider debate about the governance of the United Kingdom and 

the tension between a centralized political system and the claims of ethnic groups and distinct 

regions in a multi-national state – a problem then shared by other multi-ethnic empires in 

Europe.339  

This article examines the wider significance of the crisis in the constitutional 

rebalancing of a liberal, but still undemocratic, state. It will start from the time when the 

British system was at its apex, between 1707 and 1885. In this period parliament provided 

social and cultural legitimacy for the centralization of power and created cohesion for the 

wider imperial project. Second, this article will focus on the advent of democracy from 1885, 
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and the way the latter made it more difficult for parliament to agree on the national interest – 

especially when the latter depended on finding common ground between four nations.  

 

 

Halcyon day, 1707-1885 

 
When England and Scotland merged their parliaments in 1707, neither country was a 

democracy. The British parliamentary system was one in which men of property exercised 

real influence not only in electing MPs, but also in the selection of candidates and, most 

importantly, in identifying those issues about which the government should be concerned. The 

House of Commons was dominated by large landowners, including the gentry and cadet 

members of the nobility, some sitting there while waiting their turn to be elevated to the 

House of Lords upon inheriting the family title. The Upper House represented most of the 

country’s wealth and hereditary confidence in dealing with both national and global affairs.  

Parliament played a key role in the forging of a sense of national identity and interest. 

For several months each year over 600 commoners and a variable number of territorial peers 

met in the Houses of Parliament to debate matters of common concern was helped to create a 

lively awareness of what Benedict Anderson calls the national ‘imagined community’. It was 

an effective way of conjuring up a collective entity which encompassed not only the British 

Isles, but also the wider Empire, whose affairs became a topic of continuous and informed 

debate. In this way, Parliament created a sense of the ‘national interest’. It was important that 

they met in London, which was also the country’s commercial and financial centre, as well as 

the hub of imperial communication, where information could be put to good use in terms of 

choosing investments and shaping policies which would maximize profits. Cohesion among 

the elite was further consolidated by the development of a integrated education system based 

on public schools, Oxford and Cambridge. Such cultural centralization helps to understand 

also why the country could function without a written constitution: the key factor was the 

cultural and social homogeneity of the ruling elite. The United Kingdom was governed by 

hereditary experts, organic intellectuals of the landed elite and the upper middle class, 

confident to be, and be regarded as, essential to the correct operation of a system whose rules 

were not so much “unwritten”, as “hidden amidst a mass of legal precedent and 

conventions.”340  

Though undemocratic, this system was broadly representative. It did not represent 

citizens and popular majorities, but empowered the people of weight and influence. Even the 

House of Lords was representative in this sense: each of its members was based in one or 

more territorial estates, and had personal reasons for looking after the economic interests of 

those areas where they were located. Furthermore, as a group, they included the great 

shareholders in the Empire project, even in the literal sense of the expression, because of their 

investments in India, North America and the West Indies.341   

Their uniquely ‘global’ perspective on the ‘national interest’ provided also the 

rationale behind the development of the so-called ‘Court Party’ in the eighteenth century. Its 

supporters were motivated by their involvement in international trade and other global 
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economic interests, which needed to be defended against competitors. They were prepared to 

fight wars and inflict high taxation on the country for this purpose. They were successful 

because many other social groups benefited from such a policy, including those associated 

with the city ports, the ship-building industry, the merchant marine, the navy and its 

employees, and – last but not least – the slave trade lobby.  

By contrast, the smaller gentry, whose outlook was based primarily in one specific 

area, articulated a landed patriotism, which identified the national interest with those of the 

farming interest. At the time, agriculture was by far the largest employer in the country, and 

was best served by cheap government and low taxation, which required a small military 

establishment and the reduction of the national debt – both of which depended on peace 

abroad. Its advocates, the Country Party, were concerned with the perceived shift of the 

balance of power from Parliament to the Prime Minister and sought to reassert the power of 

the landed gentry in contrast to royal officials, large merchants and bankers.342  

What turned the scales in favour of the Court Party and globalization as the winning 

definition of the national interest were, first, the great military successes of the eighteenth 

century, culminating in the securing of new territories in both North America and India after 

1760; and, second, the industrial revolution. In turn, empire and industrialization sparked off 

a long period of expansion of the British economy, including the financial sector, which was 

the backbone of British power abroad. Great Britain became a focal point for industry and 

empire, sustaining unprecedented demographic growth at home and what James Belich 

describes as the settler revolution in colonies overseas, with millions of emigrants creating 

new countries such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand.343344  

The stability of the settler system was ensured by the adoption of devolved 

representative government for the colonies. Described by Jürgen Osterhammel as the most 

important constitutional document in nineteenth-century global history, the Durham Report 

(1839) initiated a process of rapid, albeit selective and racially-exclusive, democratization of 

the world, starting from the periphery of Europe.345 From the 1840s, there emerged a division 

of labour between Westminster and colonial governments. The latter were allowed to manage 

colonial affairs and were responsible to locally elected representative assemblies. This in turn 

consolidated a two-way flow between foreign and domestic policies: throughout the Victorian 

age and during the first half of the twentieth century, in exchange for devolution, the 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand and (later) the ‘white’ colonies in Africa accepted London's 

control over their commercial and foreign policy. It was democracy made harmless for the 

ancien régime, democracy without power. 

Yet, in India, the so-called “Mutiny” (or “War of Independence”) of 1857-8 

demonstrated the limits of paternalism. Ultimately, as Richard Evans has recently reminded 

us, ‘violence lay at the heart of the British Empire.’346 Indeed, this was well known at the 

time. As the most ‘realist’ among the system’s champions, James Fitzjames Stephen, noted in 

1874, in India as much as in Canada or the Scottish Highlands, peace, law and order depended 
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not primarily on consent, but on force, and “the reason why it work[ed] so quietly is that no 

one doubt[ed] either its existence, or its direction, or its crushing superiority to any 

individual resistance which could be offered to it.”347 However, this undemocratic system was 

restrained by a liberal society: domestic public opinion had to be handled with care – which 

resulted in the early development of a complex relationship between the media and power, as 

John Wong has demonstrated in his splendid study of the 1856 Opium War.348 

The weak link in the imperial chain was Ireland. From 1800 its Union with Britain 

should have provided the country with new opportunities by associating it with the most 

dynamic economy and the widest territorial and commercial empire on earth. In practice, 

however, the groups which most benefited from imperial globalisation represented a small 

cross section of society, while the numerically largest group were the tenant farmers, whose 

interests were rooted in ‘the land’ and confined to their villages and counties. The problem 

was not, as Irish nationalists insisted, that Ireland’s ‘national interest’ diverged from those 

Britain. Rather – in a variation on the old theme of ‘Court versus Country’ – in both Ireland 

and Britain there was a clash between the interests of the farmers and those of the business 

elite and the urban working classes. These were less important in south-west Ireland than in 

Britain, but very important both in Ulster and the south-east of Ireland, particularly Dublin. 

Furthermore, while Belfast had every reason to cherish the Union because its interests 

coincided with those of industrial Britain, Dublin was divided. Its commercial interests 

converged with those of England, the largest market for Irish distilleries and confectionary, 

but the old political elite were resentful of Dublin’s loss of status as capital after the Act of 

Union. 349  This helps to explain the strange phenomenon of an Irish Protestant ‘Tory’ 

patriotism, an attitude best exemplified by Charles Stewart Parnell (1846-91). 

The debate on free trade versus agricultural protection was the ideological centrepiece 

of this clash. During the Napoleonic wars, both British and Irish farmers had benefited from 

high food prices and steady domestic demand. Through tariffs on imported wheat (the 1815 

Corn Laws) the government sought to continue these conditions when peace returned. 

However, labour unrest and the pressure of the industrial lobby (both of which demanded 

cheap agricultural imports) forced London to revise the Corn Laws throughout the 1820s and 

1830s. Persuaded that free trade was essential to rebalance the economy and avoid revolution, 

in 1842 the Prime Minister Robert Peel made further steps towards a reduction of agricultural 

tariffs and in 1846 he pushed through the repeal of the Corn Laws, although this decision split 

his Conservative party and brought to an end his own political career. While freer trade 

benefited urban dwellers, it damaged farmers, who did not usually buy their own food, but 

produced what they needed for family consumption and sold the surplus on the market. 

Ireland had the largest number of small tenant farmers in the United Kingdom and here the 

backlash was immediate: the 1842 free trade budget moved hundreds of thousands of poor 

farmers to coalesce around Daniel O’Connell’s campaign for the Repeal of the Union. 

O’Connell linked the Union with free trade and a restoration of a parliament in Dublin with 

protection and the farmers’ interest.350  

His campaign was abruptly stopped by the greatest economic social and humanitarian 

catastrophe in the history of the Victorian United Kingdom: the Great Famine (1845-50), 

which caused the death of about one million people, the immediate exodus of another million 

and continued emigration over the long term. Survivors, especially those who joined the Irish 
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diaspora in Anglo-phobic, republican America, concluded – not unreasonably – that the 

United Kingdom did not work for Ireland and that Britain was the main cause of Ireland’s 

woes.351 What may be surprising is that this view was not more widely shared by either the 

Irish who did not emigrate or those in British colonies, such as Australia and Canada. One 

explanation is that a new pattern developed for which Irish and British ‘national’ interests – 

and the interest of farmers and city-dwellers – converged for at least two generations. The 

years from 1850 until to 1875 saw a large-scale, rapid economic expansion and growth in real 

wages and living standards sustained by the increase in British demand for Irish corn, beef 

and butter. Meanwhile, industrial output in Ulster skyrocketed, particularly in shipbuilding, 

coal and textiles. 352  However, from the late 1870s improvement in transcontinental and 

transatlantic communication meant that imported American farm produce started to bring 

down agricultural prices and erode the Irish share of the United Kingdom market. When this 

happened, the interests of the rural regions started to diverge again from those of urbanized 

and industrial areas. While the latter were benefiting from plummeting food prices, Irish 

farmers felt that their hard-won prosperity was now threatened and demanded a political 

solution: land redistribution and agricultural protectionism. This helped to reawaken 

nationalism. In such revival religion was a contributing factor, but hardly a decisive one, for 

the Catholic hierarchy was predominantly aligned with the British government and committed 

to the preservation of peace, law and order. 

 

 

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft 

 
The situation in Scotland was comparable, but the outcome was different. Here too 

there was potential for a revival of Scottish nationalism with significant religious differences, 

particularly in the aftermath of the 1843 clash between the Presbyterian Church of Scotland 

(the Kirk) and the state over lay patronage in the appointment of ministers. A majority of the 

Kirk’s supreme governing body – the General Assembly, with both lay and clerical 

representatives – deliberated that ministers should be elected by congregations, without 

interference from the local gentry. However, the British Prime Minister (Sir Robert Peel) 

refused to accept such decision. The General Assembly protested that this was in breach of 

the 1707 Act of Union. Their argument was rooted in Scottish constitutional and legal 

thinking – that “the Kirk was an entrenched part of the British constitution, beyond the reach 

of parliament”, because the 1707 Act of Union was “a fundamental law of both realms”; and 

therefore “no infringement [could] be made upon that [Kirk] establishment without breach of 

the Union.”353 In other words, Scotland was understood to have a ‘written’ constitution, the 

Act of Union, which, moreover, provided the ‘covenanted’ foundation of the United Kingdom 

as a whole. This was a view for which there was much popular support: one minister recalled 

exclaiming, “on the spur of the moment, that such injustice was enough to justify Scotland in 

demanding the repeal of the Union. With that, to my surprise, the meeting rose as one man, 
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waving hats and handkerchiefs, and cheering again and again.”354 In what became known as 

the Great Disruption, about two fifths of the total membership of the established church 

seceded to set up a ‘Free’ Kirk.  

While the Disruption did not generate a politically nationalist movement as such, it 

was “one occasion when hundreds of thousands of ordinary men and women in Scotland 

challenged the authority set over them. And, unlike other Scottish rebellions, it succeeded, up 

to a point.”355 Because it was not based on violence, but on the representative legitimacy of 

the Kirk’s governing body, it attracted broad support – especially in the North, which had 

least benefited from the Union. The Free Kirk became solidly Liberal (and the Scottish 

Liberals a surrogate Scottish nationalist party). Within forty-five years of the Disruption Scots 

started to demand the restoration of their parliament in Edinburgh.356 

Scottish nationalism failed to develop along the lines of its Irish counterpart for three 

main reasons. The first is that at the time Scotland was unquestionably benefiting from both 

rapid industrialization and urbanization on a scale which was much larger than that 

experienced by Ireland. While in Ireland industrialization remained confined to the northeast, 

the industrial belt in Scotland accounted for that country’s largest centres of population and 

wealth and played a major role in steering the national economy. Moreover, Scotland was 

profiting much more than Ireland from unfettered access to the global markets created by 

imperial expansion. The latter drove industrial development (shipbuilding, coalmines, 

textiles) and created overseas employment opportunities (in the army, navy and services, in 

the education sector and for university graduates, especially medics, law graduates, 

missionaries and theologians).  

In 1707, when the Scottish Act of Union was passed, there were many reasons for 

Scotland and England to form a Union, including questions of national security and economic 

interest. In 1800 there were equally good reasons for the Union between Britain and Ireland: 

again, top of the list was national security against the threat of a French invasion, a prospect 

which was alarming not only for the British government, but also for the Irish Catholic 

hierarchy, aware of the policies implemented by the French against the Church and the Pope 

himself.357 It was, however, not a popular decision: in 1800, in order to secure the level of 

parliamentary support necessary to form a Union, Irish MPs and members of the House of 

Lords had to be bribed and bullied, while their electors were never consulted. Had they been, 

it is unlikely that they would have voted for the Union, because ethnic suspicion of the 

English ran deep and was compounded by religious differences and the fear of Dublin’s 

economic decline. In 1707, the Scottish Union had encountered similar objections and 

resistance, which had been overcome in similar ways.358  

There were three major risings between in 1715 and 1798. The Scottish Jacobite 

rebellions of 1715 and 1745-46 pitched the supporters of the Stuarts (the royal family which 

had been deposed in 1689) against those of the Hanovers (the Protestant dynasty which had 
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by then produced its first two Georges). The related wars were more brutal and complex than 

dynastic conflict because they involved a clash between the traditional, kinship-based system 

of social obligation of the Highlands, and the market-oriented and globalizing society of 

Glasgow and Edinburgh.359 Popular support for these rebellions had much to do with the 

Union’s failure to integrate the less commercialized, less monetarized parts of Scotland. 

However, in the end, the economic interests of the large farmers, the city merchants, the 

shopkeepers and all those involved – directly or indirectly – with the huge and growing 

overseas trade, demanded the consolidation of the Union. After the Scottish Jacobites were 

crushed at Culloden (1746), the persistence of tangible external threats, particularly from 

France (especially from 1756-1816), helped to create a state of patriotic fervor, which 

consolidated the Union and the insular, ‘sea-borne’ chauvinism.  

In Ireland, the 1798 United Irishmen’s rebellion was more complex, because here the 

initiative started not from a foreign prince or a group of clan chieftains, but from republican 

elites strongly represented in large towns and cities, such as Belfast and Dublin.360 They were 

animated by Gesellschaft-oriented ideas of ‘universal human rights’ and secular democracy. 

However, after the early stage of the rising, these groups were unable to control peasant 

insurgency, which again asserted Gemeinschaft values – including land hunger and sectarian 

revenge – against the local representatives of wider, if not global, interests. They were 

brutally put down by the British army with the help of the local militias, both Catholic and 

Protestant, staffed by more prosperous farmers and with the blessings of all the churches.361 

Of the two Unions, the Irish one was the less stable for two main reasons. The first is 

that here the Union had arrived at a time when the Atlantic democratic revolution was well 

under way (the Irish themselves played a key role in it).362 And, the second was because of 

the way Catholic ‘emancipation’ (full political rights for Catholics) was achieved in 1829: it 

was granted by an unwilling government, apparently scared by popular protest – i.e., by 

democracy. This established a dangerous precedent for the United Kingdom: for, if popular 

agitation and the threat of violence had ‘forced’ the government to grant Catholic 

emancipation, surely more popular unrest would secure anything else the people wanted? 

The Great Famine killed off domestic revolutionary aspirations for a generation.363 As 

we have seen, after 1850 Ireland was benefiting from the British-led economic boom which 

continued until the mid-1870s. Towards the end of that decade, however, a series of bad 

crops, the steady fall in agricultural prices, with most landlords continuing to demand their 

rents, brought about a new crisis. Under the leadership of a Catholic socialist, Michael Davitt, 

and a Protestant aristocrat, Parnell, a major new political movement emerged. Parnell’s aim 

was to secure the restoration of a parliament in Dublin, which he regarded as vital to the 
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interest of his own class, the southern Irish gentry, but he presented it as a nationalist demand. 

Crucially, like Daniel O’Connell in 1842, he linked parliamentary reform to the farmers’ 

interests.364 Davitt would have preferred a programme based on co-operative farming, but 

realized that there was little popular support and great ecclesiastical and middle-class 

opposition to any form of socialism, and was pragmatic enough to decide that the only way 

forward was to endorse Parnell’s demand for ‘tenant right’ and Home Rule. 

 

 

The Advent of ‘democracy’ 

 
Much of Parnell’s social programme was promptly accepted by the British 

government. The Prime Minister William E. Gladstone (1809-98) was eager to restore peace, 

law, order and the legitimacy of the Union. He first targeted the tenant right agitation with 

radical land reform Acts, the most important of which, in 1881, established what 

contemporaries called “the Three Fs.” These included “fair rents”, adjudicated by special 

courts, rather than defined by market demand and supply mechanisms; “fixity of tenure”, in 

that a farmer could be evicted only for non-payment of the rent; and a tenant’s right to “free 

sale” of the improvements which he had carried out on the farm if he decided to leave it. Land 

reform was accompanied by a renewal of ‘coercion’ (anti-terrorist legislation), which became 

increasingly draconian after Gladstone’s nephew, Lord Frederick Cavendish, was murdered 

by a Fenian group in Dublin’s Phoenix Park on the day of his arrival as Ireland’s Chief 

Secretary (6 May 1882).365 

Such measures were followed by electoral reforms, together amounting to the single 

most important step towards democracy in a century. The United Kingdom was brought under 

a uniform electoral system, with (predominantly) single-member constituencies and a first-

past-the-post system under household franchise, without property qualifications. It was a sort 

of ‘patriarchal’ democracy, under which male heads of households voted, while younger men 

living at home or in shared accommodation did not. Women were also excluded (though they 

could vote in some local elections, for example for the powerful school boards). In Ireland, 

the democratic significance of these electoral reforms was increased by the fact that they had 

been preceded by land reform. 

It was supposed to be a new deal for Ireland, one which would make the Union work 

for the Irish. Instead, it was the beginning of the end of the Union between Britain and 

Ireland. This was not primarily because Ireland suffered more than England as a result of the 

decline in agricultural prices, but mainly because, for the first time, ‘the people’ were 

consulted about the Union. At the 1885 general election, the Liberals – the party which 

wanted to make the Union work for the Irish – were squeezed out of Ireland. Most of the 

southern and western constituencies and about half of the Ulster seats went to Parnell’s 

National party, which demanded Home Rule, while most of north-east Ulster went to the 

Conservative party, which wanted no further change.366 
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This democratic revolt against the Union was not merely an Irish phenomenon: in the 

Scottish Highlands a new movement arose, the Crofters’ party. Demanding radical land 

reform on the Irish model, they threatened the Liberal hold over on the north-west. In Wales, 

the land question mobilized the predominantly Nonconformist tenant farmers against 

Anglican landlords, while a new Welsh-speaking movement, Cymru Fydd, made inroads into 

the Liberal party, calling for land reform, Church disestablishment and Home Rule for 

Wales.367  

In response to such developments the two main parties adopted radically divergent 

policies. Gladstone was keenly aware of the power of national separatism and believed that it 

was important to find a strategy to harness it to the chariot of the Union state. He thought that 

this could best be done through devolution and land reform. For Scotland, he quickly 

established the Scottish Office, as a new central government department, and implemented a 

Highlands Land Act similar to the 1881 ‘Thee Fs’ Irish Land Act to appease the  

Scottish small farmers (crofters) had started an agitation in 1885.368 Wales, where 

Gladstone had his own country house, would have to wait, but Ireland was the most urgent 

dimension of the Union problem, because of the political clout secured by Parnell, whose 

party now held the balance at Westminster. In 1886 Gladstone proposed further land reform – 

effectively, a government-sponsored, large-scale transfer of land ownership from the landed 

gentry to the farmers – and the establishment of a devolved parliament in Dublin. It was a 

bold, two-pronged attempt to stabilize the United Kingdom: land reform would create a class 

of contented, conservative smallholders, while Home Rule would satisfy the nationalists’ 

demands and establish institutional mechanisms which in future would articulate Irish 

‘national interest’, but do so within the wider British Empire.369  It was an integrationist 

strategy with an explicit pluralist agenda: the United Kingdom consisted of different nations, 

and their difference was to be affirmed as a means of re-establishing the United Kingdom’s 

overall cohesion. It was reassuring that electoral ‘democracy’ was mediated through the 

intrinsically moderate, exclusively male householder electorate. Gladstone hoped that this 

partial coopting of democratic impulses and provincial interests would stabilize the system, in 

the same way that the adoption of the Durham Report had consolidated the Empire after 1840. 

Under Lord Salisbury, the Conservative party adopted the opposite strategy, based on 

an assimilationist philosophy: they denounced Home Rule as the first step towards the 

disintegration of the Empire and argued that the way forward demanded not constitutional, 

but primarily social reform within a centralized United Kingdom – making Ireland more like 

England, in so far as it was possible. One big advantage of this strategy was that it was 

consistent with the jingoistic spirit of the age and enjoyed widespread support in ‘middle 

England’. More importantly, Salisbury’s stand helped to split the Liberal party in 1886, with 

the anti-Home Rule wing abandoning Gladstone and entering into what was to become a 

permanent ‘Unionist’ alliance with the Conservative party, one which proved a lasting 

success and was in office for most of the time from 1886 to 1905.370 Interestingly, the Liberal 
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seceders’ most dynamic leader, the social imperialist Joseph Chamberlain (1836-1914), was 

influenced by the French republican model of social imperialism, which at the time was the 

most assimilationist in Europe. 371  Driven by a Darwinian angst about the competition 

between great powers – Germany, France, Russia, the USA and Britain – Chamberlain 

wanted to build a stronger and more united Empire applying to it a collectivist and 

interventionist philosophy.372  

In Ireland, in response to national separatism, the Conservative and Liberal Unionist 

governments (1886-92 and1895-1905) tried to establish a higher synthesis of what the 

national interest might mean. For this purpose they started to address the Irish question as one 

requiring two answers: on the one hand, defeating national separatism and agrarian terrorism; 

on the other, modernizing the country. 373  Their land policy was generous and radical, 

culminating, in 1903, with the Wyndham Land Act. This was the final instalment of the sort 

of land purchase that Gladstone would have wished to carry out through one comprehensive 

big law in 1886. Salisbury and his governments implemented the same policy gradually over 

nearly twenty years. Meanwhile, they adopted repressive legislation to control rural unrest. 

Such ‘Constructive’ Unionism commanded a solid majority at Westminster and became 

skilled in ‘surfing’ the imperialist wave, which by 1900 appeared unstoppable. By then, they 

also believed that they had solved the problem of how to ‘manage’ a democratic electorate by 

avoiding the inconveniences of democracy: this required addressing some of the causes of 

economic instability and popular anxiety, while unifying ‘England’ against ‘the enemy 

within’ – Irish nationalists and Gladstonian Liberals – allegedly intent on destroying the 

Empire.  

However, there were two problems with this strategy. The first was that, while Ireland 

was small and affordable, if ‘Constructive’ Unionist reforms were applied to the rest of the 

United Kingdom, they would become very expensive.374 For example, Chamberlain had long 

wished to introduce old-age pensions. The latter would require new sources of revenue, which 

would could come either from taxing more heavily the income of the wealthy (a strategy 

which was not popular with the Conservative party), or the consumption of the poor (which 

was unacceptable to their electors). The second problem was that whatever the government 

did for the Irish, it was never enough, because nationalists were not demanding better 

government from London, but self-government, whether good or bad. 

