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PREFACE


The following pages are a revised reprint of three Articles published in the Press last week. They are reproduced in pamphlet form at the request of many correspondents.


My words are addressed to men of good will in Ireland, Britain and America.



Horace Plunkett.

Kilteragh, Foxrock, Co. Dublin,

July 18, 1918.










INTRODUCTION


Some years ago the condition of Kansas was as intolerable to its own people as it was puzzling to the people of other American States. A local editor ‘sized up’ the situation in two sentences—a question and an answer. “What is the matter with Kansas? Its Government set out to raise Hell and there has been over‐production.” The Government there belonged to the people. To‐day Kansas, contented and prosperous, is playing a fine part in the war.


The same question is being asked about Ireland, and if we were not, in common with most other civilised countries, at the gravest crisis in our history, we Irish might perhaps make the same answer; but it will not suffice now. We must not shirk our responsibilities in this crisis because we have not got responsible government. The world will shortly ask whether we have done all in our power to enlighten the British Government and people as to our constitutional demand and to help towards its realisation. For it is known that the British Democracy, the master of the British Government, is longing to satisfy the reasonable



wishes of the Irish Democracy. The Convention at least threw some light upon the way in which this could be done. But, in the turmoil of the times, its calm reasoning was swept aside; there followed an unspeakable confusion of counsels—a very Babel of tongues—upon the state and needs of Ireland. Only two clear voices were heard—“We won’t have Conscription” and “We won’t have Home Rule.” Yet it is unthinkable that Ireland, as Ireland, should not willingly take her part, which should be a glorious part, in the War. What is needed is a plain answer to the concrete question:—What steps ought to be taken now to put an end to a state of chaos fraught not only with incalculable evil to the mind, body and state of Ireland, but also with grave danger to the Allied cause? That question I propose to answer.


I am under no illusion as to the risk I take in speaking frankly, as I intend to do, upon such a subject at such a time. But my spirit is in revolt against the confession of our rulers, and the tacit admission by a large majority of ourselves, that things cannot be left where they are without disaster, but that nothing can be done now. They know, and we know, that every day this state of mind in and about Ireland remains unchallenged and unchanged, we shall drift further from remedial and nearer to repressive measures, whose only sure effect is the aggravation of every evil they are intended to



cure. I write for those only who are free to think and act for themselves, can give credit for sincerity and listen with patience to those with whom they disagree, and are prepared to make any sacrifice which even now would save this country from the two evils of coercion from without and domestic strife.


With this introduction, I proceed to discuss very briefly the present state of Ireland in three aspects: in its relation to the British Government and people; as it appears to the outside world; and from what I conceive to be the moderate Irishman’s point of view. I shall then, in answer to the question I have propounded, sketch the broad lines of the policy which, in my judgment, affords the best, if not the only, hope of a settlement during the War.








Home Rule and Conscription

BY

SIR HORACE PLUNKETT.




WHAT BRITAIN THINKS ABOUT IRELAND.


I listened to the three last Irish debates in Parliament, the first and third in the House of Lords and the second in the House of Commons.1 I learned that the Government’s Irish policy had two branches or, as Lord Lansdowne preferred to call them, “limbs”; that these were independent of each other, although they have a strange way of coming and going together. It was not clear whether they are to be put into immediate execution, postponed or abandoned. The Chief Secretary had voted against one of the policies but had been a consistent advocate of the other; he was not in a position to forecast the fate of either. In the absence of the Irish Nationalist members, the destructive criticism to which such a situation lends itself ideally, was admirably done by Sir Edward Carson. In the other House, Lords Bryce and MacDonnell alone seemed to realise that, not only were the Government bound by their pledge upon the political question, but, given courage, could redeem it.



Mr. Asquith would give to the Imperial Conference the proud privilege of settling the Anglo‐Irish difficulty with which the Irish Convention had wrestled for eight months and the world for as many centuries. I fear they would not undertake the task. The attitude of all the other speakers was lacking in positive suggestion and, on the negative side, differed only in that some said “Not now” and others “Never.” Very little more definite was the talk about Conscription, and perhaps this was just as well.


