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  Introduction


  On 11 July 1921, a Truce came into effect, ending the fighting between the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the British Army. Less than a year later, the IRA had split, and British guns and shells were being used to attack rebel positions at the Four Courts in Dublin. This marked the beginning of the Civil War, which lasted less than a year but whose effects are still being felt to the present day. How did the united nationalist front that held together during the War of Independence fall apart so quickly?


  The Sinn Féin movement and the IRA that fought the War of Independence were not, as has been often suggested, a united and cohesive movement by the time of the Truce. IRA General Headquarters (GHQ) ordered every officer to remain on a war footing. It was known that tensions existed inside the IRA and between the IRA and the Republican government, theoretically in charge. Cathal Brugha, the Minister for Defence and Richard Mulcahy, the IRA chief-of-staff, were tasked with coordinating the overall strategies of the army.


  In this they were, in theory, supported by Michael Collins, who as well as being Minister for Finance was also Director of Organisation and Intelligence at IRA GHQ. Collins’ other role, however, was head of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) and thus of the Republic established by the IRB in 1867. In this role, he had the unswerving loyalty of IRB members in the government and the IRA.


  Being the theoretical head of an alternative Republic, however, brought Collins into conflict with the leadership of the Republic declared at Easter 1916, especially the president of Dáil Éireann Éamon de Valera. While Collins professed loyalty to De Valera, it was a conditional loyalty. Although divisions went beyond personality clashes in the leadership of both Sinn Féin and the IRA, it was through the eyes of these personalities that the events after the War of Independence and before the Civil War came to be seen.


  Further complicating the political picture was the position of the six of the nine Ulster counties which had been granted a parliament of their own under the Better Government of Ireland Act 1920. In the dying days of the War of Independence this parliament was opened by King George V in Belfast, and his appeal to ‘all Irishmen to pause, to stretch out the hand of forebearance [sic] and conciliation’ provided an opening for David Lloyd George, the British prime minister. Three days after the Truce came into effect, De Valera, along with Austin Stack, Arthur Griffith, Count George Plunkett, Robert Barton and Erskine Childers, met with Lloyd George at 10 Downing Street.


  Lloyd George presented De Valera with a set of pro-posals for a peace settlement, which placed clear limits on any freedom sought by the Dáil president. The creation of the new northern Irish state took the ‘Ulster Question’ out of any potential settlement. Other obstacles presented included providing military and naval bases for British forces in the event of any resumption of a global war. Most disturbingly, for the more hard-line Republicans in the Dáil, was the proposal that any new Irish administration would have to swear an oath of allegiance to the British monarch.


  De Valera rejected the proposals but agreed to keep dialogue with London open to avoid the prospect of a resumption of war. Having been re-elected president on 26 August 1921, he was authorised by his new cabinet to continue discussions. After tortuous negotiations by letter, a form of words was arrived at which would serve as a starting point for formal negotiations: ‘how the association of Ireland with the community of nations known as the British empire may be best reconciled with Irish National Aspirations.’


  Most people, inside and outside of the Dáil, assumed that De Valera would lead any negotiating team on behalf of the Irish Republic. This assumption, however, failed to consider his personal hesitations and his need to be seen to keep the voluble coalition that Sinn Féin had become together. The final delegation consisted of Griffith, Collins, Barton, Childers, George Gavan Duffy and Eamonn Duggan. Gavan Duffy and Childers had helped De Valera prepare a draft treaty, entitled ‘Draft Treaty A’, which embodied De Valera’s ideas of ‘external association’ between the Irish Republic and the British empire. This was given to the delegates, or plenipotentiaries (a phrase that would cause controversy later), as the basis for opening the discussions with Lloyd George and his delegates.


  Negotiations commenced at 10 Downing Street on 11 October 1921. Talks quickly boiled down to exchanges between Lloyd George and Winston Churchill (the Secretary for War) on one side, and Griffith and Collins on the other. Two issues were identified as the major obstacles: the precise constitutional status of a state governed from Dublin, and the future of the northern Irish state. In early November Lloyd George faced a domestic political crisis which led him to extract from Griffith personal assurances that the Irish delegates would accept an oath of allegiance to the crown and inclusion in the British empire. Any future government in Dublin would have to swear allegiance to the British Monarch as head of the ‘community of nations known as the British Empire’. The exact wording was modified several times during the course of the talks, but the central fact remained: an Irish Republic was off the table.