The Liberals, who returned to power in 1906, had a different view. Gladstone was by 

then dead, but his party inherited and further developed his vision of the empire not as a 

unitary entity run by a London elite, but as a partnership of four nations, involving the 

emerging regional elites in the redefinition of both British and Irish interests through 

devolved legislative assemblies.375 Indeed, by 1912 Winston Churchill was working a project 

of ‘Home Rule All Round’, with devolved assemblies for both Scotland and Wales and the 

English ‘regions’.376 Furthermore, this was a dynamic strategy in the sense that it could be 
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extended beyond the United Kingdom to coopt the colonial elites overseas. Indeed, in 1910 

this strategy was successfully implemented in the then newly-established Union of South 

Africa, where it worked wonders by reconciling most of the defeated Boers to British rule, so 

much so, that one of their leaders, Jan Smuts, immediately became a leading figure in Liberal 

empire-building. However, the Liberals’ renewed attempt to apply devolution to Ireland in 

1912 resulted in a major constitutional crisis.377  

Two things are remarkable in the constitutional crises of 1911-14: the first is that both 

the British and the Irish electorate had a keener interest in the Home Rule Question and the 

future of the Union, than in either radical social reform (including non-contributory old age 

pensions, introduced by the Liberals in 1908)378 or the ending of the House of Lords’ veto on 

legislation passed by the elected House of Commons. The second is that Home Rule was 

stopped not by parliamentary means but by a ‘popular’ insurrection in Ulster: in September 

1912, after a well-orchestrated campaign, about half-a-million Ulster men and women signed 

two parallel documents committing them to resist the establishment of a devolved parliament 

in Dublin by all means. They claimed ‘that Home Rule would be disastrous to the material 

well-being of Ulster as well as of the whole of Ireland, subversive of our civil and religious 

freedom, destructive of our citizenship, and perilous to the unity of the Empire’ (Solemn 

League and Covenant). Their threat was further upheld by the mobilization of a private army, 

the Ulster Volunteers, which in itself implied a claim to ultimate sovereignty, the right to use 

force, the ius ad bellum.379  Inevitably, the Nationalists responded by forming their own 

private army, the Irish Volunteers. In the spring of 1914 the island, indeed the United 

Kingdom as a whole, seemed on the brink of civil war when both Unionists and Nationalists 

started to import weapons from abroad, while the British army was in a state of quasi-

mutiny.380 

A few months later, the outbreak of the First World War changed everything. Britain 

and Ireland went into the war as ‘a Kingdom united’, and furthermore remained so over the 

next few years.381 As it had already happened a hundred years earlier, during the Napoleonic 

Wars, for the duration of the 1914-18 war the United Kingdom held together well, despite the 

widely publicized 1916 Easter Rising. The German blockade and threat of an invasion created 

a solidarity that went beyond the question of the Union.382 The real turning point came only 

with the next general election in December 1918. For the first time, all adult males and some 

women above the age of thirty were entitled to vote. The election found Ireland more 

polarized than ever. In the south, a new nationalist party, Sinn Féin, won the overwhelming 

majority of the seats but refused to send MPs to Westminster and instead organized an 

independent republican parliament in Dublin, the first Dáil. The Unionists reaffirmed their 

control over the six northeast counties of Ulster. They were determined to retain Ulster’s 

connection to the United Kingdom. In both Irelands electors voted not in favour of a 

programme, but against some ‘enemy’ – either Britain (in the nationalist south) or republican 

nationalism (in North-East Ulster), and this resulted in the squeezing out of the system of any 
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parties which proposed compromise answers to the self-government questions, including the 

old National party and the moderate Unionists. Likewise, socialism, the politics of ‘class 

struggle’ and its Irish Labour party advocates were completely marginalized: in the South this 

outcome emerged despite, or because, the support the party had offered to the national 

revolution.  

Over the next two years such division was consolidated into territorial partition, In the 

South and the West, 26 Counties formed an economically conservative ‘Free State’, after a 

revolution (1919-23) which created a bourgeois/farmer state whose economic and social 

combined late-Victorian liberal laissez-faire with Catholic social teaching.383 In the six north-

eastern counties of Ulster the British government created a new self-governing jurisdiction – 

Northern Ireland. Partition excluded from Northern Ireland three Ulster counties where the 

nationalist vote and the Catholic populations were stronger (Donegal, Moneghan and Cavan). 

This was an attempt to secure homogeneity and stability for the new Province which became 

one of the first examples of what sociologists call ‘ethnic democracy’. 384  Partition was 

formalized by the decisions of the 1925 Boundary commission, which effectively confirmed 

the border between the two Irish jurisdictions.385 

Elsewhere in Britain the first quasi-universal suffrage election was far less decisive. 

The war had created a sense of national solidarity against both external enemies and new 

internal ones: with the Bolshevik Revolution threatening to spread to Central and even 

Western Europe, a majority of the British electors voted to stop what they regarded the most 

dangerous ‘enemy within’, identified not with the Irish separatists, but the British ‘socialists’. 

This resulted in the traditional parties, the Conservatives and the Liberals, being confirmed as 

the dominant forces. However, the Liberal party was divided again, as in 1886, between the 

majority, which followed the Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, into a Coalition with the 

Conservatives; and a minority, which followed the former Prime Minister H. H. Asquith and 

remained faithful to pre-war Liberalism. The Labour party made some inroads, but remained 

largely marginal. 386  

 

 

Conclusions 

 
Whatever happened to Scottish and Welsh aspirations to devolution? Between 1910 

and the 1920s in Scotland there continued to be interest in the idea, until a series of economic 

crises and terminal industrial decay increased the country’s dependence on London. This was 

paralleled by the decline of the Liberal party – the greatest champions of devolution – which 

lost support to Labour and the Unionist party (as the Conservatives called themselves north of 

the border). The Unionists were helped by the Protestant churches, deserting the Liberals 

when faced with the prospect of the rise of a ‘socialist’, ‘Godless’ (or, worse, Irish Catholic) 

Labour party. Thus Scotland united against its own variety of the ‘enemy within’. Meanwhile 

Wales had been temporarily absorbed in ‘unionist’ politics, first by David Lloyd George – 
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himself the greatest Welsh statesman ever387 – and then by the vigorous development of the 

Labour party. The latter owed more to Joseph Chamberlain than to Karl Marx and 

‘Constructive Unionism’ became and remained their strategy until 1998. 

Thus, from 1707 to 1885 a representative, but undemocratic, system of government, 

renewed the legitimacy of the ruling landed elite, while continuous economic growth 

strengthened popular deference towards them. Unity and a sense of common purpose 

depended on lack of democracy, which allowed for a drastic simplification of the ‘interests’ 

that mattered and needed to be considered in framing policy. These interests were primarily 

those of the landed elite and their local supporters. They were more or less effectively 

represented in parliament, which gave a voice to the wealthy without excluding regional 

differences thus managing ‘Court versus Country’ tensions while simultaneously encouraging 

the formation and renewal of a national United Kingdom elite.  

From 1885, with the gradual advent of democracy, parliamentary centralization 

became contentious, and this resulted first in the break-up of the party system (1886), and 

then in near civil war (1914), and eventually the Partition of Ireland (1920). The system was 

brutally recalibrated by the impact of the First World War and the Irish Revolution. The latter 

eliminated the most troublesome of the ‘Four Nations’ and ‘quarantined’ whatever remained 

of the ‘Irish Question’ in British politics.388 In the 1930s a new series of external emergencies 

and formidable enemies in the shape of Hitler, Mussolini and the Japanese ensured the further 

strengthening of a centralized of Union. Thus, if the ‘world wars’ of the eighteenth century 

made possible and necessary the Union between England and Scotland, the twentieth-century 

‘Thirty Years War’ provided the system with a new lease of life.389 However, none of the 

regional/national problems which had troubled the Union since 1885 had been solved by 

1945.  
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Résumé 

Les débats parlementaires qui eurent lieu pour examiner les motions et propositions de lois 

sur le Home Rule écossais entre 1889 et 1914 constituent une remarquable source 

d’information sur les arguments qui furent avancés. L’étude des interventions des 

parlementaires permet de comprendre pourquoi le Home Rule s’imposa sur la scène politique 

écossaise à la fin du XIXème siècle. L’article tente également de déterminer la place et 

l’importance du sentiment nationaliste écossais dans les revendications formulées par les 

Home Rulers. Une partie importante de cette étude est consacrée à l’analyse des contours du 

dispositif proposé par les Home Rulers et notamment l’articulation entre le parlement impérial 

et les parlements nationaux et leurs compétences respectives. Sont également étudiés les 

principaux arguments et contre arguments développés par les partisans et les opposants au 

Home Rule : la corrélation entre Home Rule irlandais et Home Rule écossais ainsi que la 

question fondamentale de l’Union, préservée pour les uns et menacée pour les autres, figurent 

au centre de cette analyse. La conclusion de l’article mentionne certaines des raisons pouvant 

expliquer l’échec des Home Rulers. 

 

Abstract 

The parliamentary debates inspired by the introduction of motions and bills in favour of 

Scottish Home Rule between 1889 and 1914 are a remarkable source of information to assess 

the arguments that were put forward in favour and against Home Rule. Studying these debates 

allows to understand why the question of Home Rule came to dominate Scottish politics 

towards the end of the nineteenth century. The article also attempts to determine the weight of 

nationalism in the Scottish claims and to analyse the ins and outs of the schemes proposed by 

the Scottish Home Rulers — notably the way power was meant to be shared between the 

Imperial parliament and the local parliaments. The main arguments and counter arguments 

that were used respectively by the supporters and opponents of Scottish Home Rule will be 

under study, which will lead us to discuss the correlation between Irish Home Rule and 

Scottish Home Rule. The important question of the Scottish Union will also be focused on: 

some believed Scottish self-government was compatible with the preservation of the Union 

while others believed Home Rule threatened this Union. The article concludes by highlighting 

some of the reasons that may explain the ultimate failure of Scottish Home Rulers to obtain 

self-government for Scotland. 
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Introduction 



Avant d’examiner la question spécifique du Home Rule écossais, cet article donnera quelques 

éléments d’information sur le contexte politique de l’Ecosse de la fin du XIXe siècle, 

notamment sa place au sein de l’Union et de l’Empire et la domination du parti libéral. Seront 

ensuite étudiées les associations qui se constituèrent à la fin du siècle pour obtenir la création 

d’un parlement spécifique pour l’Écosse, la Scottish Home Rule Association et la Young Scots' 

Society. La partie centrale de cet article sera consacrée à l’étude des débats qui se déroulèrent 

à la Chambre des communes sur le Home Rule écossais entre 1889 et 1914. Ces débats 

constituent, en effet, une remarquable source d’information sur la nature des arguments qui 

furent avancés en faveur du Home Rule. Pourquoi le Home Rule fut il proposé à ce moment-

là ? Quelle fut l’importance du sentiment nationaliste écossais dans les revendications en 

faveur du Home Rule ? Quels furent les contours du dispositif proposé ? Comment les Home 

Rulers envisagèrent-ils la coexistence d’un parlement impérial et de parlements nationaux ? 

Quels furent les arguments et contre-arguments développés par les partisans et les opposants 

au Home Rule ? Les pages qui suivent auront comme objectif de fournir des éléments de 

réponses à ces quelques questions avant de proposer des hypothèses sur les raisons de l’échec 

du Home Rule écossais. 

 

L’Écosse à l’époque victorienne 

 
L’Union harmonieuse 

L’Écosse du XIXe siècle se caractérise en grande partie par une absence de 

revendications nationales qui peut s’expliquer par la relative autonomie dont elle bénéficiait 

depuis la loi sur l’Union de 1707. Celle-ci avait, certes, fusionné les parlements écossais et 

anglais en un unique parlement de Grande-Bretagne mais elle avait permis à l’Écosse de 

conserver sa religion, son système d’enseignement, son droit civil et son système judiciaire. 

Les interventions du gouvernement dans les affaires écossaises étaient très limitées, ce qui fait 

que les élites politiques et économiques bénéficiaient d’une grande marge de manœuvre pour 

gérer les affaires écossaises comme bon leur semblait. Cette quasi-autonomie politique a été 

remarquablement décrite par Tom Devine : « For almost all of the nineteenth century, de 

facto Scottish political and administrative autonomy continued, with Westminster de jure 

sovereign but government delegated to Scottish institutions run by Scots ».390 

L’Union avait également permis aux Écossais de prendre une part active au 

développement de l’Empire. Les dizaines de milliers d’Écossais qui participaient à l’aventure 

impériale, que ce soit en tant que missionnaires, soldats, fonctionnaires, industriels ou 

marchands, assumaient avec fierté leur double identité d’Écossais et de Britannique. Les 

Écossais considéraient d’ailleurs que c’était grâce à leur contribution que l’Empire avait pu 

atteindre un tel niveau de développement. De nombreux ouvrages mettaient en avant le rôle 

capital des Écossais dans des secteurs aussi variés que l’éducation, la religion, la médecine ou 

la philosophie391. La perception de l’Écossais comme bâtisseur d’empire devait, d’ailleurs, 

perdurer au début du XXème siècle. Dans son ouvrage publié en 1930, Andrew Dewar Gibb, 

professeur de droit à l’université de Glasgow et dirigeant du Scottish National Party de 1936 

à 1940, insista sur la place fondamentale des Écossais au sein de l’empire : 

 
The position of Scotland as a Mother-nation of the Empire is at all costs to be preserved to her. 

England and Scotland occupy a unique position as the begetters and the defenders of Empire. They 

alone of all the Aryan peoples in it have never been otherwise than sovereign and independent. 
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Ireland and Wales, mere satrapies of England, can claim no comparable place. Scotsmen to-day 

are occupying positions both eminent and humble throughout that Empire, and Scottish interests 

are bound up with every colony in it.392 

 

Mentionner l’Écosse du XIXe siècle ne peut donc se faire sans la dissocier de son 

appartenance à la Grande-Bretagne et son ancrage dans l’Empire. 

L’absence de revendication nationaliste ne fut pas, pour autant, synonyme d’une mise 

entre parenthèses de la scotticité. L’Écosse victorienne se caractérisa également par un 

renforcement de la prise de conscience du caractère national, en particulier par le biais de 

références aux épisodes les plus marquants du passé écossais. On pense ici en particulier à la 

monumentale histoire de l’Écosse de Patrick Fraser Tytler publiée à partir de 1828 ou encore 

aux nombreux articles traitant de l’histoire écossaise publiés par la presse et notamment le 

People’s Journal de Dundee, journal qui se vendait à plus de cent trente mille exemplaires en 

1875. Cette réactualisation du passé se manifesta, entre autres, par la glorification de certaines 

des grandes figures historiques écossaises, comme Robert Burns, Robert Bruce ou encore 

William Wallace. Le culte de Wallace connut son apogée au XIXe siècle et se manifesta 

notamment par la construction de monuments érigés en son honneur, dont le National 

Wallace Monument inauguré en 1869. Wallace était perçu comme celui qui avait permis à 

l’Écosse d’entrer dans l’Union sur un pied d’égalité avec l’Angleterre. Cette vision positive 

de l’Union était encore très présente dans le discours écossais du début du XXème siècle : c’est 

ainsi que Richard Lodge, professeur d’histoire à l’université d’Edimbourg, écrivit que l’Union 

n’avait en rien porté préjudice au sentiment national écossais. Le commentaire qui suit est 

d’autant plus intéressant qu’il date de 1907, époque à laquelle le mouvement en faveur du 

Home Rule écossais se manifestait: 

 
At its origin [it was] illogical, and will probably be illogical at the end. It may well be that this is 

the secret of its success … [for] the Union has satisfied Scotland only because it has permitted the 

conservation of Scottish nationality.393  

 

La National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights, fondée en 1853, 

témoigne, cependant, du fait que certains Écossais ne se satisfaisaient pas de la place de leur 

nation au sein de l’Union. L’Association considérait que l’Écosse était négligée par rapport à 

l’Irlande et que le nombre de députés écossais était largement insuffisant. La priorité pour ses 

membres était d’améliorer le système existant mais non pas d’y mettre un terme. La NAVSR 

eut beaucoup de peine à s’imposer dans le paysage politique écossais et sa dissolution trois 

ans plus tard, en 1856, confirme la faiblesse du nationalisme politique écossais à cette 

période. 

 

L’hégémonie du parti libéral en Écosse 

Les libéraux exercèrent un pouvoir sans partage en Écosse pendant la période 

victorienne. Alors qu’en Angleterre les conservateurs remportèrent six des sept élections 

législatives entre 1886 et 1914, ils ne remportèrent qu’une seule élection en Écosse, celle de 

1900. Alors que le parti conservateur était perçu comme un parti figé, les libéraux incarnaient 

les valeurs de progrès, de réforme et de liberté, valeurs essentielles aux yeux des Écossais. 

Les Écossais manifestèrent une admiration sans réserve pour l’une des plus éminentes figures 

politiques de l’époque, William Gladstone, lui-même d’origine écossaise, parlementaire 

depuis 1833 mais élu dans la circonscription écossaise de Midlothian en 1880. Lors de la 

campagne de 1879, les électeurs écossais réservèrent un accueil triomphal à celui qui était 
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perçu comme le représentant du libéralisme, « l’évangile politique »394 de la grande majorité 

des Écossais à l’époque. L’adoption du deuxième Reform Act de 1867, qui augmenta le 

nombre de sièges pour l’Écosse, renforça l’hégémonie du parti libéral : lors des élections de 

1868, les libéraux obtinrent 52 des 60 sièges écossais. Leur domination commença à être 

contestée à la fin du XIXe siècle, notamment après le troisième Reform Act de 1884 (le 

nombre de députés écossais passa à 72), qui étendit le droit de vote et augmenta la 

représentation des grandes villes. Ces modifications entraînèrent des dissensions entre la 

partie plus traditionnelle du parti libéral et les radicaux, encouragés par le soutien d’un 

nombre croissant de citoyens qui jusqu’alors avaient été privés du droit de vote. Certains de 

ces nouveaux électeurs considéraient le parti libéral comme le parti des forces capitalistes et 

du libre-échange destiné à promouvoir les intérêts d’une minorité de citoyens. En 1885, les 

libéraux radicaux écossais créèrent la National Liberal Federation of Scotland dont les 

objectifs prioritaires étaient de promouvoir une réforme de la Chambre des Lords et de mettre 

un terme au statut officiel de l’Église d’Écosse.  

La question du Home Rule irlandais constitua un autre point de discorde majeur au 

sein des libéraux écossais et mit à mal l’unité du parti libéral. Certains estimèrent que le 

Home Rule constituait une illustration parfaite de la dérive du parti vers des politiques trop 

réformistes ; d’autres y voyaient une menace contre l’empire et le libre-échange ; certains, 

enfin, considéraient que la politique du Home Rule démontrait que le parti avait cédé aux 

éléments les plus radicaux. Ces tensions ne firent que s’aggraver au fil des années et 

résultèrent en une scission officialisée par la création du Liberal Unionist Party qui, lors des 

élections de 1886, obtint un succès important en Écosse. L’année 1886 marqua donc la fin de 

l’hégémonie du parti libéral sur la vie politique écossaise. L’avance des libéraux sur les 

conservateurs ne cessa de se réduire pour aboutir, en 1900, à la première victoire en Écosse 

depuis 1831 des conservateurs, alliés au Liberal Unionist Party. Cependant, le revers électoral 

de 1900 ne saurait être interprété comme le déclin du parti libéral : lors du scrutin de 1906, les 

libéraux obtinrent une victoire écrasante en remportant 58 des 72 sièges en Écosse, succès 

confirmé lors des deux élections de 1910 alors que dans le reste du pays les conservateurs 

alliés aux Libéraux Unionistes faisaient pratiquement jeu égal avec les libéraux. L’idéologie 

libérale continua donc à régner en Écosse. C’est dans ce contexte politique particulier 

qu’émergea la question du Home Rule écossais.  

 

Le Home Rule écossais 

 
La question des modifications à apporter à l’architecture constitutionnelle du Royaume-

Uni commença à devenir essentielle pour le parti libéral au cours des années 1870. Lors de la 

campagne électorale pour les élections législatives de 1880, William Gladstone, s’adressant à 

plusieurs milliers de personnes venues l’écouter à Dalkeith, précisa les raisons qui l’incitaient 

à penser qu’il était temps de modifier en profondeur le système parlementaire : 
I intensely desire to see Parliament relieved of some portion of its duties. […] We have got an 

overweight Parliament: and if Ireland, or any other portion of the country, is desirous and able so 

to arrange its affairs that by taking the local part of some local part of its transactions off the hands 

of Parliament, it can liberate and strengthen Parliament for imperial concerns, I say I will not only 

accord a reluctant assent, but I will give a zealous support to any such scheme. One limit, 

gentlemen, one limit only, I know to the extension of local government. It is this: nothing can be 

done, in my opinion, by any wise statesman or right-minded Briton to weaken or compromise the 

authority of the Imperial parliament […] but subject to that limitation, if we can make 

arrangements under which Ireland, Scotland, Wales, portions of England can deal with questions 
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of local and special interest to themselves more efficiently than Parliament now can, that, I say, 

will be the attainment of a great national good.395 

 

Les partis politiques en Écosse adoptèrent des positions très différentes par rapport à la 

question du Home Rule. Les conservateurs s’opposèrent avec virulence à ce qu’ils percevaient 

comme une tentative de déstabilisation de l’Union et leurs interventions lors des débats 

parlementaires confirment qu’il leur était impossible d’imaginer un tel bouleversement 

constitutionnel. Le parti libéral se prononça de façon officielle pour le Home Rule écossais 

lors de son congrès annuel de 1888 : « The National Conference is of the opinion that Home 

Rule should be granted to Scotland, so that the Scottish people could have the sole control and 

management of their own National Affairs ».396 Les libéraux écossais, comme cela a été 

évoqué précédemment, étaient divisés sur la question, même si une majorité d’entre eux 

soutinrent le Home Rule, certains jouant même un rôle important dans la création de la 

Scottish Home Rule Association. Le Labour écossais en fit une de ses revendications 

principales. Ramsay Macdonald et Keir Hardie, personnalités éminentes du Labour, furent 

membres de la Scottish Home Rule Association. Ramsay Macdonald fut à l’origine de la 

création du London General Committee de l’association en 1888 et en assura brièvement la 

présidence.  

Le positionnement des Home Rulers écossais, qui se définissaient à la fois comme 

nationalistes et unionistes, peut sembler paradoxal. Ce nationalisme unioniste combinait deux 

forces qui, dans bien des cas, sont antagonistes. Il est difficile a priori d’affirmer une 

indépendance envers une structure centrale et de revendiquer l’appartenance à cette même 

structure. Or, dans le contexte du Home Rule écossais, une identité nationale forte se 

conjuguait avec une identité collective tout aussi forte. Les Home Rulers estimaient que 

l’Union pouvait être sérieusement menacée si des réformes constitutionnelles significatives 

n’étaient pas mises en œuvre. En militant pour l’obtention d’une autonomie accrue, ils se 

considéraient comme les authentiques défenseurs de l’Union : « Those who advocate such a 

policy (Scottish Home Rule) are the true Unionists while those who oppose it are really 

separatists. » 397 

 

La Scottish Home Rule Association 

La Scottish Home Rule Association vit le jour en mai 1886, un mois après 

l’introduction du Home Rule irlandais à la Chambre des communes. Les objectifs de 

l’association furent définis dans un document publié en 1887 :  

 
A. To secure to the Government of Scotland, in the same degree as it is present possessed by the 

Imperial Government, the control of her Civil servants, Judges, and other officials, with the 

exception of those engaged in the Military, Naval and Diplomatic Services, and in collecting 

Imperial Revenue. 

B. To promote the establishment of a Legislature sitting in Scotland, with full control over all 

purely Scottish questions, and with an Executive Government responsible to it and the Crown. 

C To maintain the integrity of the Empire, and secure that the voice of Scotland shall be heard in 

the Imperial Parliament as fully as at present when discussing Imperial Affairs.398 
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La priorité de l’association était d’obtenir un statut spécial pour l’Écosse ; le Home Rule pour 

l’Irlande n’était envisageable que si l’équivalent pour l’Écosse pouvait être garanti. 