The outlook would indeed be hopeless if this Parliament expressed current British opinion. But, conversations, correspondence and a study of the Press left on my mind the impression that it does not do so, except in regard to the prosecution of the War. There can be no doubt as to the urgent demand of the British people for an Irish settlement. Although many Unionists have been driven by recent events to reconsider their acceptance of Home Rule, some saying, as we have heard many times before, that it is dead; although there is a good deal of not unnatural indignation among men of all parties at our failure to do our full share in the War, the Government’s responsibility in the matter is never forgotten. I see no evidence that the Government’s handling of its Irish policies has met with popular approval. The average Englishman still wants the political question settled, first as an obligation of honour, secondly because he is convinced that her admitted political grievance stands in the way of Ireland’s co‐operation in the War. And he has two further compelling reasons, keenly felt, if he moves in advanced Liberal or Labour circles, for a just, and even a generous, settlement.



He feels, as my own intimate touch with American life makes me feel, that the influence of England at the Peace Conference will be seriously impaired if our small nationality is knocking at the door demanding the application to itself of a principle for which the Allies profess to be fighting. Secondly, even those who are not converted to any of the big schemes of Devolution now coming to be recognised as an essential part of reconstruction after the war, are determined that there must not then be an unsettled Irish question obstructing the course of democratic legislation. I have not the slightest doubt that a complete analysis of British opinion upon the present Irish situation would reveal an infinite variety of views upon details, but an almost unanimous determination that this blot on British statesmanship shall be immediately removed.





THE AMERICAN VIEW.


Coming to outside opinion upon the Irish question, I shall speak only of that which I know—the opinion of the United States. Let others say how far that opinion is shared by those concerned for the future of Ireland in the Dominions and elsewhere. It is not true that, since the American people came into the War, they have ceased to care about Home Rule. The only change I can discover in their opinion about Ireland is that they now condemn utterly those Irish extremists who have, ever since 1911, been made the tools of Prussian intrigue. I know also that a large body of American opinion holds it to be Ireland’s duty—and incidentally the best way to ensure the concession of



what Americans regard as her democratic rights—to, fight whole‐heartedly on the side of the Allies no matter what grievances against Britain she may have or may remember. But neither the War, nor Ireland’s attitude thereto, is held to justify the postponement of Home Rule. As a most competent American authority, in a letter just received, says, “The average man, who knows very little about details, thinks some form of Home Rule the only solution, and cannot see why it is not applied immediately.”





THE MODERATE IRISH VIEW.


If there be truth in what I have written, the Government’s determination—for such it surely was, if the references to Ireland in speeches of Cabinet Ministers during the last three months mean anything—to go through with an Irish settlement as a war measure, was more than justified. My argument hitherto has been mainly British, Imperial and Allied. But the Government seem to have taken their hand off the Irish plough. They have put aside the British, Imperial and Allied reasons for action: they have revived the old arguments, adapted to the present crisis, to justify inaction and yet another dashing of the cup from Irish lips. To meet this new Irish situation, a not very new Irish policy has been put into operation with a thoroughness which would be beyond praise were it applied on another front.


With these arguments I proceed now to deal; and here I shall speak to those of my countrymen who belong to the moderate section. For just now the



Government would no more listen to an independent Irishman than their predecessors listened, in like circumstances, a century and a quarter ago, to the greatest political thinker Ireland has produced. Edmund Burke, it is relevant to recall, was consulted by the British Government, and listened to by the British Parliament, upon all great affairs of State except those relating to Ireland. His unheeded thoughts upon the then state of Ireland have a biting pertinence to‐day. The Government may, however, give heed to an expression of opinion coming from such an unexpected source as sane and moderate men in Ireland. The primary purpose of these articles is to suggest to this great reserve force—the only hope, as I see things, of political salvation in this crisis—the necessity for prompt action.





THE FOUR REASONS FOR POSTPONING A SETTLEMENT.


The Government have given four reasons for a further, and apparently indefinite postponement of self‐government:—(1), A newly‐discovered German plot; (2), a bitter hatred of England, expressing itself in disloyalty and treason; (3), the definite hostility of the Roman Catholic Church, its hierarchy sanctioning and approving resistance to the law of the land; and (4), the supposed failure of the Convention.



(1) THE GERMAN PLOT MYSTERY.


