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SUMMARY

This thesis attempts to provide a reconceptuaUsation o f  the origins o f 

Irish social policy. It begins by trying to place Ireland in the comparative 

debates on ‘worlds o f  w elfare’. It proceeds further by using established 

texts to provide what may be characterised as a standard account o f 

social policy development in Ireland. This is followed by the use o f  three 

typologies o f  the Irish welfare system intended to encompass the range 

o f  influences currently thought to have had a bearing on Irish social 

policy development. The chapter then closes with a review o f the 

implementation o f  the Unemployment Assistance Act (1933). The 

provision o f  unemployment assistance would generally be viewed as a 

standard instrument o f  social security policy. However, this small case 

study on unemployment seems to raise interesting questions regarding 

the consideration given by policy makers to the role and interests o f  the 

peasantry in its operation.

The next two chapters set out a set o f  theoretical and methodological 

tools which seem useful for the task o f  reconceptualising social policy 

development in Ireland. This framework is then applied to a narrative 

account which attempts to detail the impact o f commodification on the 

Irish peasantry and the social policy consequences which flow from this. 

The thesis puts forward the view that a particular peasant conception o f 

welfare, focused on the control and distribution o f land, is critical to 

understanding the origins o f the Irish social policy system. It focuses on 

the peasant conceptions o f  a non-commoditied ‘Landed Peasantry’ as the 

key to how the Irish peasantry conceived welfare and the ‘good society’. 

The thesis is informed by the key concepts o f  commodification and 

globalisation that provide the dynamic components which the Irish 

peasantry attempted to contend with. The thesis puts forward the view 

that a particular peasant conception o f  welfare focused on the control 

and distribution o f  land is critical to understanding the origins and 

development o f Ireland’s social policy system. It contends that land 

distribution policy carried on during the 19'*’ and 20‘̂  centuries were the

I



basic building blocks o f  a peasant concept o f  welfare. It also contends 

that this peasant welfare vision and the policy it supported are largely 

absent from current conceptions o f the origins o f Irish social policy

The fmal two chapters attempt to begin the process o f  assessing the 

peasant welfare model which the thesis has postulated, reintegrating the 

other components detailed in other accounts o f  Irish social policy 

development.
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INTRODUCTION

“THE IDEA THAT Ireland underwent a process o f  
‘modernisation ’ (economic, political and social) in the nineteenth 
century is much contested; certainly, a good deal o f  what 
characterised the country in the mid-twentieth century was 
obdurately pre-modern. ”

This thesis began as a Hterature review for an entirely different work. It 

was originally intended to provide necessary background on the Irish 

social policy system, for a study on juvenile homelessness in Ireland. 

The task appeared quite simple; to read the key sources on Irish social 

policy and the development o f the welfare state in Ireland, and to 

provide a context for the study on homelessness. However, as the review 

o f the literature continued, it became increasingly apparent that arriving 

at a clear understanding o f  Irish social policy development was far from 

simple.

Various influences appeared to vie for primacy in accounting for the 

Irish case. Some scholars contended that the British influence was 

paramount (Coughlan, 1966, Kaim-Caudle, 1967). Others contended that 

the critical factor was Catholicism (Higgins, 1981, McLouglin, 1993), 

while others still asserted the primacy o f ‘late-modemisation’. Those 

who held to the latter view considered that iate-m odem isation’ gave the 

vital fillip to the emergence o f ‘m odem ’ welfare, largely missing up to 

that point (McCashin, 1982, Breen et al, 1990).

A critical question that appeared to exercise many scholars was the 

‘failure’ o f  welfare (Powell, 1992, O ’Connell and Rottman, 1992). Why 

had Ireland become such a ‘backward’ welfare ‘late-com er’ when, by the

'Foster, 1988, p. 569, (the capitalisation is in the original).
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standards of the time, it had begun the 20"  ̂ century with one of the most 

precociously developed welfare systems? Why had Ireland ‘failed’ to 

build on the substantial legacy bequeathed by the British (McLoughlin, 

1993)?

Yet, looked at from another perspective it seemed that the struggles for 

workers rights, better working conditions, financial support in illness, 

unemployment and old age, so vital to the emergence of the welfare state 

in other societies, seemed muted or marginal in Ireland. Ireland had a 

labour party and it had trade unions, but neither could be considered at 

the heart of a ‘national struggle’ for welfare and social rights (Esping- 

Andersen, 1990, p. 32). The Irish situation appeared to present a stark 

contrast with other Western European countries during the course of the 

19'’’ and 20*'’ century, at the time the welfare state was taking shape. This 

contrast seemed particularly stark and challenging when confronted with 

developments in mid-20‘'’ century Britain, as it set about the Post-War 

task of creating a fully ‘developed’ welfare state.

