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In the wake of a bloody, protracted period of revolutionary upheaval, two 

provisional Irish States emerged in the early 1920s. Constitutionally dissimilar, 

Northern Ireland and the Irish Free State nevertheless bore striking political 

parallels. A comparative analytical approach is adopted in an attempt to 

illustrate the political similarities of Irish unionism and nationalism in their pre-

1932 governmental guises. The transitional period was fraught with remarkably 

similar political, economic and cultural difficulties and overshadowed by the 

spectre of a relapse into violence. The 1920s was a formative decade which 

witnessed the two competing ideologies chisel-out their respective governmental 

styles. Yet it also proved a fleeting period of policy closeness before the Irish 

‘Cold War’ set in from the early 1930s. The Northern Ireland Government, 

however, unlike the Irish Free State, failed to grapple with – and exorcise – the 

structural problems associated with majoritarian government in a polarised 

society. This article analyses some of the major themes manifest in the two 

nascent States during the 1920s and expose the difficulties encountered and 

solutions utilised by the two Governments. 

 

 

Introduction 

Following the Irish Act of Union in 1800, the thirty-two counties of Ireland formed part of 

the United Kingdom for the entirety of the nineteenth-century. After a period of largely 

democratically-expressed mutual antagonism, the 1910s gave rise to the militarisation of Irish 

nationalism and unionism (Jackson 2003: 120). Brinksmanship ensued over the expected 

ratification of Irish Home Rule (a limited form of national self-determination within the 

constitutional framework of the United Kingdom) which would have resulted in a Dublin 

Parliament overwhelmingly nationalist in composition. The constitutional deadlock receded 
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with the onset of World War I. The Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and the nationalist Irish 

Parliamentary Party (IPP) united in defence of the British Empire, both hoping to coax with 

Westminster and advance their respective political causes. Not all Irish nationalists followed 

suit. The 1916 Easter Rising – or more accurately the staggered execution of some of its 

leaders and the combined threat of Irish conscription – unleashed popular enthusiasm for 

separatism among the nationalist bloc (Laffan 1999: 128). Bitter conflict, negotiation and 

settlement between 1920 and 1921 resulted in the partition of Ireland. The six predominantly 

unionist north-eastern counties remained part of the United Kingdom (UK) (with a domestic 

Parliament in Belfast) and the remainder formed the majoritarian nationalist Irish Free State, 

a Dominion remaining (albeit aversely) within the British Empire. The gun, however, was not 

removed from Irish political life. The two new States were inclined to defend majoritarian 

democracy peacefully, but a violent streak remained readily discernible. 

 

In some respects it is somewhat unsurprising, given that both States were born out of the 

same revolutionary process, that strong parallels can be identified between the problems 

incurred and the remedies implemented by the Irish Free State and Northern Ireland 

Governments. Four core areas will be scrutinised in this article – law and order, 

administration, nationalism(s) and economics – the key aim will be to demonstrate the lack of 

significant divergence and evidence of substantive political bi-polarity in 1920s Ireland. 

Designed to appease irreconcilable ideological fissures, partition failed to solve many pre-

existing issues and in many cases served as an agent of accentuation. Sir James Craig (later 

Lord Craigavon) and William Cosgrave (Prime Minister of Northern Ireland and President of 

the Executive Council of the Irish Free State respectively), though cut from a very different 

cloth which eschewed explicit contemporary comparative analysis, were both deeply 

conservative figures and faced remarkably similar domestic and external difficulties. 

Ostensibly masters of their own (though ethno-nationally split) house, the majoritarian 

Governments of Dublin (the Oireachtas) and Belfast (the Parliament of Northern Ireland) 

secured their precarious grip on power through a mixture of coercion and accommodation. 

This article argues that although the problems faced by Northern Ireland and the Irish Free 

State bear a clear degree of resemblance, the political tenor of the strategies implemented to 

tackle them were ultimately more disparate and reflective of the political, demographic and 

socio-economic nuances manifest in the respective polities.  

 

 



 

Law and Order 

A fundamental prerequisite for any State is to have the monopoly of violence, something 

denied to both the Irish Free State and Northern Ireland from the outset (Miller 1978: 127). 

