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Being Irish 

1911-1916

 

 
Teacher Notes 
Curriculum Links 
Strand: Life, society, work and culture 
in the past 
Strand Unit: Language and culture in 
late 19th and early 20th-century 
Ireland  
 
The child should be enabled to: 
examine and become familiar with 
evidence which informs us about the 
lives of people in the periods studied, 
their thoughts and concerns, especially 
evidence which may be found locally. 
 
Strand: Eras of change and conflict 
Strand Unit: Changing role of women in 
19th and 20th centuries 
 
Strand: Politics, conflict and society 
Strand unit: 1916 and the foundation 
of the state. 
Some key points 

• important aspects of movements  

• some knowledge of the major 
personalities, events or 
developments  

• explore, discuss, compare and 
develop some simple understanding 
of the attitudes, beliefs, motivations 
and actions of differing individuals 
and groups  

• develop some appreciation of the 
‘mind-set’ of former generations  
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•People had different ways of  expressing how 

they were Irish.

 

A drama group from this period.  
Possibly a group of clerical students.  
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Gaelic League

 

 
 
Some people  joined the Gaelic League. 
 
All over Europe people were awakening 
to their heritage.  They were looking at 
what made their country different from 
other places. At the end of the 
nineteenth century, people in Ireland  
were ‘waking up’ to the fact that the 
Irish language was in danger of 
disappearing. It hadn’t been taught in 
schools and wasn’t seen as necessary to 
get a job. In the Irish-speaking areas 
known as Gaeltachts, thousands of 
people had to emigrate because there 
was no work at home for them. A group 
of people came together in 1893 and 
started the Gaelic League. They set out 
to encourage people to learn and speak 
Irish.   
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Ad from Westmeath Examiner, 18 
August 1915 
 
Many young people joined the Gaelic 
League, not only because they wanted 
to learn Irish. It was fun! Irish dances 
and concerts were held. Outdoor 
festivals known as aeridheachts took 
place in many counties. 
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Mary Colum shares 

her memories 

of  the Gaelic League

 

In English-speaking Dublin, the passion 
for learning Irish showed itself in all 
ages, all classes and all professions. In 
the evenings, after the day’s work, 
shopkeepers, artisans, housewives, 
students would go to the Gaelic League 
branches to learn to speak and read the 
language and to write its strange 
characters. Some mysterious romance 
lay behind every sentence they learned. 
On holidays … young men and women 
would make pilgrimages to the Irish-
speaking districts and there practise 
talking what of the language they knew 
… Summer schools under distinguished 
scholars were started where adults 
went to learn, not only the language, 
but the athletic games and the native 
dances. These dances had romantic 
names –The Waves of Tory, the Bridge 
of Athlone, the Walls of Limerick – and 
there were jigs and reels danced to old 
tunes that were athletic exercises in 
themselves. Even the most vigorous of 
us in our teens would be breathless 
after romping through a rousing jig or 
reel.  
Like every activity in life that is a 
success, it was part play, a good time 
was had by all. 
 
Mary Colum, Life and the Dream, p. 
111. 
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Learning the Irish language

 

Poster from N.L.I.  
People were coming together and 
speaking the language. Attending 
classes and social occasions gave young 
adults a chance to talk about politics. 
The Irish language brought these groups 
together – other Irish-related topics no 
doubt came up in conversation. 
 
Teacher Notes 
 
The changes that convulse society do 
not appear from nowhere. They happen 
first through people’s minds and 
through the construction of a shared 
culture, which can be the culture of a 
minority rather than a majority. In 
Ireland as elsewhere, discontented and 
energetic young men and women whose 
education often left them facing limited 
opportunities with a sense of frustration 
turned their attention to critically 
assessing the status quo. 
 
Roy Foster, Vivid Faces, The 
Revolutionary Generation in Ireland 
1890-1923, p 8. 
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Gaelic Athletic Association

 

GAA - founded in 1884. Picture above 
from ‘Century Ireland’ website of All-
Ireland winning team of 1911-1912. 
 