I can say little about the German plot because I am in the position of nine hundred and ninety‐nine out of



every thousand Irishmen: I know nothing about it. I have been aware of that form of pro‐Germanism, which is merely the readiest way of being anti‐British, ever since the beginning of the War. In 1911 the Germans began organising the extreme section of the Irish in America with an eye to the future. I am aware that there is amongst us a small revolutionary section who have been persuaded by Germany that, if the Prussian militarists were to succeed in their war aims, instead of doing the rather obvious thing, and making Ireland a Heligoland on the other side of England, they would, for some reason I am quite unable to follow, respect the liberties of the small nationality to which I belong, and guarantee its independence. I can quite understand the mystery of the collapsible boat making a profound impression upon the man in the street in other parts of the United Kingdom. But to say that a plot which has been kept a secret from all but a very small and select band of conspirators has affected, in the slightest degree, the arguments for or against an immediate Irish settlement is really an insult to Irish intelligence. No Irishman whose opinion counts in Ireland would run the risk of Prussian Rule (good as a year of it might be for some of us) on the chance of its bringing him his particular brand of Home Rule.





(2) HATRED OF BRITAIN.


The second reason for abandoning the attempt at an Irish settlement—a hatred of Britain more virulent just now, it must be admitted, than in living memory, aggravated as it is by contempt for British statesmanship and utter distrust of British promises—is a far



more serious factor in the situation. It is a disease for which a remedy must be found, and it is only the body of Irishmen to whom I am now appealing that can either furnish a correct diagnosis or suggest a sane treatment. This will be clear if we consider the outstanding feature of the present discontent, which distinguishes it from all the Irish agitations of recent times. With the almost solitary exception of the Dublin slums, there is none of that misery which has so often driven the Irish people into revolt against British rule. On the contrary, the great majority of the people were never so prosperous—never so anxious for settled conditions in which they can develop and enjoy their prosperity. The fact is the present difficulty is purely political and amenable only to a political remedy.


The condition we have to deal with is a mental and  moral one and therefore, no doubt, it makes a large demand upon statesmanship to understand and meet it. Were it not that there is no limit to the allowances I can make for statesmen who have to conduct this war, I might be little tolerant of their suggestion that this mental and moral condition makes it impracticable for Parliament to proceed with the obvious remedy which the whole world expects. But I am now looking at things for a moment from an Irish point of view. I cannot imagine a worse foundation for Irish freedom, or one more utterly destructive of our national character, than an insane hatred of another people on account of acts and deeds in which a vast majority of that people have had no lot or part. By every Irish tradition this war is Ireland’s War, and every friend of Ireland so regards it. I look with horror



upon the prospect of an Ireland, unpurged by the furnace of the War, feeling no pride in the Irish sacrifices which have helped to bring it to a just end, and even unwilling to honour those of her sons who have fallen or may return to her broken men. The judgment of the world in such event might be less bitter than our judgment of ourselves.


To save Ireland from permanent moral injury, this temper of mind must be removed. It will at once be asked why should I expect the concession of the political demand to exorcise this evil sentiment. The answer is simple. The apparent bad faith of the Government in withholding the concession was undoubtedly the cause of the recrudescence of the historic hatred which had almost disappeared. It was the belief that self‐government was at last secured that justified the description of Ireland in 1914 as “the one bright spot” in the darkest prospect England ever faced, and sent thousands of Irishmen into the British Army in the first year of the War. It was the shattering of that belief—the strengthening of the fatal impression that no pledge to Irishmen, unless given to one favoured section, was binding that brought to an end Ireland’s willing support of England and her Allies. Let any man of imagination ask himself the question: With what feeling must the mass of Irishmen regard the Government’s proposal to exact from Ireland the greatest sacrifice a free people can make, while at the same time they deny to her the very principle for which she is asked to fight—government resting on the consent of the governed? Answer this question and there will be to need to proclaim Sinn Fein.







(3) THE ACTION OF THE BISHOPS.


The third reason—and to many the most urgent—is the action of the Bishops. No doubt the prominent part taken by the Roman Catholic Church in resisting Conscription is, to Englishmen who are not fully acquainted with the circumstances, a new and formidable difficulty in the way of political reform in Ireland. Upon issues thus raised passions are apt to run so high that reason is thrown away. But two facts must be taken into account before a just estimate can be formed as to the political effect—and it is with that alone that I am here concerned—of the Bishops’ action upon the situation. First, the Bishops did not lead their flocks on this occasion; their flocks called upon them to give their moral sanction to the resistance they intended to offer to the Government’s proposal. Secondly, the Bishops, to my certain knowledge, believed—and, I may add, I think they were right—that, if they held aloof, the country would be plunged into a violent agitation which would not have been ended without grave disorder and probably bloodshed. The wording of their pronouncement was unquestionably open to the charge of political intervention beyond the moral needs of the emergency. But, in any case, the action taken was emergency action; and it is absurd to see in it such an ecclesiastical invasion of the secular domain as would justify a further postponement of Home Rule. Those who hold the contrary ignore the teaching of history and the tendency of the times. They are merely perpetuating the cause of the action they condemn.