Consequently, the establishment and maintenance of law and order became the overriding 

concern for the governing parties of both States and a policy which formed a crucial pillar of 

their electoral support. Not only were Northern Ireland’s ruling UUP and the Irish Free 

State’s governing party, Cumann na nGaedheal,
2
 unable to exercise uncontested jurisdiction 

over their respective territories, they were prevented from doing so by a militant and 

aggrieved common enemy. Disaffected separatists who rejected the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 

1921
3
 – particularly the partition and Crown allegiance caveats – waged a pan-Ireland 

guerrilla campaign which threatened to render the two vulnerable, nascent States 

ungovernable. The destabilising effect posed by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) was 

sufficient enough to induce a belligerent response from both the Parliament of Northern 

Ireland and the Oireachtas, despite the far closer ideological affinity between the armed 

“recalcitrant minority” (Brown 1981: 46) and the latter administration.  

 

The creation of formidable national defence structures was a feature common to both States. 

Prime Minister Craig, as well as President Cosgrave, was determined “to defend the infant 

democracy by mass killing if necessary” (Garvin 1996: 163) and neither Government shirked 

from the use of force. Authoritarian, highly centralised but constrained by tight finances, the 

two Governments were prepared to robustly enforce law and order and defend the democratic 

principle that “policy must be decided by the wisdom or un-wisdom of the majority of the 

people of the country” (O’Higgins 1923: 16). The draconian reality of the security apparatus 

created under Cosgrave and Craig’s leadership contrasted sharply with such rhetoric of 

democracy and tolerance. The Special Powers Act (1922) in Northern Ireland and the 

numerous Public Safety Acts (from 1922) in the Free State were, for all intents and purposes, 

virtually identical. The coercion acts gave both Governments sweeping powers to protect 

majoritarian democracy at the expense of civil rights, which in the Irish Free State included 

“the use of flogging, but also provided for the establishment of military courts with the power 

to execute prisoners” (Follis 1995: 110).  
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The critical difference between the two lay in legislative duration and the manner in which 

they were enforced. The successors of the Royal Irish Constabulary, the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary (RUC) in Northern Ireland and the Garda Síochána in the Irish Free State, were 

radically different policing organisations. Whilst Cosgrave recognised the need for a neutral 

and unarmed constabulary to assist with minority reconciliation, Craig was determined to 

utilise the RUC, in particular the auxiliary Special Constabulary – the “saviours of Ulster” 

(Lord Craigavon, 1928: 7) – unashamedly as “the coercive arm of the Unionist Party” (Farrell 

1980: 87). In Northern Ireland, it became established practice to enforce the law “promptly 

and vigorously against Catholic and nationalist transgressors, but with discretion against 

Protestants and unionists” (Buckland 2001: 213). Judicial partisanship existed in the Irish 

Free State in the 1920s, but unlike in Northern Ireland, it remained only an expedient 

measure.  

 

Nevertheless, action against anti-Treatyites by the Irish Free State Army was, as Meehan 

concedes, “at times questionable” (2010: 37) and on occasion little short of brutal, as the 

supposed upholders of law and justice simply reciprocated IRA bellicosity. More Irishmen 

were executed by the Cosgrave Government in 1922 and 1923 than by the British between 

1916 and 1921 (Ferriter 2004: 300). The cessation of the sectarian-charged “fit of hysteria” 

(Follis 1995: 4) that enveloped Belfast after partition resulted in less ruthless methods of 

State coercion implemented in Northern Ireland. Internment and marginalisation of the 

nationalist renegades – in the eyes of the state fundamentally and irretrievably disloyal – was 

adopted instead of the summary executions which took place in the South. Whereas Irish Free 

State-sponsored violence (notably the suspension of habeas corpus) was intense but 

comparatively short-lived, largely confined to the 1920s and 1930s, state-sanctioned 

oppression in Northern Ireland was distinguished by its longevity and the degree to which it 

intimidated an already aggrieved minority (Fitzpatrick 1998: 164). The debilitating 

psychological affliction of the siege mentality that dogged the ruling UUP, was exacerbated 

by the irredentist claims of the 1937 Irish Constitution (Walker 2004: 55). It is important to 

emphasise that although the two States readily embraced authoritarianism, they were far from 

the crypto-fascist regimes alluded to by Farrell in his analysis of the ‘Orange State’ (1980: 

97). Unlike much of the rest of Europe, democracy remained both popular and resilient in the 

two new Irish polities (Kissane 2002: 13). 