L’association se livra à un véritable travail de propagande : elle publia un grand nombre 

d’opuscules, envoya régulièrement des lettres aux journaux et contacta les candidats aux 

élections législatives pour leur demander de se déclarer favorables au Home Rule pour 

l’Écosse. L’association ne cessa de rappeler que le Parlement britannique ne consacrait qu’un 

temps extrêmement limité aux questions spécifiquement écossaises : « An hour or two in the 

small hours of the morning, three or four times a session, with MPs from England not 

appearing in the House until the Division Bell sounded and then they would vote along Party 

lines. »399  En dépit de ses efforts, l’association ne parvint pas à convaincre les députés 

libéraux anglais de l’importance de la question. 

 

La Young Scots' Society 

La Young Scots' Society, créée en 1900, était composée de libéraux qui tentèrent 

d’insuffler une nouvelle dynamique à un parti qui avait connu une défaite historique lors des 

élections de 1900. La société, bien qu’indépendante du parti libéral, lui était profondément 

liée. Elle compta jusqu’à 3500 membres en 1911 répartis en 56 antennes sur l’ensemble du 

territoire écossais. Pour les Young Scots, seul un parlement écossais pourrait prendre le temps 

nécessaire pour débattre des questions écossaises, ce qui impliquait une refonte complète du 

schéma constitutionnel britannique : une fédération construite autour d’un parlement impérial 

et regroupant les quatre nations des îles britanniques, disposant chacune de son propre 

parlement, constituait le système de gouvernement idéal. Un système fédéral présenterait 

l’avantage de répartir clairement les responsabilités et les fonctions entre les différentes 

structures : 

 
A Federal system is the only possible and enduring solution of the Constitutional difficulty. 

Wherever Incorporation has been tried it has failed. Wherever Federalism has been tried it has 

proved success, allaying jealousy and racial animosity, and bringing about that strongest of all 

unions—the union of co-operation.400  

 

Pour les Young Scots, il n’était nullement question de quitter l’Union mais au contraire de la 

renforcer et de l’améliorer. Ils en approuvaient le principe mais ils en critiquaient la structure 

et les modalités. La Société parvint à exercer une réelle influence dans le parti et joua un rôle 

déterminant dans les bons résultats électoraux des libéraux en Écosse lors des scrutins de 

1906 et 1910. Les Young Scots continuèrent à rester actifs après la Première Guerre mondiale 

mais leur influence sur le parti libéral écossais ne fut plus aussi importante que pendant la 

période édouardienne. 

 

Les débats parlementaires sur le Home Rule écossais 

 
Le parlement britannique s’empara de la question du Home Rule pour l’Écosse 

pendant deux périodes bien distinctes, tout d’abord entre les années 1889 et 1895, période 

pendant laquelle une motion sur le Home Rule écossais fut présentée chaque année, et ensuite 

de 1910 à 1914. Les arguments et contre-arguments utilisés par les parlementaires au cours de 

ces vingt-cinq années présentent de grandes similitudes. Le seul élément véritablement 

novateur fut l’intégration en 1914 d’un amendement sur le droit de vote des femmes qui 
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rencontra de fortes oppositions, y compris dans les rangs du parti libéral, certains députés 

indiquant qu’ils auraient voté le texte s’il n’avait pas contenu cet amendement. 

Avant d’examiner les arguments pour et contre le Home Rule il convient d’essayer de 

préciser les contours du dispositif que les Home Rulers réclamaient de leurs vœux. La 

nouvelle architecture constitutionnelle de type fédéral reposait sur les points suivants :la 

création d’un parlement pour l’Écosse qui aurait comme fonction de traiter les questions 

spécifiquement écossaises ; le maintien de l’Union entre les différentes composantes du 

Royaume-Uni ; le maintien du parlement impérial. 

Les Home Rulers se rendirent compte que la création d’un parlement pour l’Écosse ne 

pouvait se faire sans la création en parallèle de parlements pour chacune des nations 

constitutives du Royaume-Uni, système qui devait prendre le nom de Home Rule all round. 

Le terme, qui fit son apparition au début des années 1880, fait référence à la création de 

parlements spécifiques, non seulement pour l’Écosse et l’Irlande, mais aussi pour l’Angleterre 

et le pays de Galles. Il était difficile d’imaginer des parlements pour l’Irlande, l’Écosse et le 

pays de Galles sans que soit créé en parallèle un parlement défendant les intérêts de 

l’Angleterre. Dans le nouveau système, les parlements nationaux se verraient confier un 

certain nombre de domaines comme le commerce, l’agriculture, l’aide aux pauvres ou 

l’éducation alors que le parlement impérial conserverait les compétences essentielles dont le 

député d’Aberdeenshire Eastern, William Henry Cowan, donna la liste lors des débats de 

1913 : 
I will run over a list, which comprises most of the matters which we leave entirely to the Imperial 

Parliament. Everything affecting the Crown, peace, war, foreign affairs, national defence, 

naturalisation and domicile, trade marks, Scottish lighthouses, coinage, weights and measures, 

external trade, postal service, public loans to Scotland before the passing of the Act, and the 

collection of Imperial taxes. All those will remain in the full control of the Imperial Parliament 

with which the Scottish Parliament will have nothing to do and surely we have reserved a large 

measure of the activities of the Imperial Parliament.401  

 

Pourquoi les députés écossais réclamaient-ils le Home Rule? 

Il faut tout d’abord noter que la fin du XIXe siècle correspondit à une période de 

centralisation accrue qui renforça les pouvoirs du gouvernement au détriment des instances 

locales. Le droit commercial anglais s’était imposé dans l’ensemble du Royaume-Uni même 

si le droit spécifique écossais continuait à prévaloir dans d’autres domaines. Nombre 

d’Écossais considérèrent que la loi sur l’Education écossaise de 1872 avait été trop influencée 

par la loi adoptée pour l’Angleterre deux ans plus tôt. Ces différentes mesures étaient perçues 

par un nombre croissant d’Écossais comme autant de tentatives d’anglicisation de l’Écosse. 

C’est ce que déplora William Henry Cowan lors des débats de 1913 : 

 
In the early seventies this Scottish Department was transferred to London. That was a gratuitous 

insult to the nation, which had its own national and democratic system of education before 

England ever dreamt of educating her people at all, and if Scotland has not fully maintained her 

lead during the forty years since that transfer we must attribute it to this attempt to Anglicise 

Scotland, and that that attempt has largely failed, as it has, is one of the strongest evidences of the 

vitality of Scottish nationality.402 

 

Une autre raison essentielle est à mentionner pour expliquer l’intérêt manifesté par une 

partie des hommes politiques écossais pour le Home Rule, celle du Home Rule irlandais. On 

peut sans conteste affirmer que le mouvement qui se développa à la fin du XIXème siècle en 

faveur d’un Home Rule écossais se forgea en grande partie en réaction à la question du Home 

Rule irlandais. La corrélation entre les deux Home Rules fut explicitement mentionnée dans 
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chacun des débats parlementaires. Les partisans du Home Rule écossais reconnaissaient que 

les Irlandais avaient toute légitimité à demander un parlement spécifique en raison de la 

manière dont leur nation avait été traitée par le gouvernement britannique403. Cependant, ils 

affirmaient avec force que l’Irlande ne pouvait pas bénéficier d’un traitement préférentiel. 

Nombreux furent les députés écossais à souligner que le temps passé à débattre de la question 

irlandaise réduisait considérablement le temps consacré aux questions écossaises. Si l’Irlande 

devait obtenir un nouveau statut au sein de l’Union, il était impensable que ce ne soit pas le 

cas aussi pour l’Écosse. La seule question était de savoir si les deux processus devaient se 

dérouler simultanément ou consécutivement. Certains, à l’image de Ronald Munro-Ferguson, 

député libéral de Leith Burghs et corédacteur de la motion de 1912, estimaient que le 

processus de dévolution devait se dérouler en plusieurs étapes : « Irish Home Rule is a part of 

Parliamentary necessity, and the first part of a general scheme of devolution of powers to be 

consecutively implemented by the same Government. » 404 D’autres députés, au contraire, ne 

voyaient aucune raison à ce que les deux processus soient dissociés : 

  
We are told that Scotland ought not to stand in the way; that we ought to do all we can to get the 

Bill passed for Ireland granting Irish Home Rule; and that then it will be far easier, for the first 

step will be taken, to give Home Rule to Scotland. But I think it would be much easier to give 

Home Rule all round than to proceed by different Bills for one fraction after another.405 

 

L’Écosse, l’Union et l’empire 

Pour les partisans du Home Rule, tout comme pour ceux qui s’y opposaient, l’empire 

constituait le socle et le fondement cardinal de l’architecture constitutionnelle britannique. Il 

n’était nullement question pour les défenseurs du Home Rule de porter atteinte, de quelque 

manière que ce soit, à l’intégrité de l’empire. Les partisans du Home Rule se faisaient fort, 

d’ailleurs, de rappeler que l’Écosse avait pris une part déterminante dans le développement de 

l’empire. Thomas McKinnon Wood, député libéral de la circonscription de Glasgow St 

Rollox et ministre pour l’Écosse de 1912 à 1916, résuma avec conviction le profond 

sentiment d’appartenance des Écossais à l’empire :  

 
No one is wanting to interfere with the Imperial Union of the country. None of us would be 

advocating Home Rule—I certainly should not—if I thought it was to diminish by one jot or tittle 

our share in the Imperial management of the Empire in which we have as great a concern as 

Englishmen, and in which we have done our part.406 

 

L’Union fut, elle aussi, largement évoquée au cours des débats parlementaires. Il est 

intéressant de noter que la question de l’appartenance à l’Union fut utilisée à la fois par les 

défenseurs et les opposants au Home Rule. Pour les Home Rulers, il était inconcevable de 

quitter l’Union. Même si certains députés estimaient que l’Union avait eu des conséquences 

bénéfiques pour l’Écosse, d’autres n’en reconnaissaient pas moins ses limites en considérant 

que le processus avait davantage relevé de l’absorption politique que d’une authentique union 

entre deux entités égales ou en soulignant le fait que l’Union avait porté atteinte à 

l’indépendance de l’Écosse407. Les Home Rulers insistèrent de façon presque obsessionnelle 

sur le fait que leur revendication d’autonomie n’était en rien à interpréter comme un désir de 

séparation de l’Union. Leur désir d’autonomie pouvait pleinement s’épanouir dans le cadre 
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existant de l’Union, position que résuma parfaitement Gavin Clark lorsqu’il présenta sa 

résolution en avril 1889 :  

 
In moving the Resolution that stands in my name let me say at once that that Resolution does not 

mean separation. I have no desire to repeal the Union between England and Scotland, and I think 

that Union has been mutually beneficial—a good thing for Scotland, but a better thing for 

England. […] I trust that in the consideration of Home Rule propositions we shall still preserve 

intact the great Anglo-Saxon Union that has done so much for civilization, that has so much still to 

do.408 

 

Les dysfonctionnements du parlement 

Le parlement britannique fonctionnait mal : tel fut l’un des arguments principaux mis 

en avant par les Home Rulers pour justifier leur demande. Par manque de temps, le parlement 

ne parvenait pas à traiter les questions spécifiques à l’Écosse, ce qui avait comme 

conséquence de reporter les réformes indispensables à l’amélioration des conditions de vie 

des citoyens écossais. En 1889, les Home Rulers mentionnèrent plusieurs textes de lois qui ne 

purent être examinés faute de temps, notamment le Public Health and Police Bill ou le Scotch 

Universities Bill. Lors du débat de 1912, William Chapple indiqua qu’au cours des onze 

années précédentes, le Parlement avait adopté 523 lois dont 44 portaient sur l’Écosse409. Les 

Écossais, aux dires des Home Rulers, avaient donc toutes les raisons de se sentir négligés ou 

oubliés par le parlement. Les Home Rulers mentionnèrent également la question de la 

légitimité des députés à se prononcer sur des dossiers qui ne les intéressaient ou ne les 

concernaient pas. Lors des débats de 1913, Thomas Power O'Connor, député nationaliste 

irlandais de Liverpool, résuma l’opinion des Home Rulers sur ce point : 

 
Affairs in Scotland are discussed and decided, not by the local knowledge of Scotsmen, but by the 

ignorance of Englishmen and Irishmen and Welshmen; and that is what goes on all round. Irish 

affairs are discussed and decided by English ignorance. Scottish affairs are discussed and decided 

by English or Irish or Welsh ignorance. Welsh affairs are discussed and decided by English or 

Scottish or Irish ignorance, and English internal affairs are decided not by English knowledge, but 

by Irish or Scottish or Welsh ignorance.410 

 

L’autre élément sur lequel insistaient les Home Rulers fut celui du manque de 

connaissances des députés non-écossais. Il leur fut régulièrement reproché d’ignorer les 

fondements du système juridique écossais et donc de se prononcer sur des sujets qu’ils ne 

maîtrisaient pas, point qui fut notamment soulevé par Ian Macpherson, député libéral de Ross 

and Cromarty, lors de l’examen du texte de loi de 1914 :  

 
Its [Scotland’s] laws are its own, and its legal system is the most perfect if it is also one of the 

most difficult in the world. There could be nothing more ludicrous than to hear English Members 

discussing "hamesucken, multiplepoinding, blench dispositions, Emphyteusis, stillicide, and ad 

avizandum."411 

 

Les Home Rulers écossais déploraient également le manque d’assiduité de leurs 

collègues quand des questions écossaises étaient à l’ordre du jour et regrettaient qu’ils ne 

fassent leur apparition qu’au moment des votes. L’ensemble de ces critiques justifiait 

pleinement que soit créé un parlement traitant des affaires spécifiquement écossaises. Le 

premier avantage d’une telle mesure serait de décharger le parlement impérial de questions 
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régionales ou locales412. Elle permettrait également d’accorder le temps nécessaire à l’examen 

des lois traitant de questions spécifiques à l’Écosse. En résumé, l’architecture du système 

politique britannique aurait tout à gagner de la création de parlements nationaux. 

 

Les autres arguments des Home Rulers 

Outre la centralisation croissante, le déséquilibre avec l’Irlande et les 

dysfonctionnements du parlement, les tenants du Home Rule firent appel à d’autres arguments 

plus ou moins récurrents. C’est ainsi qu’ils mentionnèrent avec régularité les interventions 

parlementaires de William Gladstone. En 1912, William Chapple, député libéral de 

Stirlingshire, cita un extrait d’une intervention de William Gladstone datant de 1889 dans 

laquelle Gladstone, alors dans l’opposition, s’exprimait sur le principe de la dévolution : 

 
I hold that all judicious devolution which hands over to subordinate bodies duties for which they 

are better qualified by local knowledge, and which at the same time sets free the hands of 

Parliament for the pursuit of its proper business, does not weaken it but strengthens it, gives 

vitality to it, and makes the people more than ever disposed to support the supremacy of 

Parliament.413 

 

Cette stratégie rhétorique avait pour fonction de démontrer que les dirigeants du parti libéral 

étaient favorables au Home Rule pour l’Écosse. Il apparaît, cependant, et la question sera 

abordée plus longuement un peu plus tard, qu’ils tinrent souvent des discours ambivalents, 

voire ambigus, sur la question du Home Rule écossais.  

L’un des autres arguments utilisés par les Home Rulers consista à évoquer les cas des 

pays qui étaient organisés en fédération. En 1892, Gavin Clark mentionna la Suisse comme un 

exemple à suivre. Il cita également le cas des Etats-Unis, comme le firent d’autres députés 

dans les débats ultérieurs, à l’image de William Chapple, qui, en 1912, brossa un portrait 

particulièrement positif du système politique des Etats-Unis : 

 
[The American] statesmen discovered that you could classify political functions into two great 

divisions; those functions that were common to all the States and those functions that were special 

to each; and having made that classification they set up a sovereign power to represent the 

common interest of all States, while retaining for each of the thirteen individual States a sovereign 

power in its particular sphere.414  

 

Les Home Rulers utilisèrent principalement des arguments de nature politique : rares 

furent ceux qui, lors des débats qui eurent lieu entre 1889 et 1895, demandèrent le Home Rule 

dans un but de justice sociale. L’intervention du député de Lanark, Robert Cuninghame 

Graham, en 1889 est à ce titre tout à fait remarquable. Graham percevait le Home Rule non 

comme une fin en soi mais comme un moyen pour mettre en œuvre les réformes destinées à 

améliorer les conditions d’existence des Écossais :  

 
There is a great and growing demand for Home Rule in Scotland, but it comes, in my opinion, 

from no sentimental grounds whatever, but from the extreme misery of a certain section of the 

Scottish population, and they wish to have their own Members under their own hands, in order to 

extort legislation from them suitable to relieve that misery. […] we have women in Aberdeen to-

day toiling for 6s. or 7s. a week; that we have 30,000 people in Glasgow who herd together in one 

room […] I must say I do not think the condition of the poor in that country is one very much to be 

envied.415 
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Ce type d’argument était davantage perceptible dans la rhétorique des Home Rulers entre 

1910 et 1914. Les Home Rulers, sans doute influencés par les Young Scots, prirent des 

positions plus radicales : les indispensables réformes destinées à améliorer les conditions 

d’existence de la population écossaise ne pourraient être prises que par un parlement écossais. 

 

La spécificité écossaise ou l’affirmation de la différence 

Dans toute revendication nationale figurent des rappels à l’histoire de la nation et aux 

grandes figures historiques du passé. Cependant, les débats parlementaires sur le Home Rule 

écossais contiennent peu, voire très peu, de références au passé de la nation écossaise et à ses 

figures légendaires. Les remarques formulées par Eugene Wason, député libéral de 

Clackmannanshire and Kinrossshire, en 1913 et 1914 constituent une exception notoire. Dans 

son intervention de 1914, Eugene Wason mentionna par exemple la bataille de Bannockburn, 

événement emblématique du combat de l’Écosse pour l’indépendance :  

 
I am going to give a quotation from William Earl of Douglas, in the year 1385:— "The Scottish 

people would endure pillage, and they would endure famine and every other extremity of war, but 

they will not endure an English master." That is our position to-day, and I may remind the House 

that this year is the six-hundredth anniversary of Bannockburn.416 

 

Les Home Rulers souhaitaient avant tout marquer leur différence par rapport à l’Angleterre et 

c’est ainsi qu’ils protestèrent vigoureusement contre l’utilisation abusive du terme Angleterre 

pour désigner l’Écosse : l’Écosse se refusait à être diluée dans une entité générique anglaise, 

ce que rappela avec force Eugene Wason : « We decline to be considered in Scotland as a 

province of England. We decline that entirely. » 417 Les Home Rulers estimaient, d’ailleurs, 

que la nation écossaise (la nation la plus démocratique au monde, d’après Gavin Clark418), 

n’avait rien à envier à son voisin anglais, bien au contraire. Certains d’entre eux, comme 

Daniel Holmes, député libéral de Govan, n’hésitèrent pas à insister sur la supériorité de 

l’Écosse sur l’Angleterre dans des domaines aussi divers que ceux de l’éducation, de la loi ou 

de la religion419. Une Union harmonieuse entre des nations fortes, fières de leur passé et de 

leur appartenance à l’empire, tel était le message que ne cessèrent de mettre en avant les 

partisans du Home Rule : 

 
Scottish nationalism is not a question of party. It is not narrow; it is not embittered; it is not the 

product of mere semi-insular pride. Strong as is our attachment to our native country, its-literature, 

its history, and its traditions, the strength of that attachment has not lessened but increased that 

broader side of the national spirit which glories in the inheritance and the continuance of an 

Empire which has come down to us largely through the wisdom, the powers, and the 

statesmenship of our kinsmen who have gone before. 420 

 

L’opposition au Home Rule 
En guise de réponses aux arguments développés par les Home Rulers, les unionistes 

indiquèrent tout d’abord que les contextes irlandais et écossais n’étaient en rien comparables. 

L’Irlande avait été opprimée et négligée par le Parlement britannique et méritait donc une 

attention radicalement différente421. Même ceux qui étaient opposés au Home Rule irlandais 
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estimaient que les Irlandais avaient, contrairement aux Écossais, une certaine légitimité à 

revendiquer un parlement spécifique pour leur nation :  

 
I say, without the slightest hesitation, that while in regard to Ireland I thoroughly understand the 

feeling and recognise that it is a feeling of long growth, which has a real force in the minds of the 

people, this agitation in Scotland is of a purely hothouse breed, and if it were to become necessary 

to give Home Rule to Ireland, which I hope it never will, surely it would be a great misfortune to 

inflict it on Scotland simply to create an excuse for giving it to another island. What can Scotland 

possibly gain by a change of this kind?422 

 

Le Home Rule risquait de porter un coup fatal à l’Union : tel fut l’argument principal 

régulièrement utilisé par les intervenants lors des différents débats. Le Home Rule 

n’apporterait que division et chaos à un système qui fonctionnait parfaitement et qui n’avait 

donc nul besoin d’être modifié. Les unionistes, de surcroît, ne cessèrent de mettre en avant les 

avantages que l’Écosse avait retirés de son appartenance à l’Union :  

 
Absorption was an absolute necessity, and, as the event has proved, was a magnificent advantage 

to Scotland. What did she exchange for it? She exchanged for her various disadvantages an 

undivided partnership in a vast Imperial heritage which has been to her of the most enormous 

advantage, and which has given to her sons the opportunity and privilege which otherwise they 

would not have had; and which has given Scotland the opportunity of increasing her commercial 

position and of establishing it on a firm footing.423 

 

Certains députés considéraient l’Union comme une étape fondamentale dans l’histoire de 

l’Écosse : sans l’Union, l’Écosse serait restée une nation mineure, rongée par les conflits et 

les rivalités et n’aurait pas pu atteindre son remarquable niveau de développement. Les 

défenseurs de l’Union considéraient que la nationalité écossaise avait pu s’affirmer et 

s’épanouir dans l’Union sans la moindre entrave et insistaient sur les innombrables bénéfices 

que l’Union avait apportés aux Écossais. 

D’autres arguments furent de nature plus pragmatique. Les opposants au Home Rule 

firent ainsi remarquer que l’Écosse n’était pas la seule à souffrir de la surcharge de travail 

parlementaire. Ils notèrent également qu’il était difficile de trouver des candidats écossais 

pour un seul parlement : il serait donc encore plus difficile de trouver des candidats écossais 

pour deux parlements distincts. La création de parlements nationaux engendrerait, de surcroît, 

un coût supplémentaire non seulement pour le Royaume-Uni mais aussi pour chacune des 

quatre nations : aux yeux des opposants au Home Rule, il était peu probable que les citoyens 

britanniques soient prêts à financer ce nouveau dispositif. L’opposition au Home Rule se 

manifesta également par la mention des problèmes qui pourraient apparaître à la suite de la 

création de parlements nationaux. Comment pouvait-on imaginer un système fédéral construit 

autour d’un principe de décentralisation qui oublierait d’accorder l’autonomie à certaines 

parties du Royaume-Uni ? Arthur Balfour fut sans doute l’un des députés à pousser cette 

réflexion le plus loin. Pour lui, engager le processus de Home Rule, c’était ouvrir une boîte de 

Pandore constitutionnelle : 

 
Whatever Ireland asks for in principle, Scotland has the right to ask for in principle. I accept that 

entirely. And whatever Ireland has a right to ask for in principle, Middlesex has a right to ask for 

in principle. And whatever Middlesex asks for, Yorkshire has a right to ask for.424 

 

Certains députés abordèrent la question du périmètre des compétences qui seraient accordées 

à ces nouvelles structures. Quel que soit le schéma retenu, il y aurait inévitablement des 
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conflits entre les différentes structures : un parlement doté de compétences réduites et locales 

empiéterait sur les compétences des collectivités locales et un parlement disposant de 

pouvoirs plus étendus empiéterait sur les compétences du parlement impérial. La question de 

la coloration politique différente des parlements impérial et nationaux pourrait également se 

poser, ce qui aurait comme conséquence de créer des tensions et de nuire au bon 

fonctionnement de la démocratie britannique. 