Like the Gaelic League, Gaelic games 
became a fun social event for people 
throughout Ireland. They reinforced the 
Irishness that people were waking up 
to. There was also local pride in playing 
for your club or parish.  
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Others wrote plays, stories and poems 

with Irish themes

Lady Gregory
William Butler 
Yeats

 

Lady Gregory and William Butler Yeats 
belonged to a group in Ireland known as 
the Anglo-Irish. Their English ancestors 
had moved to Ireland over two hundred 
years earlier. Most, but not all, in this 
group were wealthy.  Some of them, 
such as Lady Gregory and W.B. Yeats, 
wrote poetry, plays and stories with 
Irish themes.  William Butler Yeats 
wrote a very well-known poem about 
the 1916 Rising called ‘Easter 1916’. 
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Irish Parliamentary Party

John Redmond

 

Some people were members of 
Parliament and in particular, the Irish 
Parliamentary Party. John Redmond 
was head of this political party that was 
elected (by men) in Ireland. The people 
who were elected went over to London, 
that is, to the Houses of  Parliament in 
Westminster. Ever since the Act of 
Union was passed in 1801, Ireland was 
governed directly by the parliament in 
London. Most people in Ireland 
supported the Parliamentary Party in 
the years leading up to the Easter Rising 
in 1916. 
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Home Rule

Houses of Parliament, Westminster, 
London

 

The goal of the Irish Parliamentary Party 
was to set up a Parliament in Ireland, so 
that Ireland could be  ruled at home, 
hence the term ‘Home Rule’. The party 
had been campaigning for Home Rule 
for years. In order to achieve this for 
Ireland, a special Home Rule Act had to 
be passed by both houses of Parliament 
in Westminster (Commons and Lords). If 
passed, it meant that an Irish 
Parliament, meeting in Dublin, would 
have control over a range of Irish 
affairs, but would still be answerable to 
the Parliament in Westminster. 
Finally the Home Rule Bill was passed by 
the House of Commons in 1912.  Up 



until then, the House of Lords could 
block a bill being passed. Now, thanks 
to a new rule, they could only delay a 
bill for two years.  
 
Notes for Teachers 
I thought this would be of interest as it 
outlines what Home Rule would have 
meant for Ireland.  
 
The proposed new legislature to be set 
up in Dublin would have two chambers; 
a senate with forty members and a 
lower house with 164 members. 
However, the term ‘legislature’ is 
undoubtedly rather extravagant, for the 
powers to be delegated to the new 
assembly were extremely limited. 
Matters relating to the monarchy, 
marriage (a hot topic at the time 
because of the Ne Temere decree) the 
military, peace or war, foreign affairs, 
coinage, the law of treason,  and trade 
and navigation – even lighthouses and 
curiously trademarks, were to be 
outside its remit, while others such as 
policing, tax collection, old age 
pensions, land purchase, national 
insurance and even the post office, 
could by possibly delegated to Dublin, 
but only after a period of years.  
…Thirty years and more of constitutional 
and political struggle had, it seemed, 
produced a legislative mouse. 
 
Thomas Bartlett, ‘When histories 
collide. The third home rule bill for 
Ireland’, The Home Rule Crisis 1912-
1914, ed. Gabriel Doherty. 
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Not everyone rejoiced about Home Rule

 

Photo N.L.I. 
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Ulster

• One-fifth of  the population of  Ireland

• Presbyterian or Church of  Ireland

 

• Roughly one-fifth of people living in 
Ireland at the time were not in 
favour of Home Rule.  

• Although people in favour of the 
Union lived in all parts of Ireland, 
the majority lived in Ulster and  were 
descended from men and women 
who had been ‘settled’ here from 
Scotland and England in the 17th 
century. 

• They were mostly Presbyterian, but 
there were also members of the 
Church of Ireland. 
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For this group, the Union

with the United Kingdom 

was very important. 

 

Hence they became known as  
‘Unionists’. 
Being Irish for this group meant being 
born and growing up in Ulster, but also 
being part of the United Kingdom.  
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• Ulster had its own character. It had more 

industry than the other parts of  Ireland.

• Unionists were worried that if  a parliament 

took over in Dublin, it would be a Catholic 

parliament. This is where the saying ‘Home 

Rule is Rome Rule,’ comes from.
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Ulster Covenant 1912

In 1912,  almost half  a million people signed a document to say that they did 

not want Home Rule for Ireland.