  That same crisis also gave the British prime minister an opportunity to pressure Griffith and Collins to accept a Boundary Commission which would define the boundary between Northern Ireland and the Dublin-governed state. This allowed Lloyd George to present to his Tory coalition partners a settlement of the issue of Northern Ireland, ensuring the coalition government of enough support in the House of Commons to continue in office.


  Negotiations then moved to the subject of the precise constitutional status of any Dublin government. On 22 November, the Irish delegation drew up a memorandum in response to a draft treaty submitted by the British. The British treaty spoke of Dominion Status, the Irish memo argued for a form of External Association; each side rejected the proposals of the other. By this time, it was becoming clear to both Irish and British negotiators that Griffith was struggling to bring his colleagues with him.


  Three days later Griffith and Collins attended a stormy meeting of the Dáil cabinet. Cathal Brugha clashed with both men over the reported progression of negotiations. The oath proposal was rejected, and Griffith undertook not to sign any document on behalf of the Irish people without prior consultation. While in Dublin, Collins also met with IRB colleagues to prepare for a resumption of war in case talks in London broke down.


  Back in London Childers, Gavan Duffy and Barton began negotiations over a modified version of External Association. Collins’ absence from these talks convinced Lloyd George to sit down with him on Monday 5 Decem-ber. Both men covered a range of issues. Rumours by this stage were sweeping London and Dublin that the talks were on the point of failure.


  Seizing this opportunity, Lloyd George theatrically threatened Griffith and Collins with immediate war unless the delegation agreed to treaty terms. Following several hours of discussion, the Irish delegation formally signed the ‘Articles of Agreement for a Treaty between Great Britain and Ireland’ in the early hours of Tuesday 6 December 1921.
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    The Irish delegates to the Treaty negotiations photographed at Hans Place London the morning after the signing of the Treaty, 7 December 1921 L-R Arthur Griffith, Ned Duggan, Erskine Childers, MichaelCollins, George Gavan Duffy, Robert Barton and John Chartres.


    (Illustrations from the Mercier Archive)

  

  Immediate reaction to the signing of the ‘Treaty’, as it came to be popularly called, was one of relief and jubilation on both sides of the Irish Sea. Privately, however, the leaderships of Sinn Féin and the IRA were uneasy about the future unity of their movements based on the terms published in the press. A Dáil cabinet meeting was held upon the return of the delegation to Dublin on 7 December. There, more energy was spent debating and arguing how the Treaty was signed rather than discussing what was contained in it. De Valera,Brugha and Stack emerged as the three cabinet members most opposed to the Treaty for a variety of reasons. After rancour and personal insults had been traded, the vote was four to three in favour of accepting the Treaty although, as Stack pointed out, the delegates were under no obligation to support the Treaty, only to recommend it to Dáil Éireann.


  Strong public debate on the Treaty had begun even before the Dáil met on 14 December 1921 and continued throughout the sittings in Dublin. The Roman Catholic hierarchy and, paradoxically, the IRB Supreme Council urged acceptance. De Valera argued publicly that its terms were ‘in violent conflict with the wishes of the majority of this nation’. He was however careful to ask his supporters to refrain from violence: ‘There is a definite constitutional way of resolving our political differences – let us not depart from it’. Tom Barry, the celebrated IRA commander in west Cork, wrote to the Cork Examiner contradicting a statement by Seán MacEoin that the Treaty ‘gave him what he and his comrades had fought for.’ Barry wrote:


  It is a misrepresentation of the ideal of every fighting man with whom I had been associated during hostilities. Not one man believed that the fight was being waged for other than the maintenance of the Irish Republic; not one of those (to my knowledge) who sacrificed their lives died for any other than the cause of the Irish Republic. (Cork Examiner, 21 Dec. 1921) 


  Shortly after eleven a.m. on 14 December Dáil Éireann’s debate on the Treaty commenced at rooms provided by University College Dublin at its premises on Earlsfort Terrace in Dublin. Eoin MacNeill occupied the speaker’s chair: to his left sat De Valera, Brugha, Stack and their supporters; to his right sat Collins, Griffith and their supporters. Following opening public exchanges between Collins and De Valera (each man interrupted on several occasions) the opening days’ debate was conducted in private. The chief question raised in the opening scenes was one repeated throughout: did the delegates in London exceed their brief in agreeing to the Treaty as presented before TDs?
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    Éamon de Valera

  


  Griffith and De Valera dominated the second public session, on 19 December. Griffith argued that the question before the Dáil was not a choice ‘between an independent Republic and Dominion status. Rather it was between two forms of Association with the British Empire.’ For his part, De Valera adapted Parnell’s famous phrase uttered in 1885; pointing at Griffith, he declared: ‘You are presuming to set bounds to the onward march of a nation.’ The Treaty as presented, he concluded, ‘does not do the fundamental thing. It does not bring us peace.’ Austin Stack, following De Valera, was uncompromising: ‘I stand for full independence, and nothing short of it.’