(4) THE CONVENTION ‘FIASCO.’


I come now to the last reason for disappointing Ireland’s hopes. The Convention entered upon its task in the best possible spirit due, no doubt, to the belief that upon the foundation of Irish agreement the British Parliament would proceed to build the best edifice of Irish self‐government that was possible in the circumstances. Even when this belief faded away in the minds of a strong minority of the Nationalists, it was adhered to by a majority of the whole body. But the Convention, we are told, in its total result made confusion worse confounded. This is the view of those who, for some strange reason, imagine that the great majority of Irishmen, who are agreed upon the main principle of self‐government, must therefore see eye to eye upon its details. I would remind these critics that, for the first time in our history, Ireland was definitely charged by England to think out her own constitutional problem. There ensued furious political thinking, unprecedented in Ireland, and a wholly new revelation of mind to mind upon the fundamentals of Home Rule. If, in the process, the new wine of political thought burst many an old bottle of political prejudice, it is but part of the much tribulation through which we were bound to pass on the road to any political settlement. I do not propose here to weigh the agreements and the disagreements of this body of Irishmen. Their efforts to reconcile divergent views were not only a credit to themselves, but a shining example to every practical patriot amongst us. In the Convention, as I said in my letter



to the Prime Minister transmitting the Report, “a larger measure of agreement has been reached upon the principle and details of Irish self‐government than has ever yet been attained.” So far from the political mind of Ireland being more at variance than heretofore, it was never so nearly united. If the Government miss the tide, it will not be the fault of the Irish Convention. Nor will it be due to any or all of the other objections they named, but to the Ulster difficulty, to which I shall presently come.







WHAT SHOULD BE DONE NOW.


I trust that the foregoing survey of the Irish situation has not laid me open to the charge often brought against my countrymen, that we ‘forget the war.’ I apply to any Irish policy now proposed this new test: how will it affect Ireland’s attitude to the War; and this conception of the situation and its needs will be uppermost in my mind when I now make my promised answer to the question: “What steps ought to be taken now to put an end to a state of chaos fraught not only with incalculable evil to the mind, body and estate of Ireland, but also with grave danger to the Allied cause?” The steps I am about to recommend are two: the immediate resumption by the Government of its 1917 policy and the formation of a middle party in Ireland to support it.







WHAT THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD NOT DO.


Three Irish policies are seriously proposed—two Unionist and one Home Rule. If English Government in Ireland, which is de jure dead, is to persist de facto, the alternatives clearly are Castle Government and Martial Law. Two years ago the then Prime Minister definitely stated that Castle Government had broken down. However, it was set up again, and has since taken its too familiar course. Alongside of it sits the Mansion House Conference, a strange and original instrument of government, with no constitutional status and no policy beyond resistance to Conscription and a transfer of the Irish Question from Westminster to Washington. But it possesses effective taxing powers and has a well filled treasury. It can also claim a larger popular sanction than any Irish Government, legitimate or other, has enjoyed.


The anomaly should at least suffice to show that Castle Government does not stand my war‐time test. It cannot remove the bitterness against England which alone keeps Ireland out of the War.  That bitterness must, I fear, fatally obstruct the scheme of voluntary recruiting which the Government hope may relieve them of their commitment to conscript Ireland. I have little faith in any appeal to the manhood of Ireland which relies upon either bribes or threats. I could not bring myself to ask one section of Irishmen, in order that they may stay at home, to push another section into the army. The appeal should be on other grounds; and before that appeal can be made to Irishmen



they must be given the freedom for which they are asked to fight. This consideration alone should condemn the substitution of an elaborate machinery of repression for the Government’s policy of political emancipation. We have already drifted into a régime of Proclamations; and in the present temper of the people Martial Law is bound to result. Let the British people consider the moral effect at home, and the scandal in the world’s eye, such an outcome of British statesmanship must produce. The Government will be compelled to justify their policy by getting men, and Conscription in these circumstances will, I am convinced, require a degree of force which the British public will not long tolerate. The military advantage will be nil. Feeling thus, I shall waste no more time in discussing these alternatives to the policy which the Government have not yet formally abandoned—the policy of placing the Irish Question in Irish hands.





WHAT THE GOVERNMENT DID.


That policy, as originally conceived, was true statesmanship, and again I say it will not be the fault of the Convention if it fails. A settlement was produced which, for the first time, united Protestant Unionists with Roman Catholic Nationalists, and was endorsed by a majority in the Convention. That majority, I believe, expressed and still commands a latent force of public opinion in Ireland which will be at the service of the Government the moment they see their way to go on, and go through, with their policy



of only three months ago. I believe that complete success is still within their grasp.


Let me recall the sequence of events which have brought us to the present impasse, as seen by the Irish people. The late Nationalist Leader, at the beginning of the War, undertook to use all his influence to bring Ireland into the War, on the understanding that the Government adhered to their Home Rule policy. That the response of Ireland to the Empire’s call was, at first, adequate is not disputed. The Prime Minister’s own account of the causes which dammed up the stream of recruits is accepted in Ireland. When, in 1916, Conscription was first applied to England, it was admitted that it could not be applied to Ireland while the political grievance, accentuated by the repeated postponements of Home Rule, already the law of the land, was unremoved. In 1916, an attempt was made to remove the grievance on the basis of partition, but it failed because partition had ceased to be acceptable to the vast majority of Irishmen at home or abroad. In 1917, the most hopeful attempt to remove the grievance was inaugurated, and, on the morning of the 9th April, 1918, I presented to the Prime Minister the Convention’s Report which embodied the practical results of his policy. In the afternoon of the same day he announced in the House of Commons the application of the Military Service Bill to Ireland. Home Rule was now to be accompanied, if not preceded, by Conscription. Immediately the whole Irish situation was transformed. The new spirit of hope and the will to agree were robbed of their reward. Those who had worked along constructive lines and preached conciliation became ‘the



fools whom fools despise.’ And the pity of it all! There was a strong sentiment in Ireland in sympathy with the Government’s double object of conceding her political demand and ensuring her full participation in the War. Yet, had any man in close touch with Irish life been consulted about this change in the Government’s policy, he would have predicted, as indeed many—myself included—did predict the moment the rumours of the disastrous change of policy got abroad, precisely what has happened since. But let moderate men, to whom I am chiefly speaking throughout, remember that, if the Government showed an amazing lack of political imagination and blundered badly, they were in the midst of one of the gravest crises the Empire has ever had to face.





WHAT THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD DO.


How, then, can the Government resume its earlier Irish policy and achieve its double purpose? There is only one way. Let them introduce, and press through Parliament as a War measure, a Bill based upon the Report of the Convention. This, the Prime Minister can tell Parliament, was in strict accord with the terms of his letter to me of February 25th, in which he accepted generally the agreement already reached by the majority in the Convention. In this letter he conceded the demand of four‐fifths of the Irish people—of one parliament for the whole of Ireland. Having made this concession to the Irish majority, and invited the Ulster Unionists to suggest safeguards for the interests they represented, he proposed that the burning



question of the fiscal powers of the Irish Parliament should be postponed, but postponed without prejudice. If only this policy had been adhered to! In times of doubt and stress it is of the essence of statesmanship, as well as of generalship, to recognise mistakes and repair them. It was a capital error to launch the Conscription torpedo at the Convention ship. You must trust the people or coerce them; there is no middle course. Let the Government drop Conscription and show good faith on the civil side of their Irish policy. They will then have the whole world with them in calling upon Ireland to play her part in the War.





AN IMPORTANT PRACTICAL DETAIL.


While immense good will at once come from the assurance that Ireland is to be governed from within and not from without, the immediate needs of the situation, more especially the need for Irish manpower, will not be fully met by a Parliament which could hardly begin its work for another three months. An Irish Executive is essential as an agency through which the new Anglo‐Irish understanding can bear fruit. There is no need for details here. His Majesty might invite one of the Irish leaders to form what would virtually be a temporary cabinet, it being understood that it should be formed upon coalition lines. Its two chief functions would be getting the Irish Parliament into being at the earliest possible date and, meanwhile, assisting the military authorities to secure voluntary enlistment. The temporary cabinet would have to be responsible to some representative body. As the Irish



Members would presumably have returned to Westminster, it could be responsible to the Imperial Parliament; or, if responsibility to a purely Irish body was preferred, why not let the Convention hold meetings as required—say, every alternate week? A makeshift and very temporary arrangement, I admit, but for that very reason criticism should be restricted to making this Irish body fulfil its Irish purpose.





THE TASK BEFORE THE IRISH PEOPLE.


I come now to the other step in my proposal—the step to be taken by the Irish people. When cooperation between the Government and a scattered, unorganised body of people is demanded in the public interest, the Government must take the initiative; but they will expect convincing proof that there is in Ireland an effective, if latent, force of public opinion ready to support their policy. A middle party was actually formed in the Convention by a combination of all the Southern Unionists with the larger section of the Nationalists. The change in the Government’s policy silenced this new party for the moment; but, if the Government, by the act of statesmanship I have suggested, will restore the conditions in which moderate men can be listened to, it can be revived and formally constituted. It will not be long before it will give the Government proof positive that the policy abandoned on April 9th is what all that is reasonable in Ireland expects the Government now to do. The middle party had better be organised only for the



purposes of the immediate settlement. It would thus, on the one hand, avoid the hostility of existing parties and, on the other, would induce men who have no taste for party activity or official life to serve their country in this way at a time of crisis.


But it will be said, as indeed it has been said, that the Convention settlement was supported only by a small majority, and that two Minority Reports showed that the moderate policy I am now advocating would be strenuously opposed by the Ulster Unionists and very likely rejected by the majority of the Irish Nationalists in their present mood. The moment the Government’s intention is declared, it will be the immediate task of the middle party to state its reasons for supporting the Majority Report as embodying the only policy which, in existing circumstances, is practicable. It will also have to meet the objections of the two extreme parties.





ULSTER.


Let us take first the Ulster difficulty, which ninety out of every hundred people believe to be the real obstacle to an Irish settlement. We are told that the Irish Question is now insoluble because the vast majority of the Irish people at home and abroad will not endure the partition of their country, and Ulster will not come into an All‐Ireland Parliament without coercion, which is “unthinkable.” The Ulster delegates in the Convention declared for partition. As business men, I confess, I did expect that they would at least have enlightened the world as to how



the practical details of partition were to be worked out. If you exclude the whole province, as they proposed, only a majority of some 10 per cent. of its people are in favour of exclusion. Against exclusion you have the strong minority in Ulster which would resent being denied their political aspiration, and the whole of the rest of Ireland, both Nationalist and Unionist. If, to get over this difficulty, you try to partition Ulster itself so that the excluded area may be a fairly homogeneous community predominantly Protestant and Unionist, there are two counties (Tyrone and Fermanagh) where the majority would vote themselves into an Irish Parliament, but the minority would never allow themselves to be cut off from the Protestant Unionist enclave. The King’s Conference in 1914 broke down upon this very difficulty, and it is insuperable. Even if partition did not prove to be administratively and commercially as undesirable to Unionist Ulster as it is politically objectionable to the rest of Ireland, it would outrage the sentiment which constitutes the Irish Question in Ireland and abroad. It would seem, therefore, that partition is not only no settlement, but, if it were, its difficulties would be no less than those of Home Rule.


But what material injury would Ulster suffer under Home Rule? The discussions in the Convention convinced me that every Ulster interest could quite easily be protected. One plan suggested was the creation of an Administrative Council in the four or six counties for which Ulster Unionists are specially concerned. They often quote the dictum of Sir Edward Carson, that they do not fear oppressive legislation by an Irish Parliament—they know there would be none—but



they do fear oppressive administration. A good dea1 was said in the Convention about the interference with their export trade by an Irish control over Customs. The Nationalists agreed to meet this by an Anglo‐Irish trade arrangement whereby no duties could be put upon goods, the growth, produce or manufacture of either country. It would be quite easy to devise machinery by which Ulster could have sufficient control over the administration of justice, police, licences, etc. within an agreed area, to allay all reasonable fears. But the trouble in the Convention was that the Ulster delegates would not, in response to repeated appeals from the Nationalists and Southern Unionists, say on what terms—or, indeed, whether upon any terms—they would come into an Irish Parliament. All the members from the three Southern provinces were quite ready to consider any fair compromise between exclusion and complete absorption of the Ulster people in the proposed Irish Government; but naturally they wanted the suggestion to come from those immediately concerned.