 

Les raisons de l’échec du Home Rule écossais 

 
Le débat sur le Home Rule écossais donna l’opportunité à la représentation 

parlementaire de s’interroger sur la forme que pouvait revêtir l’architecture constitutionnelle 

d’un pays regroupant plusieurs nations différentes. Les concepts de décentralisation, de 

dévolution et de fédéralisme furent abondamment discutés et analysés. La question 

fondamentale de l’appartenance de l’Écosse à l’Union fut largement commentée à la fois par 

les tenants du Home Rule, qui estimaient qu’un système fédéral permettrait de stabiliser et de 

consolider l’Union, et les opposants au Home Rule, qui pensaient qu’un tel dispositif serait 

une catastrophe pour l’Union. Comme cela a été précisé par ailleurs, lors des débats qui se 

déroulèrent sur une période de près de vingt-cinq années, les différents intervenants eurent 

recours à des arguments très similaires. Comment expliquer alors que le Home Rule, souvent 

présenté comme essentiel pour l’avenir de l’Écosse et soutenu par une majorité de députés 

écossais, ait été rejeté par le parlement britannique ? Il ne fait guère de doute que le contexte 

général joua en défaveur du Home Rule écossais : pendant les années précédant la Première 

Guerre mondiale, le gouvernement libéral dut faire face à une série de crises internes et 

internationales sans doute perçues comme bien plus importantes que la question de 

l’autonomie écossaise. On mentionnera, ensuite, la question de la loyauté des députés libéraux 

écossais qui, paradoxalement, joua en leur défaveur. Ce point fut notamment évoqué en 1893 

par Robert Reid, député libéral de Dumfries425 et en 1914 par James Duncan Millar, député 

libéral de North East Lanarkshire, ce dernier remarquant que les Écossais étaient trop 

respectueux des lois pour obtenir ce que les autres obtenaient par la contestation violente et 

l’agitation perpétuelle426. Comme le laisse suggérer le nombre peu élevé de députés présents 

lors des débats consacrés au Home Rule écossais, le Parlement ne manifesta qu’un intérêt 

limité pour la question. Tous ces éléments n’apportent cependant qu’une réponse partielle à 

l’échec du Home Rule écossais. Il est, en conséquence, légitime de se demander si le Home 

Rule constitua une question prioritaire pour l’ensemble des Écossais, ce que les Home Rulers 

ne cessèrent, pourtant, d’affirmer. Les opposants au Home Rule, à l’image du député unioniste 

William Watson, insistèrent sur le manque d’appétence des Écossais pour l’autonomie 

législative : 

 
We were told last year that the question of Home Rule for Scotland was the most absorbing 

political question after the land question. If that is so, all I can say is that it certainly absorbed very 

little of the five weeks during which I was recently engaged in an election in Scotland, for I never 

mentioned it myself. I was only asked questions about it twice, and since then I have heard nothing 

more of it. Personally, I have not come across any great desire in Scotland for Home Rule. One 

knows, of course, from reading the newspapers, that the Young Scots Society are very keen for it, 

and are working very hard for it, but, as to the result of that work, I, personally at any rate, have 

seen precious little result.427 
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Vingt ans plus tôt, Charles Pearson, député conservateur d’Edinburgh and St. Andrews 

Universities, avait formulé une opinion similaire quand il avait affirmé que le parti libéral 

considérait la question comme secondaire, l’opinion publique écossaise ne manifestant que 

peu d’intérêt pour le mouvement en faveur du Home Rule428. Ce manque d’intérêt semble être 

confirmé par le fait que les Home Rulers candidats aux élections législatives ne mentionnèrent 

que très rarement le Home Rule dans leurs réunions ou leurs plateformes électorales. Les 

interventions du marquis de Tullibardine, député conservateur de Perthshire West, lors des 

débats de 1912 et de 1914, sont, à ce titre, particulièrement éclairantes. C’est ainsi que lors de 

la session de 1914, il cita les noms de plusieurs candidats du parti libéral ouvertement 

favorables au Home Rule, dont Thomas McKinnon Wood, le ministre pour l’Écosse, qui, 

pourtant, seraient restés silencieux sur la question429. 

Au nombre des autres raisons qui pourraient expliquer l’échec du Home Rule écossais 

se doivent de figurer en bonne place les attitudes des dirigeants du parti libéral. On soulignera 

notamment le peu d’enthousiasme du comte de Rosebery, premier ministre de 1894 à 1895, et 

surtout l’ambivalence des prises de position de William Gladstone, figure emblématique du 

parti qui pourtant se déclara favorable au processus de dévolution, du moins en principe. Cette 

ambivalence est parfaitement illustrée par le passage suivant, extrait de son intervention lors 

des débats de 1890 : 

 
It is our duty to admit whatever facts appear to stand in the clear light of the evidence of 

facts, but above all to rush to no rash, unfounded, blind conclusions; but rather to say, 

"We will wait for further light and for the further maturity of this question in the minds of 

the people of Scotland, rather than run the slightest risk of misleading her, and possibly 

even of disturbing the country, as well as impeding the course of the public business by 

the adoption of propositions upon which we as yet do not possess, and do not even see in 

our own mind the means of leading to a satisfactory conclusion."430  

 

Ce fut Gavin Clark, le député libéral de Caithness, qui, lors de ce même débat, résuma le 

mieux la position de William Gladstone : 

 
The question of Scotch Home Rule has not been raised on account of our admiration for the right 

hon. Member for Mid Lothian (Mr. Gladstone), or in consequence of any feeling in reference to 

him, because in this matter the right hon. Gentleman has always been coldly neutral. It has simply 

grown up from dissatisfaction which exists in Scotland in regard to the treatment of Scotch 

affairs.431 

 

Il ne fait aucun doute que cette attitude de « froide neutralité » constitua un handicap majeur 

pour les Home Rulers écossais. 

 

Conclusion 
La présente étude des débats sur le Home Rule écossais qui eurent lieu au Parlement 

entre 1889 et 1914 a permis de comprendre comment les Home Rulers tentèrent de persuader 

la classe politique britannique du bienfondé de leur cause. Pendant cette période ils eurent 

recours aux mêmes arguments, insistant sur le fait que qu’un système fédéral et donc un 

parlement écossais permettraient enfin de traiter les questions qui avaient été négligées par le 

parlement britannique. Bien que leurs arguments fussent largement et méthodiquement 

diffusés, ils ne réussirent pas à convaincre les citoyens écossais. Leurs différentes tentatives 

se soldèrent par des échecs, dus en grande partie à un manque d’adhésion et de soutien d’une 
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majorité de parlementaires. Sans aller jusqu’à partager l’opinion de Vernon Bogdanor, pour 

lequel les textes de loi sur le Home Rule écossais ne constituèrent qu’une forme de rituel des 

élus libéraux et travaillistes qui se sentaient dans l’obligation d’affirmer que les droits des 

Écossais étaient identiques à ceux des Irlandais432, il est possible de penser que l’opinion 

publique écossaise avait compris que le Home Rule écossais n’était pas un phénomène 

endogène et que le mouvement pour l’instauration d’un parlement écossais n’avait pris forme 

qu’en réaction au Home Rule irlandais. 
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Résumé 

Annexé unilatéralement en 1536, le pays de Galles connaît, au XIXe siècle, des 

bouleversements politiques majeurs, qui modifient en profondeur la carte électorale galloise. 

Alors que la fin du XIXe siècle est le témoin de l’éveil d’une conscience nationale galloise, un 

nationalisme d’inspiration libérale voit le jour dans la Principauté par la création de 

l’association Cymru Fydd, marquant la naissance d’une conscience politique. Le succès de 

Cymru Fydd est de courte durée, notamment en raison de profondes divisions internes. Après 

cet échec, la cause du Home Rule est reléguée à l’arrière-plan par les Libéraux gallois, mais le 

flambeau est repris, au début du siècle suivant, par les socialistes du Independent Labour 

Party, en particulier Keir Hardie. 

 

Abstract 

Annexed by England in 1536, Wales experienced deep political changes in the late 19th 

century, especially the awakening of a Welsh national consciousness. It led to the emergence 

of nationalist feelings, mostly inspired by members of the Liberal Party who set up Cymru 

Fydd, an association asking for Home Rule for Wales. The movement was a failure and the 

question was left aside by the Liberals until the newly created Labour Party, especially Keir 

Hardie, included the issue in its agenda.   
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Introduction 
 

Le pays de Galles n’a jamais été réellement unifié434 et, jusqu’à la dévolution introduite à la 

fin du XXe siècle, n’a pas eu son propre parlement, contrairement à l’Écosse et à l’Irlande 

                                                           
433 Expression utilisée par Joseph Chamberlain, après son opposition au premier Home Rule Bill pour l’Irlande et 

la scission des Libéraux entre partisans de William Gladstone et les unionistes qu’il mène. 



dont une majorité des parlementaires accepte, respectivement en 1707 et en 1800, de renoncer 

à leur assemblée élue et reconnaissent l’autorité de Westminster. Pourtant, selon l’historien 

gallois Kenneth O. Morgan, « a sense of nationality is as old as the Welsh themselves435 ». Il 

possède en effet une langue dynamique, parlée par une majorité de la population436, une 

continuité historique en tant que peuple distinct, occupant une aire géographique séparée au 

sein des îles Britanniques, une certaine homogénéité ethnique et ses propres légendes et 

chansons, dont un hymne national composé en 1856 par Evan James, tisserand de Pontypridd, 

et son fils James James. Annexé unilatéralement en 1536, le pays de Galles connaît, au XIXe 

siècle, des bouleversements politiques majeurs qui modifient en profondeur la carte électorale 

galloise. Alors que la fin du XIXe siècle est le témoin de l’éveil d’une conscience nationale 

galloise, un nationalisme d’inspiration libérale voit le jour dans la Principauté437, premier 

territoire conquis par l’Angleterre : l’association Cymru Fydd est créée. Son succès est de 

courte durée, notamment en raison de profondes divisions internes. Mais l’association voit le 

jour dans le contexte de l’adoption pour la première fois par le Parlement de plusieurs lois 

spécifiques à la région et les débuts d’une dévolution administrative. Après cet échec, la cause 

du Home Rule est reléguée à l’arrière-plan par les Libéraux gallois. Mais le flambeau est 

repris, au début du siècle suivant, par les socialistes du Independent Labour Party, en 

particulier Keir Hardie. 

Cet article propose donc d’étudier, dans un premier temps, le contexte de la campagne pour le 

Home Rule au pays de Galles, marquée par l’éveil d’une conscience nationale. Puis il s’agira 

de se pencher sur la première phase de cette campagne, menée par les Libéraux, à l’origine 

d’un premier mouvement nationaliste dans la Principauté, avant de considérer la percée du 

travaillisme et du tout jeune Labour Party, qui décide de réclamer, dans son manifeste de 

1918, le « Home Rule All Round ».  

 

 

La fin du XIXe siècle : l’éveil d’une conscience nationale 
 

By the early 1880s, a sense of Welsh nationality and of national distinctiveness within the wider 

framework of the United Kingdom was present as never before. It was not merely the academic 

concern of remote scholars and antiquarians. It was a living element in the daily experience of the 

Welsh people438. 

 

C’est ainsi que Kenneth O. Morgan décrit les sentiments des Gallois à la fin du XIXe siècle. 

Quarante ans après l’Angleterre, le pays de Galles subit en effet de profondes transformations 

économiques et d’importants bouleversements sociaux dus à la Révolution industrielle, à 

l’origine, selon l’historien Hervé Abalain, de l’émergence d’une société nouvelle : « C’est 

l’ensemble de la vie galloise qui en est affecté, et c’est une société nouvelle, avec ses maux et 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
434 Seul Owain Glyndŵr (c. 1354-1415), au XVe siècle, est surnommé le « dernier prince de Galles gallois, 

Gwynfor Evans, Welsh Nation Builders (Llandysul, Gomer Press, 1988), p. 125. Owain Glyndŵr s’est rebellé 

contre l’Angleterre et a mis en place un parlement pour le pays de Galles, « the last to meet on Welsh soil, the 

last time the Welsh had the power of deciding anything for themselves, of acting politically as a nation », selon 

l’ancien président de Plaid Cymru (Ibid., p. 134). 
435 Kenneth O. Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales 1880-1980 (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 90. 
436 Le recensement de 1911 indique que près d’un million de Gallois (977 366) parle le gallois. Voir l’analyse 

réalisée par Hywel M. Jones pour le Welsh Language Board et publiée en 2012, A Statistical Overview of the 

Welsh Language. Voir note 12. 
437 Le pays de Galles est une Principauté depuis le XIIIe siècle, quand Llywelyn le Grand prend le titre de Prince 

des Gallois. 
438 Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, p. 90. 



ses conflits, qui s’affirme énergiquement439 ». Un tel contexte est particulièrement favorable à 

l’apparition d’une forme de nationalisme dans la mesure où la population se trouve privée de 

ses repères traditionnels. L’émergence d’une conscience nationale correspond ainsi à la 

transformation de la société galloise, d’une société ancienne, agricole et pastorale, en une 

société moderne, industrielle et davantage urbaine, dont le développement s’appuie sur trois 

piliers – le fer, le charbon et l’acier. Cette industrialisation rapide de la Principauté complique 

les relations entre les classes dirigeantes anglicisées et le gwerin, ou le peuple. De ce fait, la 

Révolution industrielle (qui affecte surtout le Sud du pays de Galles) est perçue par une partie 

de la population comme un danger pour la civilisation et la culture galloises. Et cela donne 

naissance à un fort sentiment identitaire et national, illustré par l’essor de la presse galloise, la 

multiplication des symboles nationaux et la défense des deux piliers de l’identité galloise, la 

religion et l’éducation. 

 

L’essor de la presse galloise et la multiplication des symboles nationaux 

En 1891 est publié pour la première fois Cymru, mensuel littéraire, historique et culturel 

populaire édité par Owen Morgan Edwards, professeur d’histoire moderne à Oxford de 1887 à 

1907, ainsi que son équivalent en anglais Wales. Edwards est également co-éditeur de Cymru 

Fydd, journal du mouvement national éponyme.  

La presse joue, en outre, un rôle majeur dans l’essor du libéralisme à la fin du XIXe siècle 

dans la mesure où de nombreux journaux véhiculant les idées du parti voient le jour : Baner 

ac Amserau Cymru dans le nord-est, édité par Thomas Gee ; Y Genedl Gymreig, au nord-

ouest, avec pour éditeur de 1892 à 1895 Beriah Gwynfe Evans qui le quitte pour devenir 

secrétaire de la Cymru Fydd League ; Cambrian News, au centre, avec à sa tête un non-

galloisant, John Gibson ; le South Wales Daily News, le quotidien libéral de Cardiff jusqu’en 

1928. La presse se fait donc l’écho du mécontentement de toute une classe populaire qui 

souhaite affirmer l’altérité du pays de Galles face à la menace anglaise. 

 

La transformation de la société galloise éveille une conscience nationale. Les Gallois, 

désireux d’affirmer leur différence, multiplient à l’excès les symboles nationaux, considérés 

par Raoul Girardet comme des « manifestations sentimentales du nationalisme 440  ». Des 

emblèmes sont recréés, parfois même créés de toutes pièces, comme le costume traditionnel 

imaginé par Lady Llanover441, qui le voit comme la représentation virtuelle d’une identité 

galloise distincte. Différents symboles apparaissent : le Dragon Rouge, présent sur le drapeau, 

le poireau, la jonquille pour affirmer l’ancienneté, la noblesse, la loyauté, la fierté et la 

survivance de la nation. De plus, l’eisteddfod, qui désigne une assemblée, est réintroduit en 

1880 avec la création de Eisteddfod Genedlaethol, ou National Eisteddfod Association. 

Apparu pour la première fois en 1176, mais relancé au début du XIXe siècle par Iolo 

Morganwg, de son vrai nom Edward Williams, antiquaire et faussaire réputé, l’eisteddfod est 

un festival de littérature, musique et théâtre au cours duquel des compétitions suivies de 

remises de prix ont lieu dans diverses disciplines autour de la langue galloise, principalement 

la poésie. L’association a pour objectif d’organiser un festival annuel qui se tiendra en 

alternance au nord et au sud du pays de Galles.  

                                                           
439 Hervé Abalain, Histoire du pays de Galles (Luçon, Éditions Jean-Paul Gisserot, 1991), p. 57. 
440 Raoul Girardet, Nationalismes et nation (Paris, Éditions Complexe, 1996), p. 19. 
441  Lady Llanover encourage l’utilisation de tissus gallois, notamment la laine et de couleurs assez vives. 

Maxwell Fraser, dans un article publié dans le NLW Journal, vol. XIII, donne une rapide description de cette 

tenue, portée par Lady Llanover et les femmes de son entourage : « On Wednesday morning all the ladies of the 

Llanover party, with the exception of Mrs Waddington, dressed themselves in Welsh costumes, including a 

round block beaver hat and mob cap and set out in three carriages for Abergavenny Angel Inn, and walked from 

there to the Free Grammar School » (NLW Journal, Vol. XIII,(1964), p. 219).   



En outre, des symboles institutionnels de l’identité nationale sont mis en place par le 

gouvernement britannique, preuve de la renaissance culturelle galloise. Dès 1873, une 

commission est chargée de rassembler des ouvrages et de les regrouper à University College à 

Aberystwyth, université ouverte en 1872. Le gouvernement conservateur et unioniste 

d’Arthur Balfour promet en 1905 d’allouer des fonds pour établir non seulement une 

bibliothèque nationale, mais aussi un musée national du pays de Galles, et le Privy Council 

nomme une commission chargée de décider du lieu de ces deux institutions. Les villes de 

Cardiff et Aberystwyth sont rapidement en concurrence pour accueillir la bibliothèque, mais 

David Lloyd George, homme politique gallois membre du gouvernement, apporte son soutien 

à Aberystwyth. La ville possède en effet déjà une collection de manuscrits rassemblés par Sir 

John Williams, médecin et collectionneur, qui s’est engagé à faire don de sa collection et à 

donner 20 000 livres sterling pour la construction du bâtiment. En contrepartie, le musée 

national est édifié à Cardiff. La National Library reçoit une charte royale le 19 mars 1907 et 

ouvre officiellement ses portes le 1er mars 1916442 . Le reste des fonds nécessaires à la 

construction de ces deux sites est apporté par la classe ouvrière, par le biais d’une 

souscription. 

 

Les deux piliers de l’identité galloise : la religion et l’éducation 

Selon Hervé Abalain, trois événements majeurs jalonnent l’histoire du pays de Galles : 

l’union avec l’Angleterre, la Réforme et la traduction de la Bible en gallois en 1588443. En 

effet, langue et religion sont deux facteurs identitaires gallois, la langue puisqu’elle est l’une 

des plus anciennes d’Europe et parlée en 1891 par 54,4% de la population444, et la religion 

dans la mesure où les Gallois l’instrumentalisent pour revendiquer leur singularité. À partir du 

XVIIe siècle, les Gallois adoptent en masse le non-conformisme, le rejet de la doctrine de 

l’Église anglicane, qu’ils transforment en un mouvement plus spécifiquement gallois, ce que 

souligne l’universitaire Anne Hellegouarc’h :  

 
Le peuple se réappropria le mouvement non-conformiste qui n’avait pourtant rien de 

particulièrement gallois à l’origine pour en faire le premier véritable mouvement populaire gallois, 

d’autant plus gallois et populaire qu’il avait à la fois façonné et été façonné par le gwerin (classe 

populaire)445. 

 

Le pays de Galles compte, en 1882, 352 249 membres des quatre principales dénominations, 

les Baptistes, Méthodistes, Indépendants et Wesleyens, sur une population d’un peu plus de 

1,5 million d’habitants446, et 549 123 en 1905, date d’un renouveau religieux. Les chapelles 

occupent une place centrale dans le quotidien des communautés, lieux non seulement de culte, 

mais aussi de nombreuses activités et d’éducation. Les partisans de la tempérance obtiennent 

en 1881 l’adoption au Parlement du Welsh Sunday Closing Act, premier texte de loi 

                                                           
442 Voir Trevor Fishlock, In this place: The National Library of Wales (Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, 

2007). 
443 La Reine Elisabeth promulgue en 1563 une loi exigeant la traduction de la Bible et du rituel anglican en 

gallois avant le 1er mars 1567, mesure plutôt ironique puisque la Reine, désireuse d’accélérer l’assimilation des 

Gallois par le biais de la religion, leur permet de préserver leur langue, ce que souligne Armand Le Calvez : « La 

Bible a donné aux Gallois une langue classique qui a remédié, dans une certaine mesure, à l’absence d’une unité 

ou de toute autre institution, et elle a maintenu l’unité du peuple à une époque de désintégration sociale et 

religieuse » (A. Le Calvez, Un Cas de bilinguisme : anglais et gallois (Lannion, Revue Skol, 1970), p. 39). 
444 Voir Kenneth O. Morgan, Wales in British Politics 1868-1922 (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 1980, 3ème 

édition),  

p. 315, annexe 1. 
445 Anne Hellegouarc’h, Le Pays de Galles au XXe siècle : naissance d’une nouvelle identité (thèse rédigée sous 

la direction d’Hervé Abalain, Université de Bretagne Occidentale, 2002), p. 78. 
446 Voir Morgan, Wales in British Politics, p. 317, annexe 3. 



spécifique au pays de Galles447. Les Gallois réclament alors l’indépendance de leur Église, 

c’est-à-dire la création d’une nouvelle Église, libérée des contraintes politiques et financières, 

notamment le paiement de la dîme à l’Église établie.  

Les questions de l’indépendance de l’Église galloise vis-à-vis l’Église anglicane et de son 

« disendowment », soit l’indépendance financière, sont au cœur du programme libéral après 

1885. William Gladstone, dirigeant libéral et Premier ministre à plusieurs reprises à la fin du 

XIXe siècle, reconnaît en 1873 que le pays de Galles est « une nation de non-conformistes ». 

Extrapolant sur les résultats du recensement de 1871, il estime alors que sur un million de 

galloisants, 800 000 sont non-conformistes. La National Liberal Federation adopte de façon 

formelle à la conférence de Nottingham en 1887 la séparation de l’Église galloise comme 

principe essentiel de son programme et, en octobre 1891, elle arrive en deuxième position 

après le Home Rule pour l’Irlande dans le programme de Newcastle du Parti libéral. Au cours 

d’un débat à la Chambre des communes le 20 février 1891, Gladstone reconnaît à nouveau 

l’identité religieuse galloise lorsqu’il déclare : « the nonconformists of Wales are the people of 

Wales 448  ». Le gouvernement libéral de Rosebery présente en 1894 un Welsh 

Disestablishment Bill, mais sans succès. Un nouveau texte passe en seconde lecture le 1er avril 

1895, mais il n’aboutit pas puisque le Parti libéral perd les élections législatives de juillet 

1895 et reste dix ans dans l’opposition. 

Lorsque le Parti libéral revient au pouvoir en décembre 1905, la question religieuse reste au 

cœur de son programme, d’autant que, comme indiqué plus haut, le pays de Galles connaît un 

renouveau religieux majeur. Il faut attendre avril 1909 pour que le Premier ministre Herbert 

Asquith introduise un nouveau projet de loi, largement inspiré de celui de 1895, afin de 

contrôler les députés gallois. Il passe en première lecture avant de tomber dans l’oubli : dans 

les années qui suivent, l’ordre du jour à Westminster est dominé par les débats sur le budget, 

la réforme de la Chambre des Lords et le National Insurance Bill. Le gouvernement ne peut 

retarder le projet davantage en 1912, surtout qu’il s’est aussi engagé à présenter un troisième 

Home Rule Bill pour l’Irlande. Grâce au Parliament Act de 1911, les Lords, opposés à la 

séparation de l’Église galloise, ne peuvent bloquer le projet plus de deux ans. Introduit en 

avril 1912, il est finalement adopté à la Chambre des Communes le 19 mai 1914, le Welsh 

Church Act reçoit l’assentiment royal le 18 septembre 1914. Il permet la création de l’Église 

du pays de Galles, mais n’entre en vigueur qu’en 1920. Il est en effet, tout comme le 

Government of Ireland Act de 1914, suspendu le temps de la Première Guerre mondiale par 

l’adoption du Suspensory Act. Quand l’Irlande réclame, et obtient, le Home Rule, le pays de 

Galles se contente d’une église indépendante. 

 

C’est dans le domaine de l’éducation que les Gallois affirment également leur identité et leur 

diversité. Le Forster Act adopté en 1870 instaure au pays de Galles, comme en Angleterre, un 

système scolaire primaire et secondaire. Mais c’est le Welsh Intermediate Education Act de 

1889, introduit par Rendel Stuart, député libéral pour le Montgomeryshire de 1880 à 1894 et 

reconnu comme le leader des députés libéraux gallois, qui permet au pays de Galles de se 

doter d’un système éducatif de qualité : la Principauté compte 95 « county schools » en 1902, 

puis 117 en 1914, dont seulement six établissements privés, mais 90 écoles mises en place 

grâce à la loi de 1889. Le gouvernement libéral de Campbell-Bannerman met en place en 

février 1907 un département gallois au sein du Board of Education, reconnaissant ainsi la 

spécificité du système éducatif au pays de Galles, décision saluée par David Lloyd George, 

favorable à une administration dévolue pour promouvoir l’éducation galloise.  