Was it the case that ‘pre-commodified’ agricultural societies (Esping- 

Andersen, 1990, pp. 14-15) did not have ‘modern’ social policy because 

a ‘pre-commodified’ social order o f dense family and community ties 

and social and occupational stability, (Esping-Andersen, 1999, pp. 48) 

rendered such systems unnecessary? Did primarily agricultural societies 

such as Ireland, remain, until recently, largely untouched, by the 

dynamic of commodification that was considered the driver for the 

emergence of modem social policy (Esping-Andersen, 1990)? Was it, 

therefore, as the ‘late-modemisers’ contended (Breen et al, 1990), 

simply a matter of waiting for ‘modemisation’ and an industrial society 

to develop, before ‘modem’ welfare was possible? Indeed is it simply 

that ‘modem’ welfare is ‘unnecessary’ before you have a modem 

industrial and urban society?

Or altematively, was it the case that powerful forces of ‘reaction’, lead 

by the Catholic Church and Conservative Nationalist elites in the
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decades following independence, had resisted the provision o f ‘m odem ’ 

welfare systems, because such developments seemed to threaten their 

power and control in the newly independent state (Powell, 1992, 

McLouglin, 1993)? Could it in consequence be asserted that the 

necessary development o f ‘m odem ’ welfare was considerably delayed, 

and indeed, permanently compromised by the actions o f these 

reactionary forces and their enduring legacy (Adshead and Miller, 2003, 

2004)?

Whatever about addressing these issues, the continued importance o f 

agriculture and the large numbers who were dependent on the land to 

make their living, seemed to represent a vital factor in understanding the 

Irish case. Two possibilities seemed to present themselves; firstly, that 

‘m odem ’ social policy was simply a product o f the break-up o f 

‘traditional’ societies and the emergence o f a ‘market order,’ and 

therefore those who remained part o f such ‘traditional’ societies were 

unaffected and did not require ‘m odem ’ social policy systems. A second, 

and alternative possibility was, that those dependent on agriculture are 

also affected by the growth o f commodification, but that its impact on 

those populations is differently expressed and that, in consequence, the 

sites o f  public policy which respond may lie elsewhere than those 

applicable to industrial societies.

At this formative stage in the research my thinking on these issues was 

critically shaped by a paper by Tony Fahey (2000), in which he 

contends that the creation o f land reform and land distribution, (which 

begun in the late 19'*’ century and continued into the 20*'̂  century, only 

ending finally in the late 1970s), represented an important agrarian 

strand or dimension to welfare policy, until now largely ignored by the 

mainstream literature on social policy development in Ireland.

■ This paper is unpublished, a later version appeared in European Sociological Review  
(2002) under the title “The Family Economy in the Development o f  Welfare Regimes: 
A Case Study”.
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The ideas in Fahey’s paper began an attempt to dialogue between the 

concepts o f  social policy developed in standard accounts o f the 

emergence o f  the welfare state and social policy (Esping-Andersen, 

1990, pp. 25-35) and the predominance o f  agriculture and a small 

farming peasantry in Ireland. Was it possible that welfare and social 

policy could be differently conceived and that as a result a whole 

dimension o f  public policy has been closed o ff from analysis as social 

policy simply because social policy is conceived as the policies o f 

industrial society established to meet the needs o f  waged workers? Was 

it possible that in a society such as Ireland where waged workers did not 

predominate, a largely non-industrial society, might nevertheless have 

policies concerned with welfare but conceived and implemented in 

different ways to those in the standard literature about welfare state 

development?

OUTLINE

Chapter One attempts to place Ireland in the ‘worlds o f  w elfare’. It uses 

the critical literature, (both indigenous and international) to assist in this 

process. It concludes by detailing a range o f critical insights which have 

a possible bearing on how we might understand the Irish case.

Chapter Two uses key texts to provide what might be characterised as 

the standard account o f the development o f social policy in Ireland

Chapter Three provides a set o f three typologies which attempt to 

encompass the range o f  views regarding the development o f social 

policy in Ireland

Chapter Four sets out a revised theoretical framework in the effort to 

understand the Irish case. It focuses on the status o f  agriculture and 

agricultural populations within an emerging market order.
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Chapter Five deals with challenges o f methodology and explains the 

reasons why a small n approach informed by concepts o f  path- 

dependency is used in this work.

Chapter Six begins to narrate the context in which a reworking o f  Irish 

social policy development may be cited. The account is informed by the 

theoretical insights outlined in Chapter Four. It postulates that the impact 

o f commodification on peasant populations is differently constructed and 

results in different policy outcomes.

Chapter Seven continues the account begun in Chapter Six. It focuses on 

the 20‘̂  century.