It is relevant to recall an alternative to partition which was suggested to Ulster at an earlier stage, because it was rejected for reasons which no longer hold good, and, therefore, might possibly be reconsidered. In the early spring of 1914, when we were on the verge of civil war, I made a suggestion for meeting the Ulster difficulty, which the Government and the rest of Ireland would then have agreed to. It was, in brief, that the north‐east corner of the island, should give a fair trial to an All‐Ireland Parliament. After a specified period, the whole, or an agreed portion of the province was to have the option of reverting



to government from Westminster, or setting up a government of its own. The objections made to my plan were two. The Ulstermen would agree to no temporary, they wanted a final, settlement; and, secondly, their leading business men said that, in the period necessary to test the scheme, permanent injury might be done to their commerce and industry. It may surely be now replied that, in the present condition of the world, political finality is a meaningless aspiration. If, five years hence, Ireland could achieve finality, it is safe to say she would be the only country which enjoyed this questionable boon. With regard to the second objection, no serious thinker upon industrial and commercial problems would now object to any reasonably safeguarded governmental change on account of the addition it might make, to the universal economic disturbance caused by the War.


This is all I have to say from an Irish point of view upon the Ulster difficulty, which I have never minimised. I am unwilling to take seriously the talk of downing tools in essential War work should Parliament lay its profane hands on the Ark of the Ulster Covenant. No man who believes in—still less one who has worked for—a united Ireland will estimate so low the loyalty of the Ulster Scot to the Empire and to his brethren at the Front. But if Ulster will propose nothing and accept nothing compatible with the united Ireland which three‐quarters of the Irish people desire, and the sentiment of the world approves, the British people will have to decide whether they will, in view of the issues at stake, acquiesce in this continued challenge by Ulster to the whole Empire upon the question of self‐government. To those who ask



would you coerce Ulster I make this reply:—At the present moment one‐half of Ulster and the whole of the rest of Ireland is under threat of coercion. Once the opinion of the world‐democracy is expressed—as it soon will be—there will be no need to coerce Ulster or any part of Ireland.





THE DEMAND FOR A DOMINION STATUS.


The Convention was faced with another difficulty quite as great as, and largely caused by, the Ulster difficulty. Twenty‐two Nationalists, who could not be persuaded that the Government would make any concession to Ireland to which Ulster would not agree, in a very ably reasoned Minority Report, held out for the fiscal status of a self‐governing Dominion.2 The majority of the Nationalists in principle agreed with them. They recognised, however, that it was futile to ask the present Parliament to make any concession to Ireland which was incompatible with a federal rearrangement of the United Kingdom, if such should come to pass. The position they took up was that, so long as Irish Home Rule is not postponed in favour of Home Rule all round, and they were not asked to admit that no concession can be made to Ireland which cannot, under a scheme of Devolution, be also made to England, Scotland and Wales—for this would be a virtual denial that there is any Irish Question—they ought to meet Mr. Lloyd George’s conditions and so remove the danger of opposition from the Federalist Party, which is rapidly growing in England. The middle party will, therefore, not only have to try and get the Ulster men to reconsider their attitude, but will also have to persuade the more advanced Nationalists that the best service they can do to Ireland at the present time is to accept a temporary limitation of the powers of an Irish Parliament. When at last this instrument of government is in being, it will surely unite all Irish forces in the common desire to endow it with what further powers it requires.





A LAST WORD.


I protested at the outset against those counsels of despair which tell us that nothing can be done to remedy a situation not only discreditable but intolerable. I have not minimised its difficulties. But whether you look to the past, to the present or to the future—whether you consider opinion at home or abroad—whether your main concern is the conduct of the War or the establishment of Peace—the path of wisdom and the path of duty is the same. I say to British statesmen:—Settle this Irish Question—settle it now, with the materials at your hand. Do your part and we will do ours. You have never yet called forth the best that is in Ireland. The spirit of our heroes who ‘went forth to the War, but always fell’ is not dead. Give us self‐government now, that you may save your honour and we our self‐respect.








1 House of Lords, June 20th and 27th; House of Commons, June 25th.



2 Not, it should be noted, for the full status of a Dominion, because they agreed to the three principles, that the Imperial Parliament should controcontrol Defence, that Ireland should contribute to the Imperial Exchequer, and that Irish members should sit at Westminster.
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