 

You can now search online to see who 
signed it. Edward Carson pictured here, 
was the first person to sign it.  
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Ulster Volunteers 1913

Edward Carson

 

They were so fearful of Home Rule 
being forced on them, they formed a 
militia to resist Home Rule. Edward 
Carson was the leader of this militia 
called the ‘Ulster Volunteers’. 
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Irish Volunteers

Eoin MacNeill

 

Photograph N.L.I. MS 11396 
Eoin MacNeill, a Dublin university 
professor, called for the formation of 
the Irish Volunteers to safeguard Home 
Rule.  
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25 November 1913  - huge rally took 
place in Dublin to set up the Volunteers 
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Thousands joined the Volunteers 

all over Ireland.

 

There were as many as 170,000 in the 
Irish volunteers. 
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Irish Volunteers in Kilkenny
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James Larkin

 

For some people, being Irish meant 
standing up for your rights at work.  
They joined trade unions.  
 
A trade union called the Irish Transport 
and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU)  
was founded in Dublin in 1909, with 
James Larkin as its general secretary.  
 
Discussion point. 
What is a trade union? Do you know of 
any trade unions in Ireland today? 
 
By 1913, the ITGWU had 20,000 
members in Ireland – 12,000 of these in 
Dublin.  
Their actions were making employers 
raise workers’ pay. Employers in Dublin 
were not happy with the way that the 
union was getting stronger.  
On 31 August 1913, James Larkin was 
addressing a meeting of workers on 
O’Connell St (then Sackville St). This 
meeting had been banned or 
‘proclaimed’ as you can see from the 
poster in the slide. About 700 tram 
workers had walked away from the 
trams during the week in an effort to 
get better pay. Police attacked the 
crowd and hundreds were injured. Two 
men died from the injuries they 
received.  
 
On 3 September… the employers in 
Dublin, led by William Martin Murphy 
who owned the Tramway Company 
demanded all the workers to sign a 



document promising to leave the union 
or not join any union. Most refused and 
over the following days the employers 
locked out their workforce.  It is 
estimated that by mid-September, 
20,000 workers were out of work. 
Ann Matthews, The Citizen Army, p. 17. 
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Countess de Markievicz

 

Countess de Markievicz, who was a 
member of the Gore Booth family from 
Lisadell House in Co. Sligo (Anglo-Irish) 
was very involved with the Labour 
movement and with the Nationalist 
movement in general. 
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Irish Women’s Workers’ Union

 

James Larkin founded a separate trade 
union for women. Rosie Hackett was 
also a founding member of this group.  
Discuss the Rosie Hackett Bridge in 
Dublin. 
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Irish Citizen Army

The Starry Plough

 

Because the police continued to attack 
protesters, the workers had to come up 
with a way of protecting themselves.  
They organised  a group or ‘corps’  from 
the workers to do this.  
 
This group also became involved in 
handing out food parcels to starving 
families. The British Trade Union 
Congress heard about the workers in 
Dublin and sent over an estimated 
60,000 food parcels.   
 
                                    Paraphrased from 
Ann Matthews, The Irish Citizen Army, 
p. 17 
 
On November 13 1913, under James 
Connolly, leader of the Irish Socialist 
Republican Party, this ‘corps’ became 
the Irish Citizen Army. He set up a 
separate group for women called the 
‘Girls’ Ambulance Corps’ in August, 
1915. 
 
The goal was to establish an 
independent and socialist Ireland.  
 
 
The flag for the Irish Citizen Army was  
the starry plough – Ireland would 
control its destiny from the plough to 
the stars. It was raised above the 
Imperial Hotel during the 1916 Rising, 
on account of its owner, William Martin 
Murphy. 
 
 
James Connolly wrote in 1915: 
‘The cause of Labour is the cause of 
Ireland; the cause of Ireland is the 
cause of Labour. They cannot be 
dissevered.’ 
 
 
 



Slide 25 

Cumann na mBan
• Rose McNamara

 

Rose McNamara, Cumann na mBan 
 
The Irish National Volunteers did not 
permit women to become members, 
but some women wanted to play an 
active role in what was going on at the 
time. A group of about 100 women met 
in Wynn’s Hotel in Dublin to start a 
women’s section for the Irish National 
Volunteers. Mary Colum who featured 
earlier was one of the women present. 
Their aim was to advance the cause of 
Irish liberty and to assist and equip the 
Volunteers with arms. 
 
Teacher’s Notes 
The women in the executive comprised 
largely from the ranks of middle-class 
and professional women.  In addition 
the age profile of some of the first 
executive committee indicates that this 
was not a group of young enthusiastic 
firebrands. Jenny Wyse Power who was 
to the forefront in forming the 
organisation was the oldest at fifty-four 
years. Margaret Dobbs was forty-three, 
Agnes O’Farrelly was forty and Mary 
Colum and Louise Gavan Duffy were 
both thirty years old. 
Ann Matthews Renegades, Irish 
Republican Women 1900-1922, p 93. 
 
Another interesting fact from Ann 
Matthews’s book: April to August 1914 
– primary sources found for 16 
branches of Cumann na mBan. Antrim, 
Clare, Cork, Galway, Laois, Mayo – one 
branch each. Donegal, Dublin, Kildare, 
Limerick and Tipperary each had two 
branches. There were also a branch in 
Glasgow and London. 
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Sinn Féin

 

This was a small political party started 
by Arthur Griffith in 1905. He believed 
that the Irish party should refuse to take 
their seats in Westminster, just as the 
Hungarians had refused as part of the 
Austrian Empire. Sinn Féin was very 
much in favour of supporting all things 
Irish and discouraged Irish people to 
buy imported goods. 
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Split in the Volunteers

September 1914

• Irish Volunteers

• Eoin MacNeill

• Were against fighting 

in the war

• National Volunteers

• John Redmond

• Were in favour of  fighting 

in the war

 

With the start of World War 1, the 
Volunteers split into two groups. John 
Redmond of the Irish Parliamentary 
Party, believed that if large numbers of 
Irishmen joined the British Army, it 
would ensure the granting of Home 
Rule as soon as the war was over. 
Furthermore, as people from Ulster and 
the rest of the country would be 
fighting in the war together, there 
would be a stronger possibility of the 
country staying united under a Home 
Rule Parliament in Dublin, as opposed 
to Ulster being partitioned and 
remaining within the Union. The 
majority of the National Irish Volunteers 
followed John Redmond and became 
known as the National Volunteers.  
 
A small minority were not in favour of 
this course of action and their group 
became known as the Irish Volunteers, 
with Eoin MacNeill as their leader.  
 
Remember both these groups were 
referred to in the piece about the 
Waterville Volunteers on Day 1. 
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Joining British Army

 

For some men, being Irish was joining 
the British Army. After all, home rule 
was on the cards and Belgium, a small 
country like Ireland, was worth 
defending. 
 
Approximately 350,000 Irish men fought 
in World War 1.  
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Cumann na mBan held an important 
meeting in November 1914. A vote was 
held as to whether or not the 
organisation should support John 
Redmond’s call to the National Irish 
Volunteers to join the British Army. 88 
voted against supporting Redmond and 
28 voted in favour of supporting him. 
From that point onwards, the group 
that supported Redmond simply left 
Cumann na mBan. 
 
The remaining women continued to 
fund-raise and learn first aid, but now 
they were also taught rifle practice, the 
cleaning and care of rifles, the use of 
morse code and taking part in military 
exercises and drilling.  
 
 

Slide 30 

Irish Republican Brotherhood

• Secret Organisation 

•Members in Ireland, England and America

• Irish Volunteers. 

 

This was a secret organisation who 
believed in using force to separate 
Ireland from England. It grew out of an 
old secret organisation known as the 
Fenians.  
It had members in different parts of 
Ireland as well as in America and 
England. 
A number of the IRB men became 
involved in setting up the Irish 
Volunteers and encouraged young men 
to join them and become trained in the 
use of weapons.   
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Irish Republican Brotherhood

 

The IRB could see that having men 
trained and armed in the Volunteers 
would help them achieve their goal of 
separating from the United Kingdom 
through force.   
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Irish Republican Brotherhood
and the

Irish Citizen Army

 

The IRB had members  in important 
positions in the Gaelic League and the 
GAA.  They also thought that because 
Britain was at war, ‘England’s difficulty 
was Ireland’s opportunity’. They 
believed the time was ripe for a 
rebellion. 
James Connolly and the ICA were also 
focussing on revolution by the end of 
1915. The number of recorded 
members of the ICA was 339 at this 
stage. (Ann Matthews, The Irish Citizen 
Army, p 56.) 
These two organisations decided that 
an armed rising would take place on 
Easter Sunday, 23 April 1916. 
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The Easter Rising

 

 

 