Chapter Eight begins the task o f  evaluating the landed peasant ideal. It 

uses the conceptual framework originally set out in Chapter Four.
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CHAPTER ONE 

IRELAND IN COMPARATIVE CONTEXT

“A movablefeasf'^

INTRODUCTION

The origin o f the welfare state is a critical question which has engaged 

social scientists over a prolonged period. This is hardly surprising since the 

welfare state is generally viewed as a central attribute o f  the wider 

phenomena variously labelled ‘m odernisation’, ‘industrialisation’ or the 

‘rise o f  capitalism ’. A range o f  single-factor explanations has regularly been 

invoked to account for its development: the emergence o f  the working class, 

industrialisation, state security and industrial efficiency (Quadagno, 1987, 

Baldwin, 1990, pp. 36-37). More recently such single factor explanations 

have given way to attempts to understand the variety o f  welfare systems. 

This change o f  approach has been influenced by the growing perception that 

single factor explanations cannot encompass the variety o f  welfare 

development (Esping-Andersen, 1990, pp. 12-18)

As a small peripheral island o ff the western shores o f Europe, Ireland has 

never been to the fore in efforts to account for welfare developm ent. In so 

far as it features, Ireland is seen as a somewhat ‘backw ard’ ‘late developer,’ 

heavily influenced by Britain, its former colonist, nearest neighbour and, 

until recently, pre-em inent source o f  its trade (Kaim-Caudle, 1967, Bradley, 

2004). These views are often modified by the assertion o f  Ireland’s 

‘peculiar’ status regarding the extent and scope o f  Catholic Church 

influence on social policy (Higgins, 1981, M cLoughlin, 1993).

^(Cousins 1997, p. 226)
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Despite this limited direct engagement with the Irish case, Ireland’s 

m embership o f the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) and the European Union (EU), over recent decades, 

has conferred on it a place amongst the ‘advanced industrial nations’ and 

has resulted in its regular inclusion in com parative welfare analysis. As a 

result, Ireland has becom e one o f a relatively small group o f  subjects for 

welfare typologising, an approach to understanding welfare systems that 

seeks to understand the nature o f  enduring differences between regimes. 

Analysis o f  this issue has become central to contem porary debates in social 

policy (Esping-Andersen, 1990, Lewis, 1992, Leibfried, 1992, Castles and 

Mitchel, 1993, Bonoli, 1997). The work o f Esping-Andersen (1990), in 

particular, has sought to provide an empirical basis upon which regimes 

analysis may rest. As such, his work on this topic has come to dom inate the 

literature on com parative welfare (Powell and Barrientos, 2004).

The goal o f  this first chapter will be to situate Ireland in the ‘worlds o f 

w elfare’. Finding one’s place in the ‘regim es’ or ‘worlds o f w elfare’ has 

become one o f  the central tasks o f  comparative welfare analysis (Powell and 

Barrientos, 2004, pp. 83-87). This pursuit has been largely driven by 

Esping-Andersen’s (1990) assertions as to the inadequacy o f single factor 

explanations. He sought to replace this approach with a regimes analysis, 

which he considers captures enduring differences and respect the divergent 

pathways along which regimes have travelled. His central goal is to reframe 

how the origin and nature o f  welfare states is understood (Esping-Andersen, 

1990).

The ‘Three W orlds’ in Outline

Before attempting to situate Ireland it is necessary to outline the ‘three 

w orlds’ regime types identified by Esping-Andersen (1990). As stated 

earlier, single factor explanations have been traditionally dominant in efforts
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to account for the em ergence o f  social policy, with the rise o f  the working 

class, the growing pow er o f  the State, industrialisation, each regularly 

identified as the factor which might explain the emergence o f  social 

protection systems. It was Titm uss (1958) who first highlighted the 

possibility that welfare system s m ight actually come in types and that as a 

result there m ay be enduring differences which the single factor accounts 

failed to capture. T itm uss’s insight had to await the work o f  Esping- 

Andersen (1990, p. 54) to set in place an empirical grounding for the types.

Esping-Andersen draw s up what he calls a decomm odification index: the 

purpose o f the index is to evaluate the degree to which welfare regimes 

perform, what in his view is their prim ary role, protecting their populations 

from the com m odifying impact o f  the market (1990, pp. 21-33). If 

comm odification represents the logic o f  markets, where securing a living 

increasingly depends on market engagem ent both to sell labour and 

purchase goods and services, decomm odification represents a counter logic, 

seeking to protect workers from vulnerabilities which insertion in the market 

entails: unemployment, illness and old age in particular.

Despite his assertion that single factor explanations cannot account for the 

variety o f  welfare system s, the working class continue to perform a central, 

indeed pivotal role in his account o f  the development o f social policy 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990, pp. 29-32). In his view the coalition building 

capacity o f the w orking class is critical to the quality o f  the welfare 

outcom es which are achieved (Esping-Andersen, 1990, pp. 17-18). In those 

contexts where the working class have been successful in building coalitions 

with other interests, welfare systems achieve high levels o f 

decomm odification. In situations where they have been unable to build such 

coalitions, he contends, welfare systems are weak, marginal and provide 

limited protection against market forces. Thus, while single-factor
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explanations have been apparently eschewed the working class remains the 

central actor.