 



 

Administration 

The parliamentary mechanics and bureaucratic administration of both States exhibited 

homage to their British predecessor, but governmental effectiveness was hampered by 

ministerial inexperience and a lack of political accountability. Abstentionism
4
 found a mixed 

reception in the two Parliaments, providing the UUP and Cumann na nGaedheal the ability to 

unilaterally amend and ratify legislation, but denying bills representative consent. Despite – 

or, mistakenly, perhaps because of –  the size of the Northern political opposition, which was 

ominously close to the critical mass required to overthrow Unionist rule, the UUP made little 

attempt to draw Joseph Devlin’s Nationalist Party into the Parliament of Northern Ireland. 

Pressure from the Catholic Church
5
 rather than the UUP eventually persuaded the Nationalist 

MPs to take their seats (Staunton 2001: 94). Cosgrave’s approach to “the menace” (Gwynn 

1928: 153) of abstention was rather different, though his response – criminalising the practice 

– was belated and only introduced amid a flurry of coercive legislation in 1927 to avert a 

descent into revolutionary violence. As neither Government could rely on politicians with 

prior ministerial responsibility, parliamentary members awarded a ministerial post were 

perceptibly inexperienced which very likely negatively impacted upon governmental efficacy 

(Follis 1995: 47). 

 

In the field of local government, the two States faced a very similar problem. Throughout 

both polities, many urban and district councils simply rejected the legitimacy of the presiding 

government and refused to swear the obligatory oath of fidelity to the new State. The 

Northern Irish Parliament suspended Dublin-loyal councils openly flouting its legitimacy and 

assumed direct rule. Cumann na nGaedheal followed Northern Ireland’s lead, but for the Irish 

Free State, dissolving renegade councils was more a matter of principle, whereas in Northern 

Ireland UUP possession of a council was perceived as highly favourable in anticipation of the 

Boundary Commission’s investigations.
6
 Eliminating the threat posed by rebel councils was 

vital for the Northern Ireland’s survival as a six-county State-let and copper-fastening 

Unionist rule (Farrell 1980: 86). Likewise, the Irish Free State Minister for Local 

Government was entrusted with considerable power over local authorities; it was the 
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Minister’s prerogative to suspend a council if he alone deemed it “negligent or incompetent” 

(Gwynn 1928: 395). 

 

Nationalism(s) 

Both States strived to cultivate a distinct national identity, but for different political ends. For 

Cosgrave, Irish political autonomy provided the long-sought means to project a discrete Irish 

identity internationally, albeit within the permissible constraints of British dominion status. 

Cultivating international awareness by disseminating “an exaggerated popular nationalism” 

was deemed imperative and, ultimately, a successful project was energetically embraced by 

Cumann na nGaedheal (Garvin 1996: 181). In the Irish Free State itself, the Gaelic 

renaissance proved a useful diversion which served to soothe, if not heal, the bitter fratricidal 

legacy of the Civil War. Gaelic revivalism was “a bipartisan cornerstone of State policy” 

which strengthened the bonds of civic unity in a contested State (McGarry 2014: 661). 

Gaelicisation however, was culturally exclusive and undermined previous efforts to “satisfy, 

even gratify, their Protestant minority” (Miller 1978: 135), which had included the allocation 

of a “sizeable number” (Walker 2012: 48) of Séanad
7
 seats to ex-Unionists to ensure a 

Protestant voice in Irish Free State affairs.  

 

Northern Ireland, whilst similarly keen to raise external awareness of its existence, was 

constrained from forging a separate identity due to the dominant concern of anchoring the 

new State as “authentically British” (Loughlin 1995: 91). Despite funding a costly publicity 

campaign that elicited a tourism surge in the province (Loughlin 1995: 103), the UUP 

generated an insufficient amount of the desperately desired political awareness regarding the 

State’s constitutional position. Miller persuasively argues that Northern Ireland’s somewhat 

ambiguous national identity constituted “a reluctant, matter-of-fact nationalism, perhaps a 

nationalism of despair” which the UUP harnessed to bind the fragile Protestant community 

(1978: 154). Like the Gael culture in the South, the predictably Orange hue of Ulster 

nationalism alienated the religious minority – though the size of the Catholic minority, the 

institutionalisation of their political exclusion, and their far less favourable socio-economic 

position sharpened grievances to a greater extent (Farrell 1980: 81). 
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Economics 

Economic anxiety plagued both States during their fledgling years. The Anglo-Irish and Civil 

Wars had been fought at an immense financial (as well as social) cost to the Dublin Treasury, 

now fiscally isolated from London and expected to bear the substantial reconstruction burden. 