  By 22 December, deputies had been speaking for and against the Treaty for eight days, and the stress and strain of such a physical investment was beginning to tell. Emotion was the hallmark of many of the speeches that day: speakers included Mary MacSwiney (sister of Terence), Kathleen Clarke (widow of Tom) and Richard Mulcahy. MacSwiney asked if the TDs currently supporting the Treaty would have been elected the previous May if they had publicly supported then the terms they were supporting now. Clarke argued that the Treaty was ‘a surrender of all our national ideals … England’s game of divide and conquer goes on.’
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      Arthur Griffith

    

  


  Dáil deputies returned from the Christmas recess on 3 January. Pro-Treaty TDs, buoyed by the public support expressed during the break, put forward an argument that the Treaty represented a stepping-stone to the desired Republic. Collins was central to this, arguing that the Treaty gave ‘freedom … not the ultimate freedom … but the freedom to achieve it’.


  This harked back to something he had written in the tumultuous early hours of 6 December 1921: ‘what have I got for Ireland? Something she has longed for these past seven hundred years … but will anybody be satisfied with it? Will anyone?’ In a way, he was answering his own rhetorical question: people were supporting the efforts he and his colleagues had made, but not, to his mind, in enough quantities. While a desire for peace would probably see the Treaty passed by the Dáil (though the exact majority was uncertain), Collins was already looking forward to the battle for the hearts and minds of the Irish people.


  Three more days of bitter debate followed, which showed that during its recess members of the Dáil had become more entrenched in their views. De Valera sought to play his trump card towards the end of the debate by introducing his ‘Document No. 2’, the alternative to the Treaty which he had drafted, embodying and fleshing out his concept of External association with the empire. Because this concept would not meet with the approval of many TDs, De Valera withdrew the document from the debate. He then, on 6 January, offered his resignation as president of the Dáil. This tactic did not find favour with many on the pro-Treaty benches.


  The following day the Dáil voted on the Treaty, after Griffith moved a motion calling for a vote. The result was sixty-four votes for, fifty-seven against. Whatever the motives of those who voted, and these have been the sub-ject of some forensic scrutiny by contemporaries in their memoirs and later historians, the breach in the Sinn Féin movement was now clearly visible. Collins pleaded for unity, but the last word was left to his chief; De Valera rose to speak but had only uttered the phrase ‘the world is looking on at us now …’ before he was overcome and sank into his seat. One contemporary journalist wrote:


  It was an awful moment. Women were weeping openly. Men were trying to restrain their tears. Some because of the approval for the Treaty – but all because of the final parting in that body which had won the love of Ireland and the respect of the world


  Dramatic as the scene was, it was only the end of the beginning. Two days Griffith later defeated De Valera in the election for president of the Dáil (sixty votes to fifty-eight). Griffith’s new cabinet contained only two other survivors of previous cabinets: Collins and W.T. Cosgrave.
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    Michael Collins
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        W.T. Cosgrave

      

    

  

  While the Dáil vote on the Treaty was significant in terms of what it signalled for the future of Irish republican nationalism, a further step was required to give formal legal effect to the pro-Treaty vote. Under the Better Government of Ireland Act 1920, the assent of the House of Commons of Southern Ireland, a legal fiction created to mirror the parliament established in Belfast at the same time, was required. The Pro-Treaty Sinn Féin TDs saw themselves as constituting this body, having been elected in the May 1921 general election held under the terms of the act. They were joined by four members elected by the voters from Dublin University (Trinity College Dublin). This parliament met once, on Saturday 14 January 1922 in the Mansion House. Following procedure, members also elected a Provisional Government to oversee the transition to a self-governing entity. Collins was elected chairman of the Provisional Government, which contained several members of the Dáil cabinet. For several months afterwards, the twenty-six counties had two administrations governing it.
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