From his analysis o f  18 welfare systems, including Ireland’s, Esping- 

A ndersen identifies three distinct welfare regim e types; the liberal, the 

social democratic and the conservative. Each one is the outcome o f 

divergent working class m obilisation and coalition building capacity and 

each representing an enduring welfare settlement (1990, pp. 50-54).

The Liberal Regime

The liberal regime prim arily associated with Britain, USA and other 

English speaking countries, (Esping-Andersen, 1999, pp. 74-77), views 

welfare as a private m atter resolved prim arily in the market. W hile the 

m odem  state may support market provision through tax relief, this 

underwrites, rather than subverts, the prim acy o f  markets. In the liberal 

system the m ajority o f  the population must address their welfare needs 

through the market. Only those unable to meet their needs in the market can 

seek assistance from the State. Generally such assistance is means tested and 

highly restricted. By definition, such systems score low on Esping- 

A ndersen’s index o f  decomm odification, since they seek market Insertion as 

the means o f  ensuring welfare. In the liberal regime, the market not the State 

is the prim ary site o f  welfare.

The Social Democratic Regime

The social dem ocratic model, which Esping-Andersen exclusively 

associates with the Nordic countries, contrasts strongly with the liberal 

regime. It provides generous universally available welfare programmes. 

Esping-Andersen asserts that these countries have deliberately sought to 

m arginalize a needs-based liberal model (Esping-Andersen, 1999, p.78). In
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doing SO, he considers, they demonstrate a consistently strong com mitment 

to universalism and equity in social provision.

According to Esping-Andersen (1999, p.79) the Nordic countries have 

added new social protection systems. Generous provision for families, 

children and the elderly, were made. These systems have been particularly 

beneficial for women, taking account o f their different work patterns to 

those o f the proto-typical male industrial worker. Critically they function to 

bind the middle classes into state protection systems, since their generous 

provision ensures cross class solidarity and commitment to welfare systems. 

Just as means testing is a strong feature o f the Liberal regime Esping- 

Andersen concludes that universalism is strongly associated with the social 

democratic model (Esping-Andersen, 1999, p.81). Esping-Andersen 

considers that the social democratic regimes achieve the highest degree of 

decommodification.

The Conservative/Corporatist Regime

The final regime type is the conservative or corporatist type. It operates 

primarily through social insurance, with extensive social protection 

provided for the insured workforce. It is particularly associated with France, 

Germany, Austria and Italy (Esping-Andersen, 1999, pp 81-84). The origins 

o f this regime lie with Bismarck’s first insurance-based systems o f social 

protection in the 19*'’ century. His goal had been to quell unrest and the 

emergence of the left, and to bind a growing working class to the governing 

regime (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 24, Baldwin, 1990, p. 39). Unlike either 

the liberal or social-democratic systems, which tend to be tax funded, the 

corporatist system is contribution based (Esping-Andersen, 1999, pp. 81- 

82). Such systems rest on occupational status, with segmented schemes 

across the spectrum o f occupations. The primary goal o f the system is to 

protect the current status o f workers by protecting their income in
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unemployment, illness and old age. The goal is neither that o f  de- 

com m odification or citizenship rights, exemplified by the social democratic 

model, nor the enforcement o f  market reliance, coupled with limited 

provision for the poor, as under the liberal regime. As a result the 

consei'vative regime may be view ed as occupying an intermediate position 

between the other two regimes, achieving greater de-com m oditication than 

the liberal regim e but less than the social democratic (Esping-Andersen, 

1990, pp. 48-54).

Stratification and Welfare

In Esping-A ndersen’s view, welfare systems not only resolve themselves 

into three distinctive types, they also produce widely divergent stratification 

outcomes. Thus, the liberal regime because o f  its residual features re

enforces class separation, the m iddle class adopting market based welfare 

solutions, while the residual populations o f  the poor access state provision 

(1990). Corporatist regimes also reinforce class, but because provision is 

insurance-based segmentation is w ithin a socialised state-based framework 

and not between market and state"*. Finally, the social democratic regimes 

act to unify the social classes m aking a level o f provision which firmly 

attaches the middle class to the state system o f  social protection.

Esping-Andersen (1990, p. 33) considers that the nature o f  class integration 

into welfare provision is a key to understanding how different classes 

respond to the challenge o f welfare ‘retrenchm ent’. In his view systems 

which cater for the politically w eaker and marginal are more subject to the 

challenge o f  retrenchm ent than the more expensive systems o f the social 

democratic countries; because m ore o f  the population benefit there is a 

stronger attachm ent to protecting the regime.

It should a lso  be noted that the substantia! contribution requirem ents w ithin corporatist 
regim es a lso  encourage the ex clu sion  o f  w om en  or workers w h o w ith non-standard work  
patterns (E sp ing-A ndersen , 1990, pp. 2 0 6 -2 1 7 ).



Ireland in the ‘W orlds o f W elfare’

Having set out the features o f  the ‘three w orlds’, the question now is where 

does Ireland fit, and, more importantly, for the work o f  this thesis, what 

assistance do welfare typologies offer in efforts to understand the Irish case? 

The answer appears confused. As Cousins points out (1997, p. 226) Ireland 

is variously described by Esping-Andersen (1990) as part o f  the Anglo- 

Saxon ‘new nations’ in Chapter Two, while in Chapter Three, Ireland is 

considered medium on conservatism but low on liberalism and socialism; 

distinguishing it from the Anglo-Saxon liberals. Finally, in Chapter Four, 

which deals with the role o f  markets and the State in pension provision, he 

places Ireland with the corporatist countries.

A num ber o f  scholars have examined this literature to determine its worth in 

understanding Ireland; their work will act as a guide for this analysis, 

(Cousins, 1997, Cousins, 2005, O ’Donnell, 1999). By contrast, others have 

formulated their own schema and attempted to make their own 

determination on the Irish case (Peillon, 1994, 2003).

One o f  the earliest efforts to place Ireland in a comparative context was 

Peillon’s work (1994, 2003); he developed his own model. Using the 

concepts o f  core- and semi-periphery he sets out to determine if  Ireland fits 

in the W estern European core or the Southern European semi-periphery. His 

conclusion is quite interesting: “W e then end up with the paradox that a 

country, which does not belong to the category o f  advanced capitalism , 

finds itself very much at home in the institutional set up o f  advanced 

capitalist countries” (Peillon, 1994, p. 192). Thus, in Peillon’s view while 

Ireland seems to dem onstrate some o f  the attributes o f  the Southern
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periphery it does not belong there. Equally, while Ireland is clearly not one 

o f the ‘advanced capitalist nations’ in Peillon’s view its key institutional 

structures seem to place it with these countries.

In contrast to Peillon, Cousins’ (1997, pp. 224-225) approach situates his 

analysis firmly within the established social policy literature and, in 

particular, he formulates his analysis as a response to the work o f  Esping- 

Andersen. In Cousins’ view, key theoretical and methodological flaws affect 

the capacity o f  this work to address the Irish case. He draws on world 

systems and dependency theory to inform his analysis. ‘W orld system s’ 

theory is concerned to account for the status o f  countries which lie outside 

the core ‘advanced industrial nations’ upon which Esping-Andersen focuses 

his attention. Cousins (1997) is critical o f  what he sees as core-centric 

assumptions fundamental to conventional social policy analysis and Esping- 

A ndersen’s work in particular. In his view they rely on a linear 

‘m odernisation’ perspective which assumes “that welfare states will develop 

in broadly sim ilar ways regardless o f  the economic status o f the country 

involved” (1997, p. 224). C ousin’s asserts that all countries cannot be 

judged by the development experience o f a few; this concern is echoed by 

Powell and Barrientos (2002, p. 15). Furthermore, Cousins believes 

(Cousins, 1997, pp. 224-226) this core-centric m odernisation perspective is 

wedded to what he terms a “thorough-going naivety” regarding the 

relationship between the social policy options available to different states 

and their position in the ‘world economic system ’.

Cousins believes that conventional perspectives fail to acknowledge colonial 

possessions as a factor in building the welfare capacity o f the imperial core, 

making welfare provision for the ‘hom e’ population possible (Cousins, 

1997, p. 225). The counterpart o f which is the failure to take account o f  the 

ways peripherality and dependence constrained welfare capacity outside the
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core (Cousins, 1997, p. 226). Cousins’ critique points toward a failure to 

ground welfare state developm ent historically (Cousins, 1997, p. 225).

These theoretical weaknesses highlighted by Cousins’ (1997, p. 227), in his 

view spill over into flaws in m ethodology and data gathering which inform 

the analysis. In consequence, choice o f data is focused on the concerns o f 

industrialised and urbanised societies, rather than rural issues and 

agricultural social formations which predominate in peripheral countries 

(Cousins, 1997, pp. 227-228). Social class, trade union membership and left 

parties are seen as critical to welfare development. These are the key metrics 

for com parative social policy. W hile they may be critical to understanding 

the core, their importance beyond it. Cousins’ considers more problematic. 

In his view agriculture and rural class stm ctures and rural m odes o f 

employment are o f  greater importance to understanding the types o f  welfare 

systems which emerge in countries outside the core (Cousins, 1997, p. 227).

C ousins’ criticises, o f  what he views as an evolutionary and one

dimensional view o f  the process o f  ‘m odernisation’, on an initial reading, 

may seem wide o f the mark in relation to Esping-Andersen’s work (1990, 

1999), given his com m itm ent to regime types and his assertion o f divergent 

pathways to welfare. However, divergence is highly constrained; m oreover 

it is predicated on the presence o f  a strong working class and an ‘advanced 

industrial society’. Thus the ground upon which the regimes stand is 

actually quite narrow. It is divergence around a limited set o f  possibilities. 

This brings our attention to the assumption o f thorough going marketisation. 

Thus it is only when we approach the deeper structural assum ptions which 

fundam entally infonn his analysis that Cousins’ critique (1997) hits home. 

Basic to comparative welfare analysis, that o f Esping-Andersen and others, 

is the presence o f a m odem  industrial society and the logic o f class relations 

which it generates. No consideration is given to class structures which are 

strongly agrarian. Nor is attention given to how welfare provision might be
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possible in such a society, rather it is assumed that agriculture and the 

agricultural workforce, if  it remains a factor, can be easily subsumed into 

industrial welfare provision.

Thus, while divergent pathways are allowed for, the narrow ground o f 

m odem  industrial capitalism  is assumed. No consideration is given to the 

reality that extensive state provision o f welfare is actually available in very 

few societies; a tiny num ber o f  wealthy nations.

Regarding the specifics o f  the welfare typologies Cousins is equally critical. 

Concluding his survey he asserts that Ireland finds itself som etim es with the 

Anglo-Saxon new nations, while on others it is with the coiporatists, he 

concludes: “The Irish welfare state is obviously a highly m ovable feast but 

not one which Esping-Andersen attempts to digest” (Cousins, 1997).

O ’Donnell (1999) extensively reviewed the com parative literature as it 

applies to Ireland. She opens with a caveat taken from Jones (1985) which 

sets the tone for her analysis: “Com parative social policy can be hard work. 

Why inflict it on everyone?” (O ’Donnell, 1999, p. 71).

O ’Donnell takes up many o f  the themes also addressed by C ousins’, 

According to her, Esping-Andersen utilises notions o f  class m obilisation 

which are o f  lim ited relevance to understanding the Irish case. Ireland, in 

O ’Donnell’s view, is a country with a weak labour movem ent and a political 

system lacking a strong class base (O ’Donnell, 1999, p. 76). Given that 

Ireland’s social policy has not been a product o f  working class mobilisation, 

O ’Donnell considers Esping-Andersen’s typology to be largely irrelevant 

(1999, p. 76).

O ’Donnell next turns her attention to Castles and M itchell (1993) who have 

also developed a set o f  ‘typologies’ o f  welfare, in this case they speak o f
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‘families o f  nations’. In contrast to Esping-Andersen (1990) they have 

proposed a fourth world which “contains the countries which fit least easily 

into Esping-A ndersen’s typology” (O ’Donnell, 1999, p. 77). In O ’D onnell’s 

(1999) view, Castles and Mitchell (1993) more readily address the 

difficulties in the Irish case, particularly the importance o f  a revolutionary 

legacy which shaped politics in ways which lie outside the scope o f 

conventional right/left politics. However, in assessing their contribution 

O ’Donnell states: “To conclude that Ireland had characteristics which 

cross-cut three worlds, while probably true, m ay not be very useful to those 

who wish to classify it” (1999, p. 78). Thus the nuances o f  the Irish case 

appear to underm ine the worth o f the typologising enterprise. C learly if  a 

case can be variously fitted in several regim es the value o f  regim es analysis 

becomes questionable.

By contrast O ’Donnell (1999, pp.79-80) believes that the feminist analysis 

o f  Jane Lewis (1992), provides valuable insights into the Irish case. Lew is’s 

male breadw inner typologies, she suggests, are valuable in understanding 

the nature o f  “ Ireland’s traditional conservative infiuence” . O ’Donnell, does 

however, have some m isgivings about categorising Ireland along with 

Britain as an exam ple o f  a strong male breadw inner type (O ’Donnell, 1999, 

p. 80). The difficulty here identified by O ’Donnell (1999, p. 80) is the need 

to provide some synthesis between the models o f mainstream  and feminist 

theorists. W hile clearly O ’Donnell believes that elements from comparative 

analysis offer insights with regard to Ireland, her final assessment is stark; 

“ Ireland appears to be an incongruous, even irreconcilable, case” 

(O ’Donnell, p. 85).

It is hopefully becom ing clear that the problem o f  placing Ireland is not 

confined to Esping-A ndersen’s work; rather, the application o f  the regimes 

approach to Ireland results in a confused and contradictory picture. 

Numerous ‘typologies’, ‘w orlds’ or ‘fam ilies’ o f welfare, have been applied
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to the Irish case, they seem to result in a confused and contradictory 

outcome; depending on the particular schema, time frame or m ethod o f 

determination Ireland is variously placed sometimes with the liberal Anglo- 

Saxons, sometimes with the corporatists at others with a separate grouping 

o f southern or Latin countries (Castles and M itchell, 1993, Obinger and 

W agschal, 2001, Saint-Am aud and Bernard, 2003).

Despite all o f  the foregoing efforts it seems difficult to place Ireland clearly 

and unam biguously within a single ‘regim e’. Nor is the difficulty resolved 

in the most recent efforts to place Ireland within a ‘regim e’. Ireland 

continues to float between welfare regimes. Depending on the presence o f  a 

fourth, southern, peripheral or radical world, Ireland can be found between 

two or frequently three worlds (Obinger and W agschal, 2001, Saint-Am aud 

and Bernard, 2003). Table 1.1 illustrates this point clearly. It shows 

Ireland’s movement between regime types depending on the system o f 

classification being used.
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TABLE LI CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES ACCORDING TO SEVEN TYPOLOGIES

Esping-Andersen

(Decommodification)

Leibfried

Castles & Mitchell

I
Liberal

Australia 

Canada 

United States 

New Zealand 

IRELAND 

United Kingdom

Anglo-Saxon 
United States 

Australia 

New Zealand 

United Kingdom

Liberal

IRELAND

II III IV
Conservative Social-democratic

Italy Austria

Japan Belgium

France Netherlands

Germany Denmark

Finland Norway

Switzerland Sweden

Bismarck
Germany

Austria

Scandinavian

Sweden

Norway

Finland

Denmark

Latin Rim
Spain

Portugal

Greece

Italy

France

IRELAND

Conservative

West-Germany

Non-Right Hegemony 

Belgium
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Radical

Australia



Japan

Switzerland 

United States

Italy

Netherlands

Siaroff

Ferrera (Europe only)

Protestant Liberal 
Australia 

Canada 

New Zealand

United Kingdom
I
United States

Advanced Christian-democratic

Austria

Belgium

France

West-Germany
II
Luxembourg

Netherlands

Anglo-Saxon 
United Kingdom 

IRELAND

Bismarckian
Germany

France

Belgium

Netherlands

Luxembourg

Austria
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Denmark

Norway

Sweden

Protestant Social-democratic

Denmark

Finland

Norway

Sweden
III

Scandinavian
Sweden

Denmark

Norway

Finland

Late Female Mobilization
Greece

IRELAND

Italy

Japan
IV
Portugal

Spain

Switzerland

Southern

Italy

Spain

Portugal

Greece

New Zealand 

United Kingdom



Switzerland

Bonoli (Europe only) British
United Kingdom 

IRELAND

Basic Security 

Canada 

Denmark 

Netherlands 

New Zealand 

Switzerland 

IRELAND  

United Kingdom 

United States

Continental

Netherlands

France

Belgium

Germany

Luxembourg

Corporatist

Austria

Belgium

France

Germany

Italy

Japan

Source: Arts and Gelissen, 2002, pp. 149-150

Nordic

Sweden

Finland

Norway

Denmark

Southern

haly

Switzerland

Spain

Greece

Portugal

Encompassing

Finland

Norway

Sweden

Targeted

Australia



Confusion and contradiction rem ain even in the most recent Hterature which 

seeks to categorise the Irish case (O ’Sullivan, 2003, O ’Connor, 2003, 

Adshead and Miller, 2004, NESC, 2005, M cCashin and Payne, 2005, 

Cousins, 2005). O ’Connor (2003) considers Ireland unam biguously a liberal 

regime with a fast-fading Catholic residue, M cCashin and Payne’s (2005) 

assessment is in broad agreement with this judgem ent. By contrast, Adshead 

and M iller (2004) who look at Ireland’s health system consider it to have 

strong corporatist components. C ousins’ recent work (2005) represents a 

reaffinnation o f  his original judgem ent that the regimes perspective misses 

vital elements o f the Irish case. He remains convinced that the typologies 

fail to capture essential elem ents o f  the Irish case. NESC (National 

Economic and Social Council, 2005), in a recent report on the Irish social 

protection system, declares Ireland a hybrid case, with universal, targeted 

and insurance-based provision; this is one o f  the few occasions where strong 

claims to universalism are made in respect to the Irish system. O ’Sullivan 

(2003), in the opening o f a discussion o f  the Irish housing system, declares 

that overarching regimes analysis is not possible in the Irish case. In its 

place he outlines a number o f  regime types which he considers applicable in 

particular policy fields. Thus, in social security he finds a system dominated 

by the State with no Catholic or Corporatist influences, this he considers a 

direct legacy o f  British rule (O ’Sullivan, 2003). By contrast in the education 

and health arena, he believes that both policy spheres have been profoundly 

shaped by sectarian conflicts in the 19‘̂  century and, in consequence state 

involvement remain contentious (O ’Sullivan, 2003). Finally, in the case o f 

housing, he identifies an entirely different history and discourse, with 

agrarian forces critical (O ’Sullivan, 2003).By contrast Taylor is forthright in 

his conclusion:

If the dominant paradigm  o f  the 1960s and 1970s revolved 
essentially around attempts to incorporate the socially 
disadvantaged, it has been a process largely reversed as governments 
have sought to abandon the level o f  com m itm ents embodied within 
the political and institutional apparatus o f  the KW S (Taylor, 2005, p. 
94)
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Taylor uses the term KWS (Keynesian W elfare State) to describe the Irish 

welfare regim e during the 1960s and 1970s, which he sees as having been 

superseded by a neo-liberal regime increasingly concerned that burdens for 

welfare rest with the individual (Taylor, 2005).

Broader Perspectives: Can they inform an understanding of Ireland?

Up to this point attention has focused mainly on the application o f  Esping- 

A ndersen’s regimes perspective to understanding Ireland. In this regard 

Cousins’ (1997) and O ’D onnell’s (1999) assessment is in the negative. In 

their view the factors which Esping-Andersen considers central (working 

class mobilisation and coalition building, trade union m em bership and left 

politics) offer little help in understanding the Irish case. Both are sceptical 

that the regimes approach, as currently constituted, can add much value to 

understanding the nature or the developm ent o f Irish social policy.

Now the search for models will be extended and a wider literature will be 

examined. Firstly attention is focused on efforts to broaden the analysis by 

introducing other factors into the discussion o f regimes. The purpose here is 

not to provide a comprehensive review o f  the whole typologies literature, 

but instead to point up key features o f  this analysis which m ay bear on the 

understanding o f  Ireland. This section will also include a w ider critique o f 

Esping-Andersen’s work (1990), but also with a focus on the effort to 

advance alternative approaches. In the final section a return to Ireland will 

be made once more to detennine if  this wider sweep o f the literature can aid 

the task o f  understanding Ireland.

To assist in structuring the discussion at this point, reviews o f  the critical 

literature by Gough (1999, 2000) and Powell and Barrientos (2002) will be 

extensively drawn on, additional material from Abraham son (1999) Castles
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and M itchell (1993) and Arts and Gelissen (2002) amongst others is also 

used. To stm cture the discussion the different approaches can be grouped 

under a number o f  headings:

there are more than ‘three w orlds’, ‘regim es’ or ‘families o f 

w elfare’;

the State-market duality does not exhaust the sites o f  welfare; 

the philosophical roots o f welfare can lie outside the classical 

European tradition;

regimes fail to capture m ajor change; and 

methodological issues.^

First to the question o f other ‘w orlds’, ‘fam ilies’ and ‘regim es’ o f  welfare. 

Are there more than ‘three w orlds’? Much o f  the critical discussion o f  the 

‘three w orlds’ typology has been focused on the question o f  how many 

‘regim e’ types can be identified, as well as the question o f  membership; 

who belongs in what ‘regim e’ or ‘fam ily’. Cases have been made variously 

for a Mediterranean, southern or peripheral world (Leibfried, 1992, Ferrara, 

1999), a radical or antipodean world (Castles and M itchell, 1993), and a 

Japanese, Confucian or productivist world (Jones, 1993, Holliday, 2000). 

W hile others still (Lewis, 1992, Bonoli, 1997) put forward alternative ways 

to generate the ‘regim e’ types.

The Radical or Antipodean World

Castles and Mitchell who make the case for a radical or Antipodean regime, 

(1993) are critical o f the manner in which Esping-Andersen operationalises 

his index o f  decommodification. They (Castles and Mitchell, 1993, p. 103) 

assert that decomm odification is operationalised purely in terms o f  income 

transfers. In their view Esping-Andersen’s key insight was to realise that not

’ M e t h o d o lo g y  w il l  o n ly  be to u c h e d  upon here but w il l  be  taken up aga in  in C hapter  F iv e .
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all welfare spending is equal in its welfare generating possibilities, despite 

this he resorts to using income transfers to m easure decom m odification. 

Castles and M itchell consider this entirely counterproductive (Castles and 

M itchell, 1993). Furthermore, they challenge his assertion that ‘m eans- 

tested’ systems are inherently inferior to universal provision. In their view 

(Castles and M itchell, 1993) the key focus should be on welfare outcom es 

and not mechanisms o f  delivery.

Castles and M itchell (1993) also contend it is Esping-A ndersen’s reliance on 

expenditure as a m easure o f  decom m odification which results in Britain, 

Australia and New Zealand being classified with the liberