
De Valera And The Ulster
Question 1917 1973

De Valera and the Ulster
Question: 1917-1973
Éamon de Valera, a pivotal figure in Irish history, grappled with the
intractable Ulster Question throughout much of his political life.
From his early involvement in the Irish Republican movement to
his later years as Taoiseach, his approach to the issue of Northern
Ireland profoundly shaped the political landscape of Ireland. This
article examines de Valera's complex relationship with the Ulster
Question, covering his strategies, evolving perspectives, and the
lasting impact of his actions between 1917 and 1973. Key themes
include de Valera's republican ideology, his negotiating
tactics, the boundary question, and the impact of partition.

De Valera's Republican Ideology and
the Ulster Question
De Valera's unwavering commitment to a 32-county republic
formed the bedrock of his approach to the Ulster Question. This
staunch republicanism, stemming from his participation in the
1916 Easter Rising, inherently clashed with the reality of partition
established by the Government of Ireland Act 1920. He
vehemently opposed the treaty that created the Irish Free State,
believing it a betrayal of the republican ideal. This initial stance
shaped his subsequent policies regarding Northern Ireland, leading
to a period of strained relations and limited engagement with
unionists. His belief in the inherent right of all Ireland to self-
determination underpinned his approach, even if the practical
application of that belief proved elusive. This unwavering
commitment to a unified Ireland, often described as his pursuit of a
united Ireland, significantly influenced the dynamics of the
conflict.
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De Valera's Negotiating Tactics and the
Boundary Commission
While a staunch republican, de Valera wasn't entirely averse to
negotiation. However, his approach was often characterized by a
firm stance and a reluctance to compromise on core principles,
particularly the claim to the six counties of Northern Ireland. The
Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, though rejected by de Valera,
included provisions for a Boundary Commission to redraw the
border between the Irish Free State and Northern Ireland. While de
Valera hoped for significant territorial gains, the commission
ultimately resulted in minimal changes, a decision that further
fueled his dissatisfaction and hardened his resolve. His strategic
maneuvering during this period, however, reveals a degree of
pragmatism within his republican ideals, demonstrating a
willingness to utilize political processes to advance his goals, even
if those processes were flawed in his eyes.

The Boundary Question and the
Ongoing Conflict
The question of the border, or the border issue, remained a
central point of contention throughout de Valera's political career.
His government's refusal to formally recognize the legitimacy of
the Northern Ireland state contributed to the ongoing political
instability. Despite periods of relative calm, the underlying tension
stemming from partition and de Valera's republican vision
constantly threatened to erupt into violence. His policies often
focused on undermining unionist control in Northern Ireland
through indirect methods rather than direct military confrontation,
a strategy born out of necessity and a recognition of the political
realities on the ground.

De Valera's Legacy and the Long
Shadow of Partition
De Valera's legacy regarding the Ulster Question is complex and
multifaceted. While he never achieved his goal of a unified Ireland,
his unwavering commitment to the ideal shaped Irish nationalism
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for decades to come. His strategy, characterized by a mixture of
principled resistance and pragmatic political maneuvering,
ultimately failed to bridge the deep-seated divisions between
nationalists and unionists. The conflict in Northern Ireland
continued long after his death, a stark reminder of the enduring
consequences of partition and the difficulty of resolving deeply
entrenched political and historical grievances. The impact of his
policies can be seen in the ongoing efforts to reconcile the divided
communities of Ireland, and his approach remains a subject of
intense historical debate and analysis even today.

Conclusion
Éamon de Valera's involvement with the Ulster Question from 1917
to 1973 was a defining period in Irish history. His unwavering
commitment to a united Ireland, coupled with his pragmatic
political strategies, profoundly shaped the course of Irish politics
and the ongoing conflict in Northern Ireland. Although he
ultimately failed to achieve his primary goal, his influence on Irish
nationalism and the political landscape remains undeniable,
serving as a significant case study in the complexities of national
identity, political negotiation, and the enduring legacy of historical
conflict.

FAQ
Q1: Did de Valera ever attempt direct negotiations with
unionist leaders in Northern Ireland?

A1: While de Valera maintained a firm stance on the issue of a 32-
county republic, he did engage in some indirect negotiations and
attempts at communication with unionist leaders. However, these
attempts were often hampered by mutual distrust and a
fundamental disagreement over the very basis of the political
settlement in Ireland. Direct, meaningful negotiations aimed at
compromise were largely absent during his time in office.

Q2: How did de Valera's policies affect the relationship
between Ireland and Great Britain?

A2: De Valera's policies created a complex and often strained
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relationship between Ireland and Great Britain. His initial rejection
of the Anglo-Irish Treaty and his consistent challenge to the
legitimacy of Northern Ireland’s existence created periods of
tension. However, despite this, there were also periods of
improved relations as both countries sought to navigate the
realities of partition and the broader political landscape. The
relationship remained complex and fraught with historical baggage
throughout his political career.

Q3: What was the role of the Irish Republican Army (IRA)
during this period, and how did de Valera relate to it?

A3: The IRA's role during this era was complex and often involved
actions that de Valera's government did not openly endorse, but
tacitly accepted. The IRA's actions, often violent, added another
layer of complexity to the situation and often undermined any
progress toward peaceful resolution. De Valera publicly
condemned the IRA's activities at times but walked a fine line
between distancing himself from the IRA’s actions and not
alienating those elements of the nationalist movement which
supported them.

Q4: What was the impact of de Valera's policies on the
Catholic minority in Northern Ireland?

A4: De Valera's policies, while aiming for a united Ireland, had a
mixed impact on the Catholic minority in Northern Ireland. His firm
stance against partition offered hope and a sense of solidarity, but
the lack of concrete progress towards unification also led to
frustration and a sense of abandonment. The lack of meaningful
engagement with unionists also meant little tangible progress on
improving their circumstances in the short term.

Q5: How did De Valera's approach to the Ulster question
differ from that of his predecessors?

A5: De Valera's approach differed significantly from his
predecessors, particularly Michael Collins, who signed the Anglo-
Irish Treaty. While Collins sought a pragmatic compromise, De
Valera adhered to a more uncompromising republican stance. He
emphasized the unity of all of Ireland as a fundamental principle,
and unlike Collins, refused to compromise on this ideal.
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Q6: What are some of the key primary sources that
historians use to understand De Valera’s views on the
Ulster Question?

A6: Historians utilize a range of primary sources, including De
Valera's speeches, writings, and official government documents
from his time as Taoiseach. His personal papers and
correspondence also provide valuable insights into his thinking and
strategies. Additionally, contemporary newspaper accounts and
reports from the period offer additional perspectives on events and
public reactions.

Q7: How did the changing international context (e.g.,
World Wars) influence De Valera’s approach to the Ulster
Question?

A7: The two World Wars significantly influenced De Valera's
approach. During the first World War, Ireland's neutrality offered a
way to focus on domestic political issues, whilst the Second World
War's focus on the global conflict meant that progress on Irish
unity was necessarily secondary. These external factors played a
role in shaping the political realities he had to contend with.

Q8: What are some of the ongoing debates among
historians regarding De Valera's handling of the Ulster
Question?

A8: Historians continue to debate the effectiveness and morality of
De Valera's approach. Some argue his uncompromising stance was
ultimately counterproductive, hindering the possibility of a
peaceful resolution. Others maintain that his unwavering
commitment to republican ideals was necessary to sustain the
nationalist cause. The debate centers on whether a more
conciliatory approach might have yielded better results and
whether the sacrifices made were worth the long-term
consequences.

De Valera and the Ulster Question: 1917-1973

The complex relationship between Éamon de Valera and the Ulster
question defines a significant portion of 20th-century Irish history.
From his early involvement in Sinn Féin to his later years as
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Taoiseach, de Valera's position on the partition of Ireland, and his
dealings with the unionist community of Northern Ireland, were
defined by a combination of determination and adaptability. This
exploration will delve into this intriguing era, analyzing the
evolution of de Valera's philosophy and its effect on the protracted
struggle for Irish independence.

De Valera's early participation with the Ulster question was formed
by his unwavering belief in a united Ireland. Unlike some of his
associates in Sinn Féin, he was somewhat inclined towards
immediate resistance with unionists. His vision was a thirty-two-
county republic, but his methods were often realistic, albeit with a
long-term objective in mind. The Treaty of 1921, which created the
Irish Free State, represented a major departure from this ideal,
prompting his disagreement and the subsequent Irish Civil War.

The years following the Civil War saw de Valera consolidating his
governmental position. While he preserved his aspiration for a
united Ireland, his attention shifted towards constructing a
workable Irish state. This era was defined by a measured tactic
towards Northern Ireland. Open confrontation was circumvented,
as de Valera stressed economic growth and national stability. This
method wasn't entirely passive; it involved a subtle effort to foster
understanding for a united Ireland within Northern Ireland through
diplomatic means.

The emergence of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Campaign in
the late 1960s indicated a turning point. De Valera, now again
Taoiseach, confronted a difficult predicament. While he understood
with the aspirations of the nationalists in the North, he also
recognized the risks of immediate interference. His reaction was
characterized by care and a wish to avoid further escalation of the
violence. This era underscored the constraints of his approach, as
the conflict in the North rapidly deteriorated.

De Valera's reputation regarding the Ulster question is
multifaceted. He absolutely not forsook his conviction in a united
Ireland, but his actions were often limited by practical
considerations. He understood the fragility of the situation and, at
times, prioritized stability over rapid, potentially unpredictable
changes. His impact, though indirect, was significant in the
shaping of Irish nationalism and its relationship with unionism.
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While his dream of a thirty-two-county republic remained
unfulfilled during his lifetime, his endeavors laid the base for future
talks and the ongoing debate surrounding Irish unification.

In conclusion, De Valera's involvement with the Ulster question is a
evidence to the difficulties inherent in the pursuit of national
unification in the face of deep-seated splits. His tenure exposes
the intricacy of navigating political realities and the value of a
careful approach in resolving long-standing conflicts.
Understanding his viewpoint is crucial to a thorough
comprehension of the Irish fight for independence.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Did de Valera ever compromise on his ideal of a
united Ireland?

A: While de Valera never publicly renounced his goal of a united
Ireland, his methods and priorities evolved over time. He
prioritized the stability and development of the Irish Free State,
opting for a more measured approach to the Ulster question rather
than immediate forceful action.

2. Q: What was de Valera's relationship like with the
unionist community?

A: De Valera's relationship with unionists was complex and often
strained. He maintained a firm belief in a united Ireland but
avoided direct confrontation with unionists, focusing instead on
diplomatic and indirect strategies aimed at gaining their eventual
support.

3. Q: How did the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Movement
impact de Valera's approach?

A: The Northern Ireland Civil Rights Movement presented de
Valera with a significant challenge. While sympathetic to the
nationalist cause, he acted cautiously to avoid further escalating
the already volatile situation in Northern Ireland.

4. Q: What is de Valera's lasting legacy regarding the Ulster
question?
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A: De Valera's legacy is a complex mix of unwavering commitment
to a united Ireland and a pragmatic acknowledgment of the
political realities. His actions laid the groundwork for future
discussions and negotiations surrounding Irish unification,
although his ultimate goal remained unrealized during his lifetime.
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