                                                           
447 Cette loi exigeait que tous les établissements vendant de l’alcool soient fermés le dimanche. Selon Kenneth 

O. Morgan : « It was pronounced for the first time by parliament that Wales had a separate political identity » 

(Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, p. 37). 
448 William Gladstone, 20 février1891, in Hansard, Parl. Deb., 3rd ser., vol. CCCL, col.. 1265. 



L’éveil de la conscience nationale s’illustre surtout dans l’enseignement supérieur puisque 

trois universités sont ouvertes au pays de Galles à la fin du XIXe siècle. L’Université 

d’Aberystwyth, surnommé « the college by the sea », en raison de sa position en bord de mer, 

ouvre ses portes dès 1872 et sans aide du gouvernement britannique avant 1885 ; suivent 

University College of South Wales and Monmouthshire à Cardiff en 1883 et University 

College of North Wales à Bangor l’année suivante. L’Université du pays de Galles obtient une 

charte royale fin 1893 et, à partir de 1896, elle possède une structure fédérale. 90 % de ses 

étudiants, souvent issus de milieux modestes, sont originaires du pays de Galles et reçoivent 

un enseignement portant sur des thématiques essentiellement galloises. La mise en place d’un 

enseignement supérieur distinct n’est pas anodine dans la mesure où toute une génération de 

personnalités, tant politiques que littéraires, sera formée au pays de Galles : « The history of 

learning in Wales, of which the new University is a symbol and a manifestation, is not merely 

the history of a movement or a phase of national activity. It is the history of the nation 

itself449 ». 

Si la renaissance nationale galloise touche tout d’abord les cercles littéraires et culturels, elle 

finit par affecter la vie politique puisque ces développements représentent les premiers 

exemples d’une dévolution administrative au pays de Galles. Kenneth O. Morgan le souligne : 

« The Welsh are, and have long been, an intensely political nation. And it was in the sphere of 

politics that the reawakening of the national energies in the period between the early eighties 

and the dawn of the new century was most emphatic450 ». Dans son article “Twenty-Five 

Years of Welsh Nationalism”, qu’il publie en juin 1913 dans Wales, F.E. Hamer considère 

que c’est une époque marquée par de nombreux succès gallois en politique451. 
 

 

Le Home Rule pour le pays de Galles : un nationalisme d’inspiration 

libérale 
 

Les différentes lois introduites par le Parlement dans la seconde moitié du XIXe siècle – 

extension du droit de vote en 1867 et 1884, puis redistribution des sièges en 1885 grâce au 

Redistribution Act – ont un impact majeur au pays de Galles. Le Reform Act adopté en 1867 

accorde le droit de vote aux petits tenanciers et aux ouvriers qualifiés. Il bouleverse la carte 

électorale au pays de Galles puisque des villes industrielles gagnent des électeurs et des 

sièges. Merthyr Tydfil, ville minière du sud qui comptait auparavant 1 387 électeurs, en 

obtient 13 190 supplémentaires ; et un siège vient s’ajouter à celui dont elle bénéficiait déjà. 

La réforme est appliquée lors des élections législatives de 1868 qui voient la victoire 

écrasante des Libéraux : ils remportent, au pays de Galles, 23 sièges contre 10 pour les 

Conservateurs qui avaient pourtant toujours dominé la scène politique. Henry Richard, élu à 

Merthyr Tydfil, est le premier député non-conformiste et libéral. Le Representation of the 

People Act de 1884 élargit le droit de vote à de nombreux ouvriers agricoles, métayers, 

mineurs et employés des secteurs de l’acier et de l’étain. Les comtés gallois, qui incluaient 

74 936 électeurs, en ont désormais 200 373. De 1885 à décembre 1910, date des dernières 

élections législatives avant la Première Guerre mondiale, le Parti libéral domine la scène 

politique galloise puisqu’il obtient, à chaque scrutin, une majorité absolue en voix et en sièges 

quels que soient ses résultats à l’échelle britannique.  

 

 

                                                           
449 W. Cadwaladr Davis et W. Lewis Jones, College Histories. The University of Wales and its Constituent 

Colleges (Londres, 1905), p. xi. 
450 Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, p. 26. 
451 F.E. Hamer, “Twenty-Five Years of Welsh Nationalism”, Wales (juin 1913), pp. 86-89. 



 Nombre de sièges obtenus, par parti 

Élections Libéraux 
(pourcentage des voix) 

Conservateurs 

(unionistes) 

 

Autres partis 

Février 1874 19 14  

Avril 1880 29 4  

Novembre 1885 29 (58,3%) 4 1 

Juillet 1886 26 (53,9%) 8 3 Unionistes libéraux 

Juillet 1892 31 (62,8%) 3  

Juillet 1895 25 (56,8%) 9  

Septembre-oct. 1900 27 (58,5%) 6 1 Independent Labour Party 

Janvier 1906 32 (60,2%) 0 1 Independent Labour Party 

Janvier 1910 27 (52,3%) 2 5 Travaillistes 

Décembre 1910 26 (47,9%) 3 5 Travaillistes 
Figure 2 - Résultats électoraux au Pays de Galles en nombre de sièges et pourcentage des voix 

Roger Awan-Scully, professeur au Wales Governance Centre à l’Université de Cardiff, 

explique le succès des Libéraux ainsi : 

 
The Tories were strongly identified with the dominant economic classes, the English language, 

and with an Anglican Church whose establishment status was resented by most Welsh people. The 

Liberals became, for many, the authentic voice of Welsh nonconformity, the Welsh language and 

even of Wales itself452. 

 

Les Libéraux gallois deviennent alors la voix du radicalisme, puis du nationalisme.  

 

Cymru Fydd 

En 1886 une société patriotique est créée à l’initiative de plusieurs membres du Parti libéral, 

Cymru Fydd, branche nationaliste du libéralisme politique gallois. Ces hommes, John Edward 

Lloyd, Beriah Gwynfe Evans, Thomas (Tom) Edwards Ellis et David Lloyd George, sont 

animés par une même vision dynamique de la politique, tournée vers l’avenir, et sont 

influencés par le mouvement irlandais Young Ireland, fondé à Dublin en 1842 et réclamant 

l’abrogation de la loi sur l’Union de 1801. Cymru Fydd, qui signifie « Young Wales », 

demande le Home Rule pour le pays de Galles. La société est fondée en 1886 par deux 

hommes en particulier : Tom Ellis, devenu la même année député pour le Merioneth, et David 

Alfred Thomas, propriétaire de Cambrian Collieries, mines de charbon dans le sud et élu 

député pour Merthyr Tydfil lors d’une élection partielle en 1888453. L’association est créée à 

l’initiative d’émigrés puisque la première section (branch) voit le jour à Londres, suivie d’une 

deuxième à Liverpool en 1887. Il s’agit surtout à l’origine d’un rassemblement culturel 

réclamant l’égalité avec l’Angleterre, et non l’indépendance du pays de Galles, ce qu’affirme 

Llewelyn Williams, journaliste partisan de Cymru Fydd qui établit à Barry, en 1891, la 

première branche galloise : « It was recognized that union with England is inevitable, but that 

                                                           
452 Roger Awan-Scully, “The History of One-Party Dominance in Wales, Part 1: The Rise and Fall of the 
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it provides the best opportunity that Wales could have to deliver her mission in the world. 

[…] The voices of England and Wales should be joined, not in unison, but in harmony454 ».  

À partir de 1890, une nouvelle direction, plus politique, est donnée au mouvement, et certains 

partisans, à l’instar de Llewelyn Williams, regrettent cette surpolitisation de l’association. 

Celui-ci ne souhaite pas copier le nationalisme irlandais moderne qu’il qualifie de « sordide », 

comparé à Young Ireland, dans une lettre adressée à l’historien John Edward Lloyd455 : « That 

is not the sort of ‘nationalism’ I should like to see in Wales – a nationalism divorced from 

everything except politics456 ». Le mouvement est alors dominé par deux figures majeures. 

 

Deux figures majeures 

L’histoire de Cymru Fydd est marquée par quelques personnalités, toujours présentes dans la 

mémoire collective : Tom Ellis et David Lloyd George.  

Gwynfor Evans, président de Plaid Cymru, le parti nationaliste gallois, de 1945 à 1981, 

considère Tom Ellis comme la figure de proue du mouvement : « the most successful and 

dedicated politician to serve Wales in the period of Liberal and Labour dominance457 ». 

Partisan du Home Rule pour le pays de Galles, seul moyen selon lui d’obtenir « a national 

programme and a national party458 », il défend pour les élections législatives de juillet 1886 

un programme en faveur de la séparation de l’Église, de la réforme des lois foncières et du 

système éducatif. Le 28 juin 1886, en pleine campagne, il prononce un discours remarqué à 

Chester :  

 
Mr Gladstone is ready to listen to the voice and entreaty of Ireland for the right to run her own 

affairs, by her own sons, on her own land. I give him my warmest support. It’s time for Parliament 

to listen to the voice of Wales. […] It is demanding Home Rule, so that the control of the drink 

trade, public appointment, and the means of national development are in the hands of the Welsh 

people459. 

 

Tom Ellis fait référence, ici, au premier projet de loi pour le Home Rule en Irlande, déposé par 

le Premier ministre libéral William Gladstone le 8 avril 1886, afin de permettre la création 

d’une assemblée dévolue en Irlande. Le projet est rejeté en deuxième lecture le 8 juin 1886 

par 341 voix contre 311, ce qui conduit à la dissolution de la Chambre des Communes et à la 

tenue de nouvelles élections législatives. Ellis est élu le 14 juillet 1886, date particulièrement 

symbolique aux yeux de nombreux nationalistes gallois. C’est en effet celle de la prise de la 

Bastille par le peuple français en 1789, et, plusieurs siècles plus tôt, de la signature d’un traité 

à Paris entre Owain Glyndŵr et le Roi de France, en 1404. Près d’un siècle plus tard, en 1966, 

ce sera le jour de la première victoire électorale de Plaid Cymru avec l’élection de Gwynfor 

Evans à Carmarthen. 

La réponse du gouvernement britannique à la création de Cymru Fydd ne se fait pas attendre. 

En effet, lors de la Midlothian Campaign menée en 1880 en Écosse460, Gladstone avait déjà 

expliqué que le Royaume-Uni était composé de trois nations : l’Angleterre, l’Irlande et 
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l’Écosse, le pays de Galles étant évidemment inclus dans le terme Angleterre461. S’il nie alors 

l’existence d’une nation galloise, il a changé de point de vue dans un tract publié au printemps 

1886 sur la question irlandaise,: « The fact that Wales has been from the first under an 

incorporating union has blinded us to the fact that they are within the United Kingdom, no 

less than four nationalities462 ». Pour la première fois, l’existence de la nation galloise est 

reconnue par la direction du Parti libéral. Gladstone souligne dès 1873, lors de l’Eisteddfod 

organisé à Mold, dans le Flintshire, « the ancient history, the ancient deeds and the ancient 

language » du pays de Galles463. Il réagit ainsi à un article publié dans la presse par le député 

radical gallois de Merthyr Tydfil, Henry Richard, qui souhaitait l’éclairer sur le traitement 

injuste des demandes légitimes des Gallois par les gouvernements britanniques successifs. 

Gladstone, présent à l’Eisteddfod organisé à Wrexham en 1888, fait des déclarations 

beaucoup plus politiques.  

En septembre 1890, Tom Ellis prononce un discours à Bala, dans le nord du pays de Galles, 

dans lequel il demande la création d’un parlement gallois : « But more importantly of all, let 

us work for a Legislative Assembly elected by the men and women of Wales, and responsible 

to them. It will be a symbol and a binding of our national unity, a tool to implement social 

and industrial ideals 464  ». Il réclame une assemblée pour le pays de Galles, élue non 

seulement par les Gallois, mais aussi par les Galloises, dans une quête d’égalité 

caractéristique de la culture de la Principauté465. Cette assemblée devait enfin rendre des 

comptes à la population. Le discours de Bala constitue, dans une certaine mesure, son 

testament politique puisque Tom Ellis quitte en 1892 Cymru Fydd pour devenir Deputy Chief 

Whip dans le gouvernement de Gladstone, puis Chief Whip deux ans plus tard. Son départ est 

ressenti par les nationalistes comme un renoncement, voire une trahison, notamment par 

Llewelyn Williams qui refuse, quant à lui, de participer à tout gouvernement afin de ne pas 

compromettre son indépendance ou son intégrité. Convaincu que les Gallois doivent se 

montrer non-conformistes en politique comme en religion, il s’exclame : « My soul is not for 

sale466 ». Gwynfor Evans considère que le départ de Tom Ellis marque l’affaiblissement de la 

campagne pour le Home Rule : « This was the one act which did most to impede the movement 

for self-government. Wales paid heavily for Tom Ellis’s fateful decision. He opened the path 

that Lloyd George made into a main highway for the Welsh to advance in the English political 

world467 ». Tom Ellis meurt prématurément en 1899. 

 

À la suite du départ de Tom Ellis, David Lloyd George reprend les rênes de Cymru Fydd à un 

moment important puisque le Parti libéral vient de remporter les élections législatives de 

juillet 1892 et d’obtenir une majorité de 41 sièges, dont 31 au pays de Galles. L’association 

est donc en position de force, d’autant que, à la mort de Henry Richard en août 1888, Stuart 

Rendel, député d’origine anglaise sensible aux demandes galloises, est naturellement 

considéré par les députés gallois comme le leader du Welsh Parliamentary Party (WPP), qui 
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voit officiellement le jour en décembre. Il avouera dans ses mémoires qu’il avait pour 

ambition de créer un parti gallois sur le modèle de l’Irish Nationalist Party de Charles 

Stewart Parnell depuis son entrée en politique468. Le WPP ne connaît que peu de succès, mais 

selon Kenneth O. Morgan, il représente tout de même la voix galloise et structure les diverses 

demandes, dans le domaine de l’éducation, de la propriété foncière et, surtout, de l’église :  

 
It helped to underline the similarities as well as the differences between the national movements in 

Wales and Ireland. Its very existence, and the undeniably powerful mandate that its members 

received at the polls in Wales, demonstrated in the clearest fashion that Celtic revolt lay nearer 

Westminster than simply across the Irish Sea469. 

 

Lloyd George est député pour Caernarvon Boroughs depuis avril 1890, et s’investit dans un 

premier temps en faveur du Home Rule pour le pays de Galles afin de faire de l’identité 

nationale galloise une réalité politique. Il prend la tête de la North Wales Liberal Federation 

(NWLF), mise en place, tout comme son équivalent dans le sud la South Wales Liberal 

Federation (SWLF), pendant l’hiver 1886-87. Celle-ci inscrit la question du Home Rule dans 

son programme dès février 1890470. En effet, Lloyd George est convaincu que l’autonomie est 

la seule façon d’obtenir des réformes pour le pays de Galles. Un projet de loi, le National 

Institutions Bill, pour la création d’une assemblée galloise (National Council), ainsi que d’un 

Welsh Office, d’une université nationale et d’un musée, est déposé à deux reprises par Alfred 

Thomas, député pour la circonscription de East Glamorgan soutenu par Tom Ellis, puis 

abandonné. Le projet est rejeté par David Alfred Thomas, devenu président de la SWLF, qui 

craint une domination du nord rural par le sud industriel. En août 1894 est créée la Cymru 

Fydd League à Llandridod Wells afin de rassembler dans une structure fédérale les différentes 

branches du libéralisme gallois. Beriah Gwynfe Evans en prend la tête. En janvier 1895, un 

nouveau magazine, Young Wales, édité par J. Hugh Edwards, voit le jour.  

Lors d’une réunion organisée le 18 avril 1895 à Aberystwyth sous l’impulsion de Lloyd 

George, Cymru Fydd fusionne officiellement avec la NWFL pour former la Welsh National 

Federation, ce qui donne clairement une orientation politique au mouvement, dès lors 

confondu avec le Parti libéral. L’événement préfigure les tensions à venir au sein de Cymru 

Fydd dans la mesure où la SWLF est totalement absente et n’est pas représentée lors de la 

réunion. D.A. Thomas considère en effet que les comtés du Glamorgan et du Merioneth, les 

plus peuplés du pays de Galles, doivent conserver une position indépendante et ne pas se 

laisser diriger par le nord. David Lloyd George et David Alfred Thomas se sont déjà opposés 

par le passé, tout d’abord en 1891 au cours des discussions sur la base représentative de 

l’assemblée proposée dans le National Institutions Bill, puis en 1894 lorsque D.A. Thomas 

suggère la création d’un conseil national chargé de redistribuer les sommes générées par la 

dîme entre les différents comtés gallois après l’indépendance de l’Église galloise. Selon lui, le 

projet introduit par Lloyd George défavoriserait les deux comtés.  

 

La fin de Cymru Fydd 

Lloyd George décide, à l’automne 1895, de rassembler les branches de Cymru Fydd du nord 

et du sud afin de doter le pays de Galles d’une voix unique pour le représenter, fondant 

l’espoir d’un Parti libéral gallois indépendant, mais il se heurte à l’opposition du sud, 

beaucoup plus anglicisé. La crise atteint son paroxysme lors d’une réunion organisée le 16 
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janvier 1896 à Newport. Lloyd George s’oppose violemment à D. A. Thomas et se voit 

refuser le droit à la parole. Une intervention de Robert Bird, homme d’affaires de Cardiff pour 

qui l’idéologie libérale prévaut sur l’identité galloise, est révélatrice des tensions internes et 

des dissensions entre le nord et le sud : « Throughout South Wales there are thousands upon 

thousands of Englishmen […] a cosmopolitan population who will not tolerate the 

predomination of Welsh ideals471 ». Le Western Mail, quotidien conservateur anglais présent 

dans le sud du pays de Galles, relate l’événement en titrant “A Welsh Radical Bear Garden”, 

“Out-break of Anti-Welsh Feeling”, ou “Will Not Tolerate Welsh Domination”. D.A. Thomas 

décrit le conflit en ces termes : « […] the voice of those commercial, mercantile, anglicized 

Welshmen or immigrant Englishmen in Swansea, Barry, Cardiff and Newport who refused to 

bow down to pressures from the rural hinterland472 ». Par conséquent, la motion présentée par 

H. Elfed Lewis pour fusionner la Cymru Fydd League et la SWLF est rejetée par 133 voix 

contre 70. Si Lloyd George tente de minimiser la portée de ce vote, il conduit à la mort du 

mouvement.  

Cette crise montre à quel point le pays de Galles est divisé et combien les opinions sur la 

question du Home Rule pour le pays de Galles divergent profondément. Selon Kenneth O. 

Morgan : « The Cymru Fydd crisis of 1894-6, for instance, was to show up the very different 

political outlook towards Home Rule prevalent in the coastal seaboard compared with the 

rural and industrial hinterland 473  ». De telles divisions sont à l’origine de l’échec du 

mouvement et, pendant près d’un siècle, tous les mouvements nationalistes auront à souffrir 

de la schizophrénie galloise. L’échec de Cymru Fydd s’explique aussi par la mauvaise 

organisation d’un mouvement amateur rattaché à un parti existant. Il pâtit de sa dépendance à 

l’égard du Parti libéral et, contrairement à la campagne irlandaise pour le Home Rule, ne 

parvient pas réellement à mobiliser l’opinion populaire474. David Lloyd George choisit par la 

suite de se concentrer sur sa carrière politique en tant que membre du Parti libéral britannique, 

et non plus en tant que nationaliste gallois, oubliant ses velléités d’autonomie. 

 

E.T. John, chef d’entreprise et député libéral pour la circonscription de East Denbighshire, 

tente à partir de 1910 de relancer la campagne pour le Home Rule. Il présente en mars 1914 à 

Westminster un projet d’assemblée monocamérale chargée de la politique intérieure, dans le 

cadre plus large d’une dévolution au sein de l’Empire britannique. L’objectif est d’alléger la 

charge du Parlement, mais le projet est abandonné après la première lecture. Après ces 

échecs, la cause du Home Rule est reléguée au second plan par les Libéraux gallois, mais le 

flambeau est repris, au début du XXe siècle, par les socialistes de l’Independent Labour Party, 

en particulier Keir Hardie. 

 

 

La percée du travaillisme et l’éthique ouvrière 
 

À la fin du XIXe siècle, la domination du Parti libéral au pays de Galles se trouve légèrement 

menacée, non pas par le Parti conservateur, unioniste et associé à l’Angleterre et 

l’anglicanisme, mais par la montée du socialisme, essentiellement dans le sud dans un premier 

temps. Les élections législatives organisées au début du XXème siècle confirment cette 
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évolution puisque lors des deux scrutins de 1910 cinq membres du Parti travailliste, 

officiellement constitué après les élections de janvier 1906, sont élus. En décembre, la part du 

vote libéral passe sous la barre des 50 %, niveau qu’il n’atteindra plus par la suite. En 1918, le 

Parti remporte 30,8 % des voix et neuf sièges, plus que les Conservateurs, même si le Parti 

libéral reste le premier parti gallois avec 48,9 % des voix et 20 sièges. 

 

La montée du socialisme  

Une branche de la Fabian Society est créée à Cardiff fin 1890 par le Docteur Arthur Charles 

Edward Parr, considéré par Martin Wright comme : « the pioneer of socialism in Cardiff475 ».  

Il organise de nombreux meetings et invite, en 1892, Keir Hardie, un des fondateurs de 

l’Independent Labour Party (ILP), organisation mise en place en 1893 aspirant à devenir un 

véritable parti politique. Sont aussi invités Ramsay MacDonald, qui deviendra en 1924 le 

premier Premier ministre travailliste, et Sidney Webb, un des tout premiers membres de la 

Fabian Society. Plusieurs sections de l’ILP ouvrent ensuite à travers la Principauté, 

notamment à Merthyr Tydfil, Briton Ferry et Swansea, et, selon Keir Hardie : « [f]or some 

reason or other, Wales has become the cockpit in which the great questions affecting labour 

were being fought out476 ». L’ILP choisit de s’allier aux syndicats alors en plein essor et 

profite de la grève des mineurs qui se déroule de mars à septembre 1898. Le blocage se solde 

par un échec pour les mineurs, mais ceux-ci en tirent les leçons et décident de s’organiser et 

fondent leur propre syndicat, la South Wales Miners’ Federation. Si l’ILP adopte une attitude 

ambivalente au sujet de cette grève, Keir Hardie apporte son soutien aux mineurs gallois et 

publie, dans son journal Labour Leader, une série d’articles sur les événements dans un style 

neutre et détaché, ce qui les rend d’autant plus efficaces : “Peaceful Fighting Wales” le 2 

juillet 1898, “Leaderless Wales” une semaine plus tard ou “In Darkest Wales” le 13 août 

1898. Pour Martin Wright, l’épisode permet à l’ILP de s’implanter efficacement au pays de 

Galles et à Keir Hardie, grâce à sa personnalité et son charisme, de devenir une figure majeure 

du socialisme, et ce d’autant plus que le Parti libéral est fragilisé après la mort de William 

Gladstone : « Hardie played a critical role in the promotion of socialism, the ILP and himself 

during the strike. He was shortly to become the central figure in the rise of the ILP in the 

region477 ». Lors des élections législatives de 1900, Keir Hardie est choisi pour représenter le 

Labour Representation Committee, issu de l’ILP en 1900, dans la circonscription de Merthyr 

Tydfil, qui compte deux sièges, et il est élu en seconde position.  

Face à la menace travailliste, Lloyd George, dans un discours qu’il prononce en octobre 1906 

à la NWLF à Cardiff, insiste sur le fait que ce sont les Libéraux, du fait de leur combat 

historique pour la tempérance, l’éducation et la réforme foncière, qui défendent réellement les 

ouvriers. Deux ans plus tard, s’adressant à nouveau à la fédération, il va plus loin, indiquant 

que seul un programme ambitieux de réformes sociales – retraites, lutte contre la pauvreté, 

assurance santé et chômage, logement – permettra de contrer la montée du socialisme et de 

sauver le Parti libéral britannique du déclin. Le Parti travailliste, quant à lui, poursuit sa 

progression, même si celle-ci reste mesurée. Il compte, en 1910, 95 branches dans le sud et 

neuf au nord, pénétrant les régions de carrières dans le Caernarvonshire et le Merioneth.  