Similarly the Parliament of Northern Ireland, though constitutionally subservient to 

Westminster, faced the significant task of reconstruction, imperial taxation and the 

unforeseen slump in Ulster’s staple industrial sector (Buckland 2001: 217). Unsurprisingly, 

fiscal retrenchment was the economic orthodoxy adhered to by both States. Only through 

intense negotiation with Westminster did Northern Ireland manage to overcome the 

dangerous economic currents buffeting the State and circumvent the inevitability that it 

“should have gone rapidly and irretrievably bankrupt” (Fitzpatrick 1998: 145). After several 

rounds of intense negotiation, Craig successfully cajoled the Conservative Government at 

Westminster to absorb much of the Northern Ireland Treasury’s deficit. The long-established 

UUP tactic of emphasising Ulster’s steadfast Britishness was met with a more muted 

response compared with the Home Rule crisis of 1912-14. Stanley Baldwin’s Conservative 

Party had grown weary of the seemingly perennial ‘Ulster question’ and gladly proffered 

funds to wrench themselves from the quagmire of Ulster politics (Loughlin 1995: 99). 

 

No such economic palliative was available to Cosgrave. Managing a stagnant, rural economy 

stripped of “any considerable industrial capacity” was problematic enough, but these woes 

were exacerbated by the Irish Free State’s imperial tax obligations and conflict reparation 

commitments (Gwynn 1928: 4). The grim economic situation in the Irish Free State was 

compounded by an embarrassingly high level of emigration, a substantial number being 

affluent Protestants (Bielenberg 2013: 33). The fact that emigration and economic 

underdevelopment, two presumed implications of British colonialism, continued created 

widespread disillusionment and did much to propel Fianna Fáil to power in 1932 (Ferriter 

2004: 313). 

 

Both polities were caught up in the problematic ‘national question’ which the 1925 Boundary 

Commission sought to solve. Unexpectedly, the Boundary Commission’s report offered 

Cosgrave a timely source of economic relief. In exchange for maintaining the territorial status 

quo, London agreed to underwrite the Irish Free State’s war damage payments and thus 

relieved the Irish Free State Treasury of a hefty financial burden (Staunton 2001: 98). The 

suppression of the Commission’s recommendations was jubilantly received by the UUP, 



 

relieved to have dispensed with a potential threat to Northern Ireland’s viability as a separate 

polity. Although both States averted bankruptcy, neither managed to achieve the economic 

prosperity – nor in the Irish Free State’s case territorial configuration – envisaged by their 

respective ideologues prior to 1920.  

 

Conclusion 

Elements of policy similarity between Northern Ireland and the Irish Free State diminished 

dramatically after Cumann na nGaedheal lost the 1932 election to the more overtly 

republican (rhetorically at least) Fianna Fáil. The 1920s, however, represented something of a 

hiatus in the long-running and bitter exchange between Irish nationalism and unionism. 

Northern Ireland and the Irish Free State were baptised in blood. In response to the 

substantial threat posed by dissidents, the two nascent States developed a centralised, 

authoritarian and distinctly partisan approach to law and order. Both new polities also 

encountered daunting socio-economic problems after the once free-flowing Westminster 

grants were sharply curtailed or ceased altogether. Administratively, largely deriving from 

that fact that partition failed to solve the national question, the Oireachtas and the Parliament 

of Northern Ireland struggled to achieve legitimacy across parts of their respective 

jurisdictions. 

 

Comparative analysis reveals that the policies devised by the respective Governments to 

address these problems differed in subtle, yet important ways. Majoritarian governance of the 

Irish Free State proved less problematic, reflecting the fact that the religious minority were 

thought valuable rather than burdensome, and that nationalist political dissenters were, in 

reality, culturally indistinguishable. The Irish Free State’s retention of proportional 

representation and Northern Ireland’s adoption of first-past-the-post illustrates the contrasting 

political outlook between the two States in terms of tolerating minority political involvement 

(Kissane 2011: 73). The entrenched intransigence of grassroots Ulster unionism and the sheer 

size of the religious minority (by implication branded a political threat) in Northern Ireland 

prevented even the most tentative attempt at assimilation (Buckland 2001: 219). 

Consequently, the policies of the Northern Ireland Parliament differed in tone from that of the 

Oireachtas as they were implemented not with future rapprochement in mind, but to 

consolidate the hegemony of the ruling political party and of unionist governance in Northern 

Ireland. Nevertheless the difference between unionism and nationalism in the 1920s, in a 

governmental sense at least, was more style than substance. 
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