 

 

Keir Hardie et le Home Rule 
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Même si le Parti travailliste n’est alors qu’une jeune organisation balbutiante et peu 

structurée, au pays de Galles il représente une menace pour le Parti libéral, surtout au sud, 

d’autant qu’il élabore, contrairement aux Libéraux, une véritable philosophie sociale et 

économique. Après les élections législatives de 1906, Keir Hardie, qui conserve son siège, 

prend la tête du Parliamentary Labour Party. Il cherche à établir un lien entre le socialisme et 

l’identité nationale, utilisant autant que possible la langue galloise dans ses discours et 

associant les questions locales et les considérations socialistes. Il insiste fréquemment sur 

l’origine celte des Gallois et, de ce fait, leur prédisposition au socialisme : « All Celtic people 

are, at heart, Communists… All the qualities for which the people of Wales are most famous 

and upon which they pride themselves most are those which have come down to them from 

their communist forefathers 478  ». Au début du XXème siècle, la nouvelle génération de 

Libéraux est en revanche moins intéressée par la question du Home Rule pour le pays de 

Galles et les gouvernements successifs choisissent de mettre en place les prémisses d’une 

dévolution administrative et bureaucratique, seul moyen, pour eux, d’appliquer les réformes 

introduites à Westminster. Ainsi, après la création en 1907 du Welsh Board of Education, 

mentionnée plus haut, un Welsh Council of Agriculture est mis en place en 1912, puis une 

commission galloise chargée d’administrer dans la Principauté le National Health Insurance 

Act, mesure de dévolution introduite par David Lloyd George vivement critiquée par les 

fonctionnaires de Whitehall.  

Keir Hardie, qui se rend au pays de Galles pour la première fois en 1887, adopte les thèmes 

du libéralisme, notamment l’indépendance de l’Église galloise et la réforme foncière, et 

adapte son discours au public gallois. Selon Kenneth O. Morgan, « In his eccentric way, he 

claimed to be a Welsh home ruler. He wanted the land of Wales to belong to the people of 

Wales, socialism for him meant power being brought closer to the people, not a vast 

bureaucratic leviathan of state control as was urged by the German Social Democrats479 ». 

Son propos doit néanmoins être nuancé dans la mesure où le soutien de Keir Hardie au Home 

Rule est assez ambigu. Même si le manifeste qu’il publie en 1900 indique son soutien à la 

question, il établit une hiérarchie entre les nations britanniques et précise que l’Irlande, par le 

combat qu’elle a mené, mérite d’obtenir son autonomie en premier : « The Irish people have 

proved their right to priority of treatment because of the fight they have made to win it for 

themselves480 ». Il souligne que les Gallois, quant à eux, n’ont pas montré de réel désir 

d’obtenir le Home Rule.  

 

L’avenir du Home Rule 

Le tout jeune Parti travailliste reprend alors le flambeau. En mai 1918, l’Écossais Arthur 

Henderson, secrétaire général du parti, rédige un article intitulé “Home Rule All Round”, dans 

le mensuel nationaliste Welsh Outlook, créé à l’automne 1913. Il promeut une dévolution 

gradualiste tout en insistant toujours sur le fossé entre les aspirations galloises, d’une part, et 

irlandaises et écossaises, d’autre part. Convaincu qu’une structure fédérale sera nécessaire 

après la Première Guerre mondiale pour faire face aux difficultés spécifiques à chaque partie 

de l’Empire, il présente trois raisons pour lesquelles son parti est favorable au « Home Rule 

All Round ». Henderson considère tout d’abord que le Parlement ne pourra pas gérer 

l’ensemble du Royaume-Uni :  

 
We advocate the devolution to separate statutory legislatures in Wales and Scotland both of 

legislation and administration in matters that are exclusively their own concern […] while the 
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Parliament at Westminster will be retained in the form of a Federal Assembly for the whole of the 

United Kingdom481. 

 

Il explique ensuite que cette dévolution permettra de renforcer l’identité nationale dans 

chaque communauté davantage intéressée par les problèmes sociaux et industriels locaux. 

Enfin, cette nouvelle structure, un « Britannic Commonwealth »482, pourra servir de modèle 

pour l’ensemble de l’Empire britannique, qui reposera alors non pas sur l’oppression, mais sur 

le consentement éclairé des populations. Il conclut son article ainsi : « Given self-government 

Wales might establish itself as a modern Utopia, and to develop its own institutions, its own 

arts, its own national culture, its own ideal of democracy in politics, industry and social life, 

as an example and an inspiration to the rest of the world483 ». L’association au pays de Galles 

de l’industrie minière, de syndicats puissants et d’un environnement radical – contrairement à 

l’Angleterre et l’Écosse où le Conservatisme reste fort dans les régions rurales – permet au 

Parti travailliste de gagner du terrain.  

En juin 1918, le principe du Home Rule All Round est inscrit dans le manifeste du parti et la 

SWLF organise un vote en faveur d’un système fédéral pour la Grande-Bretagne, adopté à 

l’unanimité. Le North Wales Quarrymen’s Union, syndicat de carriers, vote une résolution 

appelant à la création d’une assemblée galloise.  

Dans A History of Wales, John Davies, historien gallois, souligne que, après l’armistice du 11 

novembre 1918, la gauche comme la droite se prononcent en faveur d’une structure fédérale 

pour le Royaume-Uni :  

 
There were constitutional aspects to reconstruction, for there was a widespread feeling that the 

British constitutional system would be inadequate to deal with the problems which would arise 

after the war. […] Indeed, the readiness of the Tories to consider Home Rule for Wales and 

Scotland sprang partly from their desire to make a special case for Ireland484. 

 

Mais les événements suivent un cours différent, en raison notamment de l’expérience 

irlandaise, de la partition de l’île et de la guerre civile engendrée. Les demandes pour le Home 

Rule pour l’Écosse et le pays de Galles faiblissent au fur et à mesure que le Parti travailliste 

prend conscience que son succès dépend en grande partie du vote des mineurs gallois, ce que 

souligne Andy Bevan : 
In 1918, it [Chamberlain’s slogan] formed a genuine part of the hopes and beliefs of the nascent 

Labour Party – and particularly of its most radical elements in Wales. Ironically, though, the very 

strength of Labour as it grew into a major political force at Westminster and the crucial importance 

of the large Welsh contingent to Labour’s chances of electoral success meant the eclipse of Home 

Rule – for several generations485. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Le pays de Galles connaît, à partir de 1880, un renouveau culturel et identitaire, reposant 

notamment sur les deux piliers de l’identité nationale que sont la religion et l’éducation. Un 

tel renouveau conduit à la naissance d’une conscience politique par l’émergence d’un 

nationalisme d’inspiration libérale. Cependant Cymru Fydd est victime des profondes 

divisions géographiques, économiques et sociales entre ses membres du nord et du sud et la 

question du Home Rule est reléguée au second plan. Le jeune Parti travailliste, notamment 
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Keir Hardie, reprend alors le flambeau, mais il prend rapidement conscience qu’il a besoin 

des votes gallois pour espérer accéder au pouvoir.  

En outre, la campagne pour le Home Rule pour le pays de Galles ne suscite guère l’intérêt des 

Gallois eux-mêmes et ses partisans réclament plutôt la reconnaissance de la spécificité du 

pays de Galles et l’égalité avec l’Angleterre au sein du Royaume-Uni, sans volonté de 

l’éclater. Selon Kenneth O. Morgan : 

 
Most of the Welsh were content with their dual identity, which stressed their Britishness as well as 

their Welshness, which encouraged their growing influence and importance within an expanding 

empire and a thriving system of manufacture, trade and enterprise, rather than put it all at risk by 

severing Wales from England and letting it sink or swim on its own486.  

 

Leurs aspirations rejoignent celles, quelques années plus tard, des fondateurs de Plaid Cymru, 

le parti nationaliste gallois. 

En comparaison avec la campagne irlandaise, la renaissance nationale que connaît le pays de 

Galles entre 1880 et 1910 peut sembler limitée puisque le nationalisme gallois n’est 

finalement que peu politisé et presque jamais séparatiste. La nation échappe au traumatisme 

d’une guerre civile et le mouvement reste pacifique. Comme le souligne Kenneth O. Morgan, 

« A peaceful revolution is no less valid than a violent one487 ». Il conduit, près d’un siècle plus 

tard, à la création d’une assemblée et, dans une déclaration faite lors de la conférence annuelle 

du Parti travailliste à Manchester le 22 septembre 2014, quelques jours après le référendum 

sur l’indépendance de l’Écosse, le First Minister gallois Carwyn Jones n’hésite pas à 

reprendre l’expression de Chamberlain : « The future we promised to Scotland must be 

delivered – an equal share of resources, a seat at the table, a powerful Parliament – that must 

be offered to Wales and Northern Ireland too. Not just home rule for Scotland, but home rule 

all round488 ». 
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Abstract 

This article examines the meaning of Irish “home rule” as a constitutional experiment and its 

relationship with other proposals for constitutional change in the British Empire of the late 

19th and early 20th centuries. The concept of Irish home rule was seen as a major 

constitutional experiment and the United Kingdom had little experience of devolution or 

federal settlements. This article will examine the model that was finally selected for this 

constitutional experiment which was inspired by the constitution of the Dominion of Canada. 

The article will also examine the relationship between Irish home rule and other constitutional 

experiments. These included proposals to create a federal United Kingdom, a concept known 

as “home rule all round” and even a federal British Empire, a concept known as “Imperial 

federation”. The conclusion will assess the significance of these constitutional experiments in 

influencing the campaign for Irish home rule. 

 

Résumé 

Cet article examine le sens que put avoir le “home rule” irlandais en tant qu’expérimentation 

constitutionnelle et sa relation avec d’autres propositions de changement constitutionnel dans 

l’Empire britannique à la fin du 19ème siècle et au début du 20ème siècle. Le concept de home 

rule irlandais fut considéré comme une expérimentation constitutionnelle majeure et le 

Royaume-Uni avait peu d’expérience en matière de dévolution et de fédéralisme. Cet article 

examine le modèle qui fut finalement retenu pour cette expérimentation inspirée par la 

constitution du Dominion du Canada. L’article étudie aussi la relation qui fut faite entre Home 

Rule irlandais et autres expérimentations constitutionnelles: celles-ci inclurent la proposition 

de créer un Royaume-Uni fédéral (connue sous le nom de “home rule all round”) et même 

d’établir un Empire britannique fédéral (projet connu sous le nom de “fédération impériale”). 

La conclusion évalue l’importance avec laquelle ces expérimentations constitutionnelles 

influencèrent la campagne menée en faveur du home rule irlandais. 
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Introduction 
 

When Prime Minister William E. Gladstone committed himself and his ruling Liberal party in 

1885 to Irish home rule, a form of autonomy for Ireland while remaining an integral part of 

the United Kingdom, he was embarking on an unprecedented constitutional experiment. The 



origins of this proposal can be traced back to 1870 when Isaac Butt, an Irish lawyer, called a 

public meeting in which he proposed the creation of an autonomous parliament for Ireland 

within the United Kingdom that would pass laws on local matters.489 Butt also produced a 

pamphlet in 1870 entitled Irish Federalism, in which he promoted his idea by arguing: “It 

offers to England an opportunity of conciliating the Irish people without making concessions 

which would involve revolutionary changes or endanger the stability of the Empire”.490 Butt’s 

proposal evolved over the course of the 1870s and gradually became known as “home rule”. It 

came to inspire a political movement in Ireland that would, in turn, lead to the emergence of a 

political party known as the Irish parliamentary party or sometimes as simply the home rule 

party. This party won 59 parliamentary seats in the 1874 general election and would win more 

under charismatic leaders that succeeded Isaac Butt, in particular Charles Stewart Parnell.491 

In late 1885 William E. Gladstone, who had once had little interest in home rule, publicly 

changed his position to one of outright support. 492  In 1886 the support of the Irish 

parliamentary party ensured that he became Prime Minister and formed a government 

committed to granting home rule to Ireland. Gladstone took it upon himself to draft the bill 

that many hoped would turn this dream into reality. 

The first problem that Gladstone faced in 1886 was discovering what precisely “home 

rule” actually meant. Isaac Butt had provided a short outline of the powers of his anticipated 

Irish parliament in his 1870 pamphlet but he had died in 1879 and Gladstone’s anticipated 

legislation required a far more detailed scheme. Many Irish nationalists in this period still 

wanted to restore the old Irish parliament that had existed since the Middle Ages and had been 

brought to an end in 1801 by the Irish Acts of Union. 493  This parliament had enjoyed 

significant autonomy in its last years of life, a period from 1782 to 1801 in which it would be 

known as “Grattan’s parliament” after Henry Grattan, one of the leading figures in the Irish 

parliament in these years.494 However, there was a tendency among Irish nationalists in the 

19th century to romanticise Grattan’s parliament and its many failings were largely forgotten. 

These failings included a history of corruption and a complete ban on Catholic membership. 

The practical limits on the autonomy of Grattan’s parliament were also greater than many 

later Irish politicians liked to admit.495  

It was clear to informed supporters of Irish autonomy that something entirely new was 

required. In 1886 Gladstone examined federal models in Europe and North America in the 
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hope of discovering a suitable model for Irish autonomy within the United Kingdom. These 

included the unions between Austria and Hungary, Sweden and Norway, Denmark and 

Iceland, Russia and Finland and others. He also examined the federal union of the states 

within the United States of America. The model that finally captured his attention was one 

that was reassuringly British, or at least lay within the embrace of the British Empire. This 

was the confederation of the provinces of Canada that was brought into being by a statute 

passed at Westminster known as the British North America Act 1867. Gladstone made 

extensive use of the 1867 Act during the drafting of the first Irish home rule bill, known 

officially as the Government of Ireland Bill, that was presented to parliament in 1886. By the 

end of the drafting process Gladstone’s copy of the British North America Act was heavily 

defaced with key phrases underlined and many annotations in the margins.496 The heavy 

reliance on the British North America Act was also evident in the structure and contents of the 

Government of Ireland Bill.497 Historical analogies with Canada were also useful in justifying 

this attempt to grant greater autonomy to Ireland. It was argued that Canada had been a 

restless part of the British Empire in the middle of the 19th century but the granting of greater 

autonomy and self-government had pacified it and even turned rebels into loyalists. For 

example, in 1870 Isaac Butt concluded, “Why should not the self-government which has made 

Canada contented and loyal be equally successful in Ireland in attaining the same 

results?”.498  

The debates surrounding the Government of Ireland Bill 1886 firmly established the 

link with Canada in political discourse on Irish home rule. For example, The Times 

summarised Gladstone’s policy on Irish home rule as being one of “Ireland as Canada”.499 

The 1886 Bill was defeated in the House of Commons but subsequent attempts at Irish home 

rule largely reproduced its structure and provisions. Another Government of Ireland Bill was 

passed by the House of Commons in 1893 but defeated in the House of Lords. A third attempt 

proved to be successful and the Government of Ireland Act 1914 was duly enacted by the 

parliament at Westminster but was suspended with the outbreak of the First World War.500 

Analogies with Canada and the autonomy enjoyed by other colonies of white settlement, 

known as “Dominions”, remained a common feature of the debates on home rule between 

1885 and 1914. 

 

Home Rule and Dominion status 
 

In 1867 the provinces of Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia were united to 

become the “Dominion of Canada”.501 It was anticipated that the remaining provinces in 

British North America would join the new confederation and most did in the years that 

followed. 502  The British provinces of North America had been slowly attaining greater 

autonomy from the United Kingdom and this process accelerated after 1867.  

The model pioneered in Canada of gradual evolution towards greater autonomy while 

remaining within the British Empire proved such a success that it was soon exported to other 

British colonies of white settlement. Canada soon became known as the “eldest Dominion” 

and was joined by newer Dominions such as Australia (1901), New Zealand (1907) and South 
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Africa (1910).503 Some Dominions were federal unions, such as Canada and Australia while 

others were unitary states, such as New Zealand and South Africa. Both types of Dominion 

enjoyed identical status in their relationship to the United Kingdom and in their position 

within the Empire. Newfoundland was recognised as a separate Dominion in the early 20th 

century although it was often assumed that its destiny lay in eventually becoming a province 

of the federated Dominion of Canada, a prediction that finally came true in 1949.504 The 

conceptual separation of the Dominions from the colonies that lacked powers of self-

government was recognised in the increased popularity of the term “British Commonwealth” 

to describe the special association between the United Kingdom and the Dominions within the 

broader framework of the British Empire.505  

The model pioneered in Canada became known as “Dominion status”. The precise 

meaning of Dominion status was never legally defined because it was an evolving status of 

autonomy from the United Kingdom as the “mother country” of the British Empire. The 

absence of a legal definition of Dominion status was even celebrated by one English attorney 

general on the grounds that it was “a thing of life, of spirit, and growing, and not a dead thing 

of legal form”.506 As a result, textbooks on public international law in the early 20th century 

were often uncertain as to how to class the Dominions and often placed them in a category of 

their own as entities with greater sovereignty than a colony but not quite the level of 

sovereignty enjoyed by sovereign states. 507  This only changed after 1931 when London 

consented to the enactment of the Statute of Westminster which gave the Dominions 

sufficient powers to enable scholars of public international law to finally consider them as 

being sovereign states.508  

Much of the expansion of Dominion status in terms of geography and sovereignty still 

lay in the future in the late 19th century. When the concept of Irish home rule was first 

proposed the only Dominion in existence was Canada. The use of the Canadian model was 

evident from the earliest days of the Irish campaign for home rule and grew with the passage 

of time.509 The powerful links between Dominion status and Irish home rule ensured that the 

two concepts were often treated as if they were virtually identical.510 This confusion was 

unfortunate because there were actually important differences between the two concepts. For 

example, the anticipated Irish parliament under all the proposals for home rule would not 

have had the equivalent autonomy enjoyed by the Dominions in the important spheres of 

defence, taxation, currency and trade. T.P. O’Connor, a long-serving member of the Irish 
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parliamentary party, noted the persistent confusion between proposals for Irish home rule and 

Dominion status in Canada and concluded: 

 
Canada has full fiscal liberty, she has the right to raise a navy, she has practically complete self-

government. She sends representatives to other Powers to make treaties. Under no system of Home 

Rule that has ever been proposed by an Irish leader have we even thought of anything approaching 

these powers.511 

 

In short, Canada and the other Dominions were autonomous parts of the British 

Empire, whereas Ireland, under a home rule settlement, would have been an autonomous part 

of the United Kingdom. The Dominions were given ambiguous recognition in textbooks on 

international law in the late 19th and early 20th centuries whereas Ireland under a home rule 

settlement would not have merited any recognition in such a text.  

Why did most Irish nationalists support the objective of home rule before 1914 if 

Dominion status offered much greater autonomy than home rule? In fact, a few scholars and 

politicians did propose Dominion status for Ireland in this period but the absence of support 

from a significant political or intellectual movement ensured that their words had limited 

impact.512 Dominion status for Ireland was not seen as a realistic proposal that London might 

be prepared to consider in this period. T.P. O’Connor concluded “Sometimes we are described 

as wanting the same thing as the Dominion of Canada has. I wish we could get it, but I know 

we cannot – not in my time, at any rate.”513 Before 1914 many contemporaries believed that 

the Dominions were gradually evolving into sovereign states, a position that no British 

government in London in this period would have been prepared to tolerate in relation to 

Ireland.514  

 

“Home Rule all round” 

 
Additional complications were created by the question of what would happen to the 

remainder of the United Kingdom if the island of Ireland were granted home rule. 

There was a natural perception of imbalance at the prospect of Ireland having autonomy 

within the United Kingdom while England, Scotland and Wales did not. The solution was to 

give home rule to all the constituent parts of the United Kingdom and not just Ireland, a 

proposal that was popularly known as “federal home rule” or more commonly as “home rule 

all round”.515  

The association between Irish home rule and proposals for a wider federal settlement for 

the entire United Kingdom was present at the very beginnings of the movement initiated by 

Isaac Butt. In 1870 Butt proposed Irish home rule in the wider context of a federal United 

Kingdom with autonomous parliaments in England, Ireland and Scotland while maintaining a 

parliament for the United Kingdom as a whole in London.516 Wales, which had never enjoyed 

the status of a separate Kingdom in previous centuries, was not included in Butt’s proposal 

and presumably would have been subject to the autonomous parliament for England. 

 One of the most enthusiastic advocates of home rule all round in the late 19th century 

was Thomas Allnutt Brassey, later Earl Brassey. Brassey was one of the founders of the 
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Federal Union Committee in 1901 which was dedicated to promoting the constitutional 

experiment of home rule all round. Unlike Isaac Butt, Brassey was prepared to include Wales, 

in addition to England, Ireland and Scotland, in his proposed federal schemes. However, the 

main purpose of this committee was not to win over British public opinion but to convince 

other members of the Liberal party of the merits of home rule all round. Yet, even this limited 

objective proved to be out of reach. The committee never achieved its objective of making 

home rule all round one of the official policies of the Liberal party and Brassey’s own career 

within the party never prospered.517  

Why were the campaigns of Brassey and other advocates of home rule all round so 

unsuccessful? One barrier was deciding what to do with England whose population far 

surpassed the combined total of Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Should England be kept as a 

single unit or split into smaller parts with each enjoying a form of home rule? Similar 

questions were asked of Ireland itself. The high concentration of opponents of home rule, 

known as “unionists”, in the Irish province of Ulster led to proposals that Ireland be split into 

two autonomous areas within the United Kingdom. For example, in 1912 Winston Churchill 

proposed a scheme for a federal United Kingdom that included autonomous parliaments in 

both Dublin and Belfast.518 Some proposals argued that future parliaments in Dublin and 

Belfast enjoy equal status within the United Kingdom while others suggested that the Belfast 

parliament should be placed under some form of supervision by the parliament in Dublin, a 

complex arrangement known as “home rule within home rule”.519  

The objective of home rule all round also attracted powerful opposition, not least from 

Albert Venn Dicey, the leading scholar of the period on British constitutional law. Dicey 

believed that the political situation of his day offered a straight choice between maintaining 

the status quo or constructing a path towards a fully sovereign Irish state. This ensured that he 

was not only a staunch opponent of proposals for Irish home rule but also condemned the 

“fallacies of federation”.520 Dicey saw a fundamental difference between the creation of 

federal unions in the USA and Canada, which had brought states together, and a future federal 

scheme for the United Kingdom, which he saw as breaking a state apart.521 He also argued 

that a federal scheme would make the United Kingdom more vulnerable to attack by a foreign 

power, an obvious reflection of his distrust of Irish loyalties.522 Finally, Dicey recognised that 

a federal settlement would require a new written constitution which would mean the end of 

the existing unwritten British constitution, whose merits had been extolled by him throughout 

his career.523 

Other serious obstacles included the absence of significant political movements 

advocating home rule for Scotland, Wales or England in this period.524 In addition, there was 

never a significant political movement wholly dedicated to turning the United Kingdom into a 

federation or a union of devolved bodies. Proposals for home rule all round remained the 
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preserve of academics and a few enthusiastic politicians and never came close to capturing the 

imagination of the British electorate in this period.  

The challenges facing home rule all round did not prevent it from being combined 

with proposals for an even more ambitious constitutional experiment. This was called 

“Imperial federation”, a proposal that advocated a federal union between the United Kingdom 

and the self-governing Dominions. An example of the close relationship between these two 

constitutional projects can be found in the views of Earl Brassey who, in addition to being one 

of the foremost supports of home rule all round, was also an Imperial federalist.525 Proposals 

for Irish home rule were often seen as a preliminary to creating a federal United Kingdom 

while a federal United Kingdom was often seen as a preliminary to creating a federal British 

Empire.526 

 

Imperial Federation 
 

Imperial federation was a proposed constitutional experiment that had the potential to 

overcome many of the challenges of Irish home rule while also providing an alternative to the 

evolution of the Dominions in the direction of becoming sovereign states. The emergence of 

the Dominions as new centres of power in the late 19th century resulted in ideas for a new 

form of Imperial governance by means of consensus in place of the previous position of total 

dominance by the United Kingdom. Although the United Kingdom remained by far the 

largest entity in the Commonwealth in terms of population and industrial production it was 

recognised that the rapid growth of the Dominions ensured that this would not always be so. 

This led to calls in the late 19th and early 20th centuries for the recognition of the Dominions 

as equal partners in the Commonwealth in a much closer association than existed in that 

period. The alternative was presented as a future of increased divergence of interests between 

the United Kingdom and the Dominions which would lead to the end of any form of special 

relationship between them. Consequently, the unofficial motto of the Imperial federalists was 

“federate or disintegrate”.527  

Several organisations emerged between 1885 and 1914 that campaigned for a future 

based on Imperial federation. They included the Imperial Federation League, the British 

Empire League, the Imperial Federation (Defence) Committee and the Round Table 

movement. Sympathy for the federalist movement went far beyond membership of these 

organisations and included high profile politicians such as Lord Rosebery, British Prime 

Minister (1894-1895), John A. Macdonald, Canadian Prime Minister (1867-1873 and 1878-

1891), Charles Tupper, Canadian Prime Minister (May to July 1896) and Joseph 

Chamberlain, British colonial secretary (1895-1903). 528  Charles Gavan Duffy, an Irish 

nationalist politician who eventually moved to Melbourne and served as premier of Victoria 

from 1871 to 1872, supported the federation of the Australian colonies as a prelude to a wider 

Imperial federation.529 
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Proposals for Imperial federation usually focused on creating some form of federal 

parliament with representatives from the United Kingdom and the Dominions. In 1885 Sir 

Julius Vogel, a former premier of New Zealand, proposed the creation of a federal legislature 

for the British Empire.530 In 1897 Joseph Chamberlain advocated the creation of a “Council of 

the Empire”.531 Proposals for the creation of some form of federal council were also made at a 

meeting of the British and Dominion governments in 1902.532 Calls for a federal legislature 

were often combined with proposals for a federal executive and federal courts, although these 

tended to attract less attention.533  

The failure of all these initiatives did not dissuade Sir Joseph Ward, Prime Minister of 

New Zealand (1906-1912 and 1928-1930), from proposing the creation of a federal 

parliament whose powers would largely have focused on defence and foreign policy at a 

meeting of the British and Dominion governments in 1911. 534  Ward proposed a new 

“Imperial House of Representatives” comprised of 300 elected members each representing 

200,000 of the voting population.535 The anticipated breakdown of the representatives elected 

every five years to the proposed parliament was as follows: 

 

United Kingdom - 220 

 Canada - 37 

Australia - 25 

South Africa536 - 7 

New Zealand - 6 

Newfoundland - 2 

 

The crushing majority that British representatives would have held on this and any other 

proposed federal parliament reflects contemporary realities in which the United Kingdom’s 

population would ensure that it dominated any representative federal institutions. How could 

such an imbalance be addressed? One solution was to combine Imperial federation with Irish 

home rule or even home-rule all round. Federal institutions would no longer be dominated by 

a single political actor if the United Kingdom were divided into smaller parts. This meant that 

Irish home rule, which was often presented as a potential threat to the British Empire, could 

be presented as a means to preserving the unity of at least the white-dominated portions of the 

British Empire. Consequently, calls for Imperial federation were often combined with calls 

for Irish home rule and/or home rule all round. For example, Julius Vogel declared that home 

rule for Ireland was of considerable interest to other parts of the British Empire “because of 

its intimate connection with the larger question of federation of the Empire”.537 H.H. Asquith, 

Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 1908-1916, noted that “out of Irish Home Rule would 

emerge a vast new scheme of imperial reconstruction”.538 

 

 The best known example of the relationship between Irish home rule and Imperial 

federation occurred in 1888 when Cecil Rhodes, a wealthy British businessman who had 
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entered politics in South Africa, donated £10,000 to the Irish parliamentary party. Rhodes 

made clear that his donation was based on a belief that Irish home rule would increase the 

prospect of Imperial federation. The donation was accompanied by a letter to Charles Stewart 

Parnell, then leader of the Irish parliamentary party, in which Rhodes wrote of home rule as a 

“stepping-stone to that federation, which is the condition of the continued existence of our 

Empire”.539 This relationship between Irish home rule and Imperial federation is seldom 

remembered in 21st century Ireland. Yet, it was perfectly possible for an Irish nationalist such 

as Charles Gavan Duffy to advocate Imperial federation in the late 19th century. The main 

reason for the dearth of memory concerning the relationship between Irish home rule and 

Imperial federation lies in the changed political landscape that emerged after 1914. 

 

Conclusion 

 
 

The years between 1885 and 1914 witnessed a great outpouring of proposals for radical 

constitutional reforms for the United Kingdom and the British Empire. Irish home rule was 

just one of these proposed reforms but it had deep connections with others such as Imperial 

federation, home rule all round and the development of Dominion status. The unifying feature 

of these constitutional projects was their use in arguing that Irish nationalism and support for 

the continued strength and integrity of the British Empire were not necessarily incompatible 

concepts. More radical Irish nationalists in this period, for example Patrick Pearse and James 

Connolly, would have disagreed with such a contention but their perspective would not win 

mass electoral support until after the conclusion of the First World War. Before 1914 it was 

possible for Irish nationalist politicians to openly support the preservation of the British 

Empire. Examples include Isaac Butt, the founder of the home rule movement, and John 

Redmond, leader of the Irish parliamentary party from 1900 to 1918, who liked to argue that 

Ireland had played as important a role as England or Scotland in building the British 

Empire.540  

Redmond and other members of the Irish parliamentary party argued passionately that 

Irish home rule would strengthen the Empire and not weaken it.541 Their main argument was 

that home rule, in removing the sense of injustice felt by many Irish people at the abolition of 

the autonomy that they had enjoyed in previous centuries, would eliminate a major source of 

discontent within the Empire. They also argued that autonomy would reconcile Irish people to 

the British Empire as had allegedly occurred in Canada. Arguments that Irish home rule could 

facilitate home rule all round and Imperial federation were less prominent but were often used 

by Irish politicians, especially when speaking to audiences outside Ireland.  

Of course, the priority of those Irish nationalists who openly favoured the maintenance 

of the British Empire remained the achievement of Irish home rule. John Redmond admitted 

that even if it could be proved that home rule for Ireland would actually injure the Empire, a 

proposition that he never accepted, his party would still demand it.542 Such a frank admission 

of priorities does not necessarily mean that that pro-Empire sentiments within the Irish 

parliamentary party were insincere. Arguments that Irish home rule would actually strengthen 

the Empire did succeed in persuading large numbers of British and Dominion politicians who 
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had no connection of any form to Ireland. This is evident in the large numbers of British 

politicians who were prepared to vote in favour of Irish home rule and in the parliamentary 

resolutions in support of Irish home rule passed by the Canadian parliament in 1882 and 1903 

and passed by the Australian parliament in 1906.543  

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries Irish home rule was seen as a constitutional 

experiment and opinions remained divided as to whether it would lead to positive or negative 

outcomes for the British Empire, the United Kingdom or for Ireland itself. In these 

circumstances, it is important to examine the results of the close relationship between Irish 

home rule and other constitutional projects such as Imperial federation, home rule all round 

and Dominion status. This demands some assessment of the relationship between Irish home 

rule and each of these constitutional projects. 

Imperial federation proved to be an unattainable dream. Campaigns for Imperial 

federation continued and even reached their peak after the outbreak of war in 1914 but events 

during the war rendered them obsolete. The contribution of the Empire to the British war 

effort inspired the British government to create an “Imperial War Cabinet” that sat in 1917 

and 1918. This involved bringing the Dominion Prime Ministers and representatives from 

India to London to discuss matters of common interest and, in particular, the ongoing conflict. 

Although this was an exciting development for Imperial federalists these meetings witnessed 

a decisive rejection of Imperial federation by British and Dominion representatives.544 For 

example, a meeting in 1917 saw Jan Smuts, Prime Minister of South Africa, declare  

 
To attempt to run by a Central Parliament and a Central Executive even the common concerns [of] 

a group of nations spread over the whole world, speaking different languages, belonging to 

different races with entirely different economic circumstances … is to my mind absolutely to court 

disaster.545  

 

How much enthusiasm did Irish home rule politicians really have for proposals for 

Imperial federation? In 1888 Parnell made guarded statements in support of Imperial 

federation while accepting Rhodes’ donation. 546  In 1910 Redmond was quoted in the 

newspapers as stating “We are entirely loyal to the empire as such, and we desire to 

strengthen the imperial bonds through a federal system of government”.547 In the same year 

T.P. O’Connor wrote that apart from a few stubborn Unionists “we are all Imperial 

Federationists now”.548 Although Rhodes favoured Irish home rule as a means of achieving 

Imperial federation there can be little doubt that Parnell, Redmond and O’Connor favoured 

Imperial federation as a means of achieving Irish home rule. None of the organisations that 

campaigned for Imperial federation ever succeeded in attracting a large membership within 

Ireland. In addition, the opinions expressed by Redmond and O’Connor could always be 

challenged by unionists on the grounds that they were not consistent with a substantial portion 

of nationalist opinion as represented by sections of the Irish media.549 It is likely that many 

Irish politicians saw this radical constitutional scheme as little more than a useful means of 

supporting their argument that Irish home rule would not harm the integrity of the British 

Empire and might even strengthen it.  
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Home rule all round did not become a reality in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

Devolved assemblies for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland were created in the 1990s but 

were the result of very different political circumstances to those that had existed before 

1914.550 Irish supporters of home rule tended to offer limited support to calls for home rule all 

round for the same reasons that they offered lukewarm support for Imperial federation. Home 

rule all round helped to support the argument that calls for Irish autonomy were not 

incompatible with maintaining the integrity of the United Kingdom just as they were not 

incompatible with maintaining the integrity of the wider British Empire. Proposals for home 

rule all round could even be presented as offering a means of reinvigorating the union in 

providing new means of satisfying local sentiments. They were also seen as a means of 

freeing up the United Kingdom parliament at Westminster, which was often presented as 

overburdened with affairs that only related to particular parts of the United Kingdom, to deal 

with pressing matters of common interest.551 

 Yet, supporters of Irish home rule were careful not to link their own demands too 

closely to proposals for home rule all round. Proposals for home rule all round, like those for 

Imperial federation, might or might not become reality. Irish nationalists insisted that home 

rule for Ireland could not wait for the fulfilment of such proposals and had to be brought into 

being as soon as possible.552 Unionists often argued that Irish nationalist interest in home rule 

all round was “merely a pretence”.553 However, moderate Irish nationalists had good reason 

to doubt the strength of support for autonomous parliaments in Scotland and Wales, let alone 

England, in this period. In these circumstances, supporters of Irish home rule were adamant 

that Ireland’s desire for autonomy could not wait for the peoples of other parts of the United 

Kingdom to come to similar conclusions.554 John Redmond remained a strong supporter of 

home rule all round but insisted on a policy of “Home Rule for Ireland first”.555  Irish 

nationalists were also wary of their country being offered a very limited form of autonomy 

which they feared might be acceptable to electorates in Scotland and Wales.556  

Dominion status differed fundamentally from Imperial federation and home rule all 

round in that it was not a theoretical proposition but an established fact in the late 19th 

century. It had been developed in Canada and was later exported to Australasia and southern 

Africa in the early 20th century. Dominion status had a profound impact on Irish home rule in 

two different ways. First, from a strictly legal perspective, Dominion status heavily influenced 

the drafting of the legislation and proposed legislation containing schemes of Irish home rule. 

Secondly, it could be used to support the argument that self-government would convert the 

Irish people away from hostility and into a position of genuine loyalty to the Empire, just as it 

had allegedly done in Canada. Yet Dominion status also proved to be an enduring source of 

confusion in the debates on Irish home rule. As mentioned earlier, Irish politicians and 

political commentators tended to describe Dominion status and proposals for Irish home rule 

as if they were the same thing when they were not. This persistent confusion may have been 

based on ignorance and a loose use of language. Nevertheless, it raised suspicions amongst 

opponents of home rule that many Irish nationalists were actually aiming for a far greater 

position of autonomy than was strictly contained in the proposed legislation on Irish home 
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rule. If home rule was treated as a path to Dominion status could Dominion status set out a 

path towards an Irish republic that would sever all ties with the United Kingdom and the 

British Empire?557 If Irish home rule had been put into practice before 1916 this kind of 

speculation would have been put to the test. The radicalisation of Irish politics after 1916 

ensured that such matters would remain forever within the realm of conjecture.   

The Irish home rule movement received a body blow in 1916 when an uprising by 

militant Irish nationalists created a new political movement that advocated total separation 

from the United Kingdom in place of home rule. In the general election of 1918 the once-

dominant Irish parliamentary party was reduced a humiliating 6 seats out of a possible 105 

available in Ireland. Proposals for home rule for Ireland and home rule all round faded into 

the background as a bitter paramilitary war took hold in Ireland between 1919 and 1921. An 

attempt to revive home rule was made in the Government of Ireland Act 1920 which created 

not one but two home rule parliaments, one in Belfast for the six counties that formed 

“Northern Ireland” and another for the twenty-six counties that formed “Southern Ireland”. 

Only the institutions in Northern Ireland ever functioned and the conflict continued in most of 

the island. This period of unrest was finally resolved in late 1921 by the “Articles of 

Agreement for a Treaty between Great Britain and Ireland” signed by British and Irish 

representatives in London.558 This agreement paved the way for the twenty-six counties of 

“Southern Ireland” to become the “Irish Free State” which would be awarded Dominion 

status. The new Irish Free State came into existence on 6 December 1922 as a Dominion, 

which meant that although its territory had seceded from the United Kingdom it remained an 

integral part of the British Empire.559 Northern Ireland remained firmly within the United 

Kingdom although it retained its home rule institutions including an autonomous government 

and parliament in Belfast. 

Would a grant of Irish home rule in the late 19th or early 20th centuries have prevented 

most of the island from leaving the United Kingdom in 1922 or would events have followed a 

similar course to the history that is familiar to us? Such speculation can never be resolved and 

many would argue that there is little value in contemplating alternative histories. 

Nevertheless, many contemporaries who witnessed the birth of the Irish Free State in 1922 

could not resist reflecting that home rule might have prevented the “United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Ireland” from becoming the “United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 

Ireland”.560 Andrew Bonar Law, the British Prime Minister who presided over the secession 

of most of the island of Ireland from the United Kingdom, could not resist such speculation 

when addressing the House of Commons in 1922:  

 
It is quite possible, if we chose to turn our minds back, that if the country had followed Gladstone 

in 1886 this terrible misfortune, for it is nothing less, would have been cured, at any rate a 

generation ago. But is it quite possible … if Gladstone had never raised the question, if it had not 

become a bone of contention between parties in this country, that just as for three generations there 

was the same feeling in Scotland against the Union as in Ireland, so in time Ireland, like Scotland, 

might have been willing to accept our good and evil fortunes as a full partner. There is no use 

thinking of that now.561 

  

The Irish Free State pushed the boundaries of Dominion status and gradually dismantled the 

1921 settlement in the years that followed. In 1937 the Irish Free State changed its name to 

                                                           
557 See L. S. Amery, “Home Rule and the Colonial Analogy”, p. 142. 
558 Second Schedule, Constitution of the Irish Free State (Saorstát Éireann) Act, 1922 (Ireland). 
559 See Thomas Mohr, “Law and the Foundation of the Irish State on 6 December 1922” Irish Jurist 59 (2018), 

pp. 31-58. 
560 Hansard, Parliamentary Debates (House of Commons), , vol. 159, col. 51, 23 November 1922. 
561 Ibid. at 60-1. 



“Ireland” and adopted a new constitution that claimed the territory of the entire island.562 

Finally, in 1949 the Irish state became a republic and severed all connections with the 

Commonwealth. By contrast, Northern Ireland remained part of the United Kingdom with its 

home rule settlement undisturbed until the eruption of a new conflict brought direct rule from 

London in 1972.563 Nevertheless, between 1921 and 1972 home rule did become a reality for 

at least part of the island of Ireland, although not in a manner that Prime Minister Gladstone 

could ever have anticipated in the 1880s. 
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Résumé : 

Cet article étudie l’intérêt et les discussions que la question du Home Rule irlandais a pu 

susciter au-delà des frontières de l’Irlande ou du Royaume-Uni. A travers l’exemple de la 

Nouvelle-Zélande, colonie britannique politiquement autonome et qui abritait une diaspora 

irlandaise, il s’agit de mettre en lumière plusieurs faits importants. Premièrement, les Irlandais 

émigrés à l’étranger et notamment dans les colonies de peuplement furent une source de 

soutien financier et moral pour le parti parlementaire irlandais et pour les organisations 

irlandaises favorables au Home Rule. Deuxièmement, comme le Canada ou l’Australie, la 

Nouvelle-Zélande servit de précédent que les nationalistes constitutionnels irlandais mirent en 

avant pour légitimer leur combat en faveur d’une autonomie législative retrouvée. Enfin, la 

question anglo-irlandaise permit aussi aux Néo-Zélandais de s’interroger davantage sur les 

problèmes qui les concernaient, notamment leur place au sein de l’Empire et leur identité. 

 

Abstract: 

The paper aims to examine the Home Rule question as a debate, which triggered an interest 

and some discussions beyond the borders of Ireland and the United Kingdom. Through the 

example of New Zealand, a British settlement colony, which enjoyed self-governance and had 

welcomed an Irish diaspora, the paper will attempt to shed light on several important facts. 

First, Irish communities settled abroad were a source of financial and moral support for the 

Irish Parliamentary Party and for the Irish organisations campaigning for Home Rule for 

Ireland. Secondly, like Canada or Australia, New Zealand was a colonial precedent, which 

Irish Home Rulers used to legitimize their demand for self-government. Lastly, the Home 

Rule issue also allowed New Zealanders to ponder over their own issues, such as their place 

within the British Empire and their identity. 
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Introduction 

 
In an article entitled “Directions in historiography; our island story? Towards a 

transnational history of late modern Ireland”, Enda Delaney denounces the role played by 

historians of post-Union Ireland in “construct[ing] an ‘island story’, with its central focus on 

domestic events.” He contends that Irish emigration and the Irish diaspora, which have been 

studied ever since the 1940s and 1950s, have mostly been treated as a separate field, leading 

to the existence of two concurrent historiographies — “one covering the ‘homeland’, or 

domestic history, the other concerned with the ‘diaspora’, or migrant communities.” Despite 

the publication of a growing number of comparative works on Irish emigrants across the 

world since the 1980s, Delaney urges historians to go further and advocates the writing of a 

“more inclusively global” history of Ireland based on the use of a “transnational analysis that 

investigates particular topics or themes across national boundaries.” 564 The purpose of such 

a reading of history is to assess “how the connections with this diaspora shaped both the 

history of the homeland and that of receiving societies” in order to shape up the history of 

what he calls the “Irish world” or “Greater Ireland.” Such a transnational approach is 

particularly relevant to examine Irish parliamentary nationalism since  

 
[t]he home rule movement was the first broad-based nationalist movement to connect the diaspora 

in the U.S., Britain and Australia with a vigorous political campaign in Ireland.565 

 

A transnational perspective allows not only to research nationalist organisations themselves 

but also to investigate “the exchange of ideas” and the views expressed by the Irish across the 

globe on issues such as imperialism.566 

 This paper will attempt to follow Delaney’s suggestion. It stems from the idea that the 

Repeal movement launched by Daniel O’Connell coincided with the emergence of a form of 

long distance Irish nationalism favourable to a moderate scheme of parliamentary autonomy 

for Ireland. The great expansion of the Irish diaspora in the second half of the long 19th 

century further strengthened the bonds between some of the Irish communities abroad and the 

Home Rule movement at home. To support this view, the study will limit itself to the case of 

one self-governing settlement colony — New Zealand. It may appear to be a surprising choice 

since New Zealand was never the first destination for Irish immigrants. However it must be 

kept in mind that it became a sought-after destination from the 1870s, notably because the 

policy of assisted immigration put into place by the NZ government of Julius Vogel.567 

Despite the fact that the proportion of Irish-born migrants went from roughly 11% of the non-

Maori population in 1878 to 5.6% in 1901, the share of people of Irish descent among the 

New Zealand-born remained stable throughout the same period, at 20% in 1878 and 19% in 

1901.568 In addition, no fewer than six fundraising tours took place between 1883 and 1911.569 
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This is all the more remarkable as the sea voyage to New Zealand took obviously longer and 

was more costly than the crossing to North America, a more frequent destination for the 

Irish.570 New Zealand was one of the destinations chosen by Irish Home Rulers not only 

because it included an Irish diaspora likely to back the cause but also because it had been 

granted a growing amount of self-governance from 1852.571 

More precisely, we shall show that, despite being faced with persistent criticisms of 

the subject of Irish Home Rule, the successive Irish delegates met with growing success, as is 

attested by the sums of money collected for Irish Home Rule in New Zealand or by the 

establishment of Home Rule associations in New Zealand. The accounts of the tours made in 

the local and national press, the speeches delivered by the Irish delegates as well as the 

reactions of a number of New Zealand political figures also show that Irish Home Rulers and 

New Zealand politicians shared similar preoccupations – land, the changing nature and 

political organisation of the British Empire, and a growing sense of national consciousness. 

Some questions I will attempt to explore are how Irish Home Rulers tried to promote Irish 

legislative independence to New Zealand audiences, and what type of impact Irish Home Rule 

may have had on political debates in New Zealand. This will lead me to examine whether a 

link can be established between the growth of Irish constitutional nationalism and the 

emergence of colonial nationalism in New Zealand at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. 

 

New Zealand as a source of increasing financial support 

for Irish Home Rule 

 
The first mission to Australasia in 1883 met with more hostility and resistance than the 

following tours, which were, to a certain extent, more successful. The Irish envoys in 1883 

received what Richard P. Davis describes as a “chilling reception” in New Zealand, only 

managing to rally the support of the working class Irish but not of the lay and clerical elites.572 

This was due to the circumstances in which the tour was organised. Even though Land League 

branches had been set up all over New Zealand following the Irish agrarian crisis of 1878-

1879,573 and even though New Zealand politician Robert Stout had declared himself in favour 
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of Irish self-government in 1881,574 the enthusiasm of the lay and clerical elites for the Irish 

cause had been short-lived. In the United Kingdom, the Liberals had attempted to crush the 

agrarian movement and although Charles Stewart Parnell had taken his distance from agrarian 

radicalism,575 the Phoenix Park murders of the newly appointed Irish Chief Secretary Lord 

Frederick Cavendish and his deputy Thomas H. Burke in May 1883 threw suspicions on the 

Irish nationalist movement and on the constitutional character of Irish demands. Irish envoys 

to New Zealand in 1883 were suspected of representing a movement condoning the use of 

violence against the British Crown and government. They also presented the potential risk of 

arousing dissensions in New Zealand, which explains the presence of hostile reactions in the 

New Zealand press as this example from the Waikato Times shows: 

 
I was very sorry to hear of the arrival in New Zealand of two emissaries of the Irish Land League. 

We do not want them here, and it is a great pity that they have come. People of all creeds and all 

nationalities live here together in peace, and I very much regret the arrival of those emissaries, 

who are almost certain to sow discord.576 

 

Despite these difficult circumstances, William Redmond managed to collect £1,400 in the 

West Coast alone (including £240 at a meeting of 400 people in the town of Greymouth): this 

was, according to M. Campbell, far above the “target of £1,000 for all of New Zealand.”577  

Attitudes towards Irish Home Rule certainly changed after 1885. The Irish nationalist 

party became organised and disciplined enough to win 86 seats in the 1885 British general 

elections and hold the balance of power at Westminster. The British Liberal leader William 

Ewart Gladstone had also converted to Irish Home Rule. An alliance between the Irish 

nationalists and the Gladstonian liberals could thus be established and the first Irish Home 

Rule Bill in the British House of Commons was introduced on 8 April 1886. This triggered a 

change in the way Irish tours in New Zealand were perceived. In 1889, John Dillon, Thomas 

Grattan Esmonde and John Deasy were, to quote one historian, “rapturously received” and 

contrary to their predecessors, they benefited from the support major politicians and key 

figures of the Catholic hierarchy in New Zealand. As a result, they raised a total sum 

estimated at £6,000. 578  Joseph Devlin and John Donovan in 1906 and William Archer 

Redmond, Richard Hazleton with, again, John Donovan in 1911 also received the support of 
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New Zealand politicians, high and low, as well as generous contributions: more than £5,000 

in 1906 and £10,000 in 1911.579 

The tours, meetings and the collection of funds would not have taken place without 

the existence of a network of Irish Home Rule organisations in New Zealand. The tour of the 

Redmond brothers may be regarded as successful in so far as it boosted local activism, with 

the creation of local branches of the Irish National League and even an Australasian federal 

council in charge of collecting funds and forwarding them to Ireland. According to 

Richard P. Davis, 

 
National League branches sprang into fitful life in most of the country. (…) The West Coast, 

especially the Grey Valley which established a local federation holding annual joint meetings, was 

the most enthusiastic area in New Zealand.580 

 

Later in the 1890s, there were at least two branches of the Irish National Federation – one in 

Wellington, one in Auckland, which actively campaigned for Irish Home Rule. R. Davis notes 

that after the reunification of the two warring factions within the Irish Parliamentary Party “no 

attempt was made to found new branches of the current Nationalist supporting organisation, 

the United Irish League”; however he briefly mentions the creation of one branch in 

Wellington before 1906, which survived until 1909 and acknowledges the activism of other 

societies in NZ such as the Hibernian Society581. The Redmond Papers in connection with 

New Zealand (four items) date back to the period 1902 & 1907 and the detailed catalogue lists 

three correspondents as Edmond Carrigan, M. Bohan and P.M. Twomey, Irish National 

Federation, Wellington (1902, June 3).  

Benedict Anderson argues that migrations and globalization have recently fostered the 

rise of a new nationalism which he identifies as “long distance nationalism” and which “no 

longer depends as it once [had] on territorial location in a home country.” This new form of 

nationalism is visible in communities of exiled migrants who have retained ties with their 

homeland and attempt to remain involved in the national struggles at home.582 This theory has 

been further expanded by scholars Nina Glick Schiller and George Fouron in a study of the 

Haitian immigrant community in the United States. They consider the concept of long 

distance nationalism as 

 
[...] a claim to membership in a political community that stretches beyond the territorial borders of 

a homeland”, which “generates an emotional attachment that is strong enough to compel people to 

political action that ranges from displaying a home country flag to deciding to ‘return’ to fight and 

die in a land they may never have seen.583 

 

The support received by Irish Home Rulers from New Zealand did not emanate only from the 

Irish diaspora alone, but it may be assumed that some amongst the New Zealanders of Irish 

descent may have been motivated by a form of long distance nationalism. 

 

New Zealand as a constitutional and political model 
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for Irish Home Rule 

 
In order to obtain the support of the people of New Zealand – whether financial or 

moral – Irish Home Rule delegates first needed to convince their NZ audiences of the 

legitimacy of Irish claims or, to put it in the words of William Redmond as early as 1883, 

 
to educate the public mind in this distant land upon Irish affairs, and to explain the true meaning of 

the claims made by the Irish Nation through its mouthpiece the National League.584 

 

Members of the Irish Parliamentary Party were at heart pragmatists who knew perfectly well 

how to adapt their discourse to the audiences they were addressing. As Irish delegates were 

aware that New Zealand was deeply attached to the British Crown and Empire,585 they used 

strategies that would convince New Zealanders of the moderation of Irish claims for self-

government.  

One of these strategies was to compare Irish Home Rule to the self-governing 

constitution New Zealand, as a colony, had obtained from Britain in 1852. As has been 

demonstrated by Thomas Mohr or Conor Neville, colonial precedents were far from rare in 

Irish or British discourse dealing with the question of Home Rule for Ireland.586  They were 

also a recurrent feature in the speeches delivered by the successive Irish delegates between 

1883 and 1911. In 1883 for instance, William Redmond told his Kumara audience: “We ask 

just what you have in New Zealand ―Home Rule. ... All we want is to have control over our 

own affairs, the same as you have in New Zealand.”587 In 1889, Thomas Grattan Esmonde 

reasserted the same principle, though in a slightly more developed form: 

 
Here in New Zealand they had Home Rule, that is the management of their own affairs; and New 

South Wales or elsewhere had no right to interfere with them. They wanted the same liberty in 

Ireland, and were quite willing to leave all matters that affected the Imperial Parliament to the 

Imperial Parliament. (…) Home Rule did not mean that they should be to control the British Army 

or Navy, or be at liberty to raise troops, or volunteers; nor would they have the right to declare war 

against any other nation (...). They would not even have the power to levy custom tariffs to keep 

English goods out of the Irish market! But they would have the right to look after and control their 

own railways, the education of the people, and resources of the country generally.588  

 

In a country that was still a British colony loyal to the Crown, Grattan Esmonde was careful 

to frame the Irish Home Rule project as a moderate demand. Self-government was a solution 

to obtain control of local affairs defined as railways, education or resources and clearly 

differentiated from Imperial issues, foreign affairs or trade, which were meant to stay under 

the control of Westminster. What was implicitly underlined was that the future Irish 

Parliament was to remain subordinate to the British Parliament, whose authority and 

supremacy were reasserted. In other words, Grattan Esmonde’s discourse emphasised that 

Irish claims were limited, that Irish Home Rule was not a separatist scheme, and that the Irish 

would remain loyal despite their aspirations to more autonomy. This was a direct response to 

the enemies of Irish Home Rule, who regarded it as a threat likely to lead to the 
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dismemberment of the British Empire.589 Irish delegates to New Zealand argued instead that 

Ireland’s legislative autonomy was perfectly compatible with the maintenance of the country 

within an imperial frame. Such ideas were perfectly adapted to audiences in New Zealand 

where imperialism and nationalism were regarded as perfectly compatible and seemed to go 

hand in hand.590 

In 1895, Michael Davitt was just as cautious as Grattan Esmonde in his choice of 

words when he gave his definition of Home Rule. It was 

 
simply what the people had in New Zealand, in Victoria, in New South Wales, in Queensland, in 

Western Australia, and in Tasmania ― that and nothing more”, and as a result, “[t]here was, 

therefore, in the Home Rule movement nothing new, revolutionary or untried. It was eminently 

constitutional and, in the best and biggest sense of the word, conservative (...).591  

 

This choice of words is particularly interesting considering the fact that Davitt was an ex-

Fenian and spent a very limited amount of time working as an MP in the British Parliament 

because — in the words of historian Carla King — he “deeply disliked Westminster”.592 In 

1906 the newly elected Home Rule MP for West Belfast Joseph Devlin did not explain in 

great details to his Invercargill audience what Home Rule for Ireland entailed; he simply 

noted that “the people of New Zealand were (...) greatly blessed in the democratic form of 

Government which they enjoyed”, adding that “it was for such a form of government that the 

Home Rule Party was striving.”593 Again in 1911 his colleague Richard Hazleton stressed that 

“they in Ireland asked for was the principle that they in New Zealand possessed ― the right 

to manage and control their own domestic and internal affairs.”594 

What is striking in all these quotes is that Irish delegates gave fairly vague definitions of 

what Home Rule for Ireland meant to them beyond establishing the fact that New Zealand 

might represent a colonial precedent for it. It may be because, at the time, there was no 

uniform or consistent definition of Home Rule, which could be referred to either as a form of 

“decentralisation” or a scheme of “local self-government”, “national self-government” or 

“federal union.”595 The comparison with New Zealand may also have been more of a symbol 

and a pragmatic ploy than a true aspiration. Even though Irish Home Rule was inspired by the 

political autonomy given to certain British colonies, especially Canada,596 neither the British 

Liberals nor the Irish nationalist MPs actually contemplated putting Ireland in the position of 

a self-governing colony. Ireland was to have its own Parliament but it was to retain a certain 

number of MPs in Westminster, which was not the case of any independent Crown colony.597 
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John Redmond made it very clear that being self-governing under a scheme of Home Rule or 

as a crown colony were two different situations: excluding Irish MPs from Westminster 

would mean that Ireland would be governed “as a Crown Colony”, which was in his view “an 

alternative to Home Rule.”598  

The multiples references to the New Zealand political system as a potential model for 

Ireland show nonetheless that Irish Home Rule delegates believed lessons could be learned 

from the Antipodes beyond the issue of self-government. In his account of the tour he did in 

1895, Michael Davitt noted that New Zealand presented a number of features that he deemed 

worthy of admiration and even worthy of copying: women had the right to vote, even if they 

did not have the right to be elected to Parliament; there was an “enlightened body of Labour 

laws” which he deemed a “splendid code of remedial laws” that would be “valuable [to] 

every student of Labour legislation”; land laws had been passed, 

 
rightly helping, by the direct encouragement of the state, a transition from the system of private 

property in land to that of state tenancy under the most favourable terms and conditions possible 

for labour.599 

 

In 1911, Richard Hazleton also expressed admiration at the Labour reforms New Zealand had 

undergone and praised its police system. For Hazleton as for Davitt, the future politicians of 

Ireland could benefit from experiences made in New Zealand, especially in the field of 

municipal government. 600  During the same tour, William Archer Redmond wrote to the 

Minister of Railways, John Andrew Millar, to praise the “management and conduct of State 

railways”, adding that “one of the first reforms [Irish nationalists] hop[ed] to bring about 

under Home Rule [would] be the nationalisation of the Irish railways.”601 

Historian Keith Sinclair remarks that New Zealanders “were proud of their political and 

economic achievements; and of their success in establishing themselves in a new land.” David 

Hamer further notes that the New Zealand Liberals “associated their reforms with the concept 

of New Zealand showing the way to the rest of the world, [which] proved very appealing to 

New Zealanders (...).”602 The press, together with some of the local figures who welcomed the 

Irish delegates, did express the belief that New Zealand could serve as a model and teach the 

Irish about constitutional government and reforms.603 At the same time, the sources also show 

that Ireland was a possible source of inspiration, both for the Empire and New Zealand itself. 

 

The Irish Home Rule Struggle as a trigger to political debates 

in New Zealand 

 
The Anglo-Irish issue appears also to have helped raise the issues of Imperial federation and 

of a growing separate national consciousness in New Zealand. 
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Imperial federation 

 

Because Irish Home Rule was a form of legislative autonomy that was meant to work 

within the imperial framework, it was seen by some as a first step towards a federation that 

would go beyond the borders of the United Kingdom and include all the colonies of the 

British Empire, with local independent parliaments in each self-governing entity and an 

Imperial Parliament in Westminster representing all these autonomous colonies604. From the 

1850s until the First World War, leading political figures in New Zealand proved particularly 

concerned with the question of Imperial Federation: Julius Vogel, Sir George Grey, and even 

 
each premier in succession from 1883-1912, Atkinson, Stout, Balance, Seddon, Ward, [who] may 

be cited as offering, on some occasion or another, some measure of support to [that] ideal (…).605 

 

Three men in particular stood out for their staunch defence of the implementation of a 

specific body supervising imperial affairs and a greater say for New Zealand in imperial 

matters: New Zealand Premier Richard John Seddon, his Minister of Labour and Education 

and later to become Agent-General and first High Commissioner for New Zealand, William 

Pember Reeves, and Sir Joseph Ward, Seddon’s successor to the New Zealand Premiership.  

These men, and a few others, actually used the struggles of the Irish nationalists and the 

meetings organised in their honour as opportunities not only to advocate Home Rule but also 

to plead for the setting up of an imperial federation that would include, among other nations, 

Ireland and New Zealand. In 1889, a few months prior to the arrival of John Dillon, Thomas 

Grattan Esmonde and John Deasy, William Pember Reeves attended a public meeting at the 

Oddfellows’ Hall in Christchurch in support of Charles Stewart Parnell, who had been the 

target of a smear campaign in the London Times and was being investigated for his 

connection with radical nationalists by a Special Commission. Pember Reeves moved a 

resolution stating that: 

 
The success or failure of Mr Gladstone and the Liberal Party (and in that Liberal party you must 

allow me now to include Mr Parnell and his friends) is a matter of the deepest interest and greatest 

moment not only to Ireland, to England and to Scotland, but to everyone of that vast aggregation 

of states, of which Queen Victoria is the head. (Cheers). Surely it is vain to deny that the granting 

or denial of Home Rule will have a very direct influence on the hurrying on or delaying of 

Imperial federation. (…) If in the future the scattered lands which make up the British Empire are 

to be drawn more closely together, the active co-operation of the Irish element will absolutely be 

needful (Applause).606 

 

During the Irish Home Rule tour of 1889 proper, New Zealand Premier Harry Atkinson, 

former New Zealand Governor and Premier Sir George Grey, and New Zealand Liberals John 

Ballance, Thomas Young Duncan and Robert Stout all pleaded for Home Rule as leading to 

Imperial federation.607 The latter asserted during the Dunedin Irish meeting that “Home Rule 

... would be the prelude to federation,” while Atkinson, in a letter read at the Wellington 

meeting, declared himself “fully convinced” that Home Rule, on which he looked upon 
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605 Keith Sinclair, Imperial Federation, A Study of New Zealand Policy and Opinion 1880-1914 (University of 
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favourably, would represent “the first great step towards the federation of the British Empire 

in lasting form.”608 That imperial federation would have been discussed in connection with 

Irish Home Rule in such a way in 1889 is not surprising in so far as both questions aroused 

vivid interest at the time: the first Irish Home Rule had been debated in 1886 and interest in 

imperial federation had been revived thanks to the creation of Imperial Federation League in 

1884.609 

Between 1897 and 1911, New Zealand took part in the Colonial Conferences organised 

in Britain and New Zealand representatives were at the forefront of the campaign asking for a 

reform of imperial institutions and the establishment of an imperial council.610 This idea of a 

Council of Empire was again taken up during the Irish Home Rule missions of the early 

twentieth century. In 1907, a year during which an Imperial Conference took place and New 

Zealand was also granted Dominion status, Martin Kennedy, as one of local organisers of the 

Irish tour, moved a resolution during the meeting organised in Wellington, which was 

“carried with extraordinary enthusiasm” and predicted that: “(…) an advisory body ― a 

Council of Empire ― would be an imperative necessity for the great force of Home Rule not 

only for Ireland but for every constituent part of the British Empire.” More importantly the 

New Zealand Premier Joseph Ward, who was to defend the idea of an Imperial Council four 

years later at another Imperial Conference, emphasised that 

 
the solidarity of the Empire, the knitting together of every part of it was essential for its 

preservation from the attacks of dominant powers, which did not see eye to eye with England, 

Scotland, or Ireland.611  

 

However, even though there were leading New Zealanders advocating imperial 

federation, there was no widespread enthusiasm in the country for it. The lower house of the 

New Zealand Parliament or House of Representatives as well as the general public did not 

express great interest in or support for the idea of imperial federation. Even politicians that 

did advocate the federal cause could be at times inconsistent: such was the case of John 

Balance or Sir George Grey for example. As is underlined by Keith Sinclair, “in general the 

New Zealand politicians who favoured imperial federation were exceedingly vague on the 

constitutional issues involved.” 612  In that regard, New Zealand political elites shared a 

common point with their Irish nationalist colleagues. Even though the latter also expressed 

sympathy for the idea of Imperial federation,613 they did so in vague and general terms and 

first and foremost gave priority to Irish Home Rule.614 Just like Irish nationalist MPs, New 

Zealand Liberal leaders were pragmatists with regard to the question of the imperial 
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connection and the issue of imperial federation.615 To quote David Hamer, “[i]ts politicians 

were calculatingly ‘imperial’, using the opportunities the imperial connections afforded (…).” 

 

A growing national consciousness in New Zealand? 

 

In New Zealand, imperialism was regarded as compatible with patriotism, as is underlined by 

Keith Sinclair: 

 
New Zealand imperialism under the liberals was no evidence of the absence of nationalism but 

was itself an expression of an emergent New Zealand nationalism. (…) Seddon and his followers 

were nationalists little influenced by the modern doctrines of nationalism but devoted to what they 

regarded as New Zealand’s interests. (…) Those attitudes or sentiments which are usually called, 

in this connection, ‘imperialism’ and ‘nationalism’ did not to them seem incompatible. Their tariff 

policy was evidence of ‘colonial nationalism’, their defence policy of ‘imperialism’; their 

impatience with the residual authority of the Colonial Office was ‘nationalist’, their dreams of a 

council ‘imperialist’.616  

 

Sinclair suggests the existence of multiple yet compatible identities for New Zealanders, 

including a form of “nationalism”. In 1889 John Dillon was able to witness this increasing 

sense of national consciousness. He noted in a speech delivered in Dunedin: 

 
Since I came to the colonies I have noticed with unbounded pleasure the growth of a national spirit 

amongst the young men of the colonies, and, noticing that feeling growing up, it does not surprise 

me that they should sympathise with the aspirations and struggles of the people of Ireland. (…) 

And I will say further, that in my judgement no community of people are in a fair way to achieve 

the highest development of their social life unless they are permeated and animated by this 

national spirit, which is at the root of our struggle in Ireland, and which is, I believe, growing up 

strong, youthful, and vigorous in these Australian colonies.617  

 

For Dillon as for his New Zealand fellow liberal politicians, it was possible to reconcile 

nationalism and imperialism or attachment to the union with Britain and the empire. As a 

result, what actually had developed under British domination in both countries were varied 

forms of loyalism and layered and complex identities. Some New Zealanders were aware of 

that, as is shown for instance by this revealing remark from a participant to a debate dealing 

with New Zealand nationality at the Royal Colonial Institute in London in 1911: 

 
New Zealand as a country had a capacity for assimilation. While English, Scotch, and Irish, had 

retained some of their original sense of separate nationality, yet the blending process was going 

on, and over these separate nationalities there was being superimposed a sense of New Zealand 

nationality. (...) [T]here was a double patriotism. Originally there were the local and New Zealand 

patriotisms, and now they found a New Zealand patriotism, blended with, but without the least 

weakening or tending do disintegrate, the old sentiment of nationality as Britishers.618  

 

While this quote only defines New Zealand identity as predominantly white and British, it 

also interestingly assimilates the Irish to an immigrant population of British stock despite the 

fact that some of the Irish settlers were Catholic. Religious dissensions are omitted to focus 
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instead on the relationship to the home country and the host country and suggest an allegiance 

to both. For John Redmond the Irish nation necessarily included all Irishmen and women 

whatever their religious affiliations. At the same time, he imagined Ireland both as a nation 

and a part of the British Empire that had contributed to its expansion and power. As a result, 

he stressed in front of the Commons that he believed the Irish people capable of combining an 

“Imperial patriotism” with a “local patriotism.”619  

Several factors and events may account for this growing sense of national identity in 

New Zealand. First in 1886, the majority of the white population was New Zealand born; a 

great majority were below the age of 20 but as years passed the proportion of native-born 

white New Zealanders slowly but surely came to grow. 620  The implementation of better 

means of communication with post-offices, telegraphs and railways helped the setting up of 

many national and no longer provincial or local organisations.621 Concerns with defining New 

Zealand identity were expressed in the press, in political debates, and in the works of the first 

locally-born poets.622 These concerns emerged particularly during the debates that surrounded 

the decision for New Zealand to join the Australian federation. Even though New Zealand did 

send representatives to most of the intercolonial conferences that discussed the Australian 

federation issue,623 and even though the strength of the New Zealand movement favourable to 

federation with Australia is still a matter of debate and needs to be properly assessed,624 some 

historians have interpreted New Zealand’s decision not to join the Australian federation as a 

proof that New Zealanders felt fundamentally different from Australians and that a sense of a 

separate national identity was already present in New Zealand.625  

Throughout the debates on the question of federation with Australia, politicians argued 

against federation by underlining differences ― differences in history, climate or geography 

and so differences in national character.626 Slogans warning against any sacrifice of political 

independence were put forward, such as “New Zealand should be a country for New 
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Zealanders.”627 Interestingly enough, similar slogans were used by the opponents of Irish 

Home Rule against the Irish missions of 1883 or 1889:  

 
We ought, when we settle here, to forget any differences that there were in the old world, and to 

consider ourselves all New Zealanders, and to strive for the prosperity of ourselves and our 

adopted country; still my cry is New Zealand for the New Zealanders.628  

 

This example of hostile reaction to the importation of Irish issues in New Zealand show that 

Irish Home Rule could give way to expressions of extreme loyalty to the new country of 

adoption. Confrontations with countries that were deemed as essentially different ― whether 

it was Australia or Ireland ― gave rise among certain groups in the New Zealand population 

to a sense that they possessed a distinct and separate identity. 

The supporters of the Irish cause in New Zealand also viewed the struggle of the Irish as 

potentially inspiring for the new generations of New Zealanders. As early as 1883, the 

Wellington Evening Post, a newspaper favourable to Irish Home Rule, defended the cause in 

terms that betrayed dissatisfaction with British imperial policy and a strong resolve to 

preserve New Zealand’s independence: 

 
Colonists, and New Zealand colonists in particular, cannot help putting the case to themselves, and 

considering how they would like their entire domestic legislation to be conducted by the Imperial 

Parliament, which has always exhibited such signal incapacity to deal with their affairs or even to 

understand them. (...) We should not like it at all. Already we have suffered enough indirectly 

through the interference, in our special affairs, of doctrinaires such as Sir Arthur Gordon or 

fanatical philo-Maori Exeter Hall orators. We colonists of New Zealand know too well what 

would be the effect on ourselves of the Imperial Parliament, influenced as it so largely is by these 

well-meaning but mistaken people, had absolute control of our affairs.629 

 

This quote seems to indicate that Ireland and New Zealand shared a similar distrust of central 

authorities. Other parallels were sometimes made between the two countries. In early 1889, a 

few months before the arrival of John Dillon and his colleagues, a plea for Irish Home Rule 

by John Ballance included an interesting parallel between Ireland’s and New Zealand’s 

respective pasts:  

 
Have we forgotten our own struggles say thirty or forty years ago, when certain men, leaders, and 

men of advanced opinions fought for the right of constitutional government and obtained it, and 

have we gone so far back as to believe that this step was wrong, and that England had lost any of 

its power, strength, or glory in consequence of these colonies having the right of self-

government?630 

 

What is interesting here is Ballance’s appeal to history and to memories common to all white 

New Zealanders to justify Irish claims. Before 1889 scholars like John Stuart Mill or Ernest 

Renan had underlined that a nation could only exist if it possessed “a national history and 

consequent community of recollections; collective pride and humiliation, pleasure and regret, 

connected with the same incidents of the past.”631  What can be seen with the words of 
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Ballance is that the Anglo-Irish question, together with other issues, led the white elites in 

New Zealand to turn important historical events into myths of foundation that would be 

significant for a country with a growing sense of national consciousness. As a white colony of 

settlement, New Zealand was still in need of its own founding moments or heroes. In that 

regard again, Ireland was a source of inspiration; in Oamaru in 1895, Mayor William Waddell 

welcomed Michael Davitt with standard words of compliment. However, they might reveal 

that white New Zealand aspired to become a nation with heroes similar to those of Ireland: 

 
Michael Davitt was a patriot, and they were scarce. His visit would perhaps inspire some among 

them, especially the youth of the Colony, with that spirit of patriotism which does so much to 

make a nation. (Applause).632 

 

Conclusion 
 

In a recent study examining the role of Irish migrants to the United States, Alan O’Day 

established that the Irish diaspora had three “broad functions” for the Irish nationalist leaders, 

namely: 

 
(...) to gather the finance necessary for the national struggle at home; to muster moral support 

behind Ireland’s claims; and to exert pressure on the policy-makers in the United States to use 

their resources in ways designed to injure British interests if [Britain] did not accede to Irish self-

government.633 

 

Our brief analysis of Irish Home Rule missions to New Zealand as seen by the local and 

national press in the colony shows that such a definition can apply to the New Zealand case. 

Fundraising tours in New Zealand did provide money that proved vital for the Irish 

Parliamentary Party; the interest and enthusiasm aroused was also instrumentalised in an 

attempt to coerce the British government and public opinion into the granting of self-

government to Ireland. But it seems that the role of Irish immigrant communities and the 

relationship between Irish and foreign political elites was more elaborate and complex. As 

this paper has attempted to show, Irish fundraising tours in New Zealand were opportunities 

for mutual exchanges and learning experiences between the two countries. Both were both 

under British domination. However, New Zealand had obtained self-government as well as 

Dominion status; and like Canada or Australia, it was an example that legislative autonomy 

was compatible with strong links with Britain and the maintenance of the British Empire. 

Contrary to Ireland, where nationalism was no new phenomenon and where the Irish political 

elite had long claimed that Ireland had a distinct identity, New Zealand was perhaps not yet a 

nation of its own; nevertheless, national consciousness was emerging and the various visits of 

Irish nationalist MPs served as opportunities to raise questions about New Zealand’s political 

future and identity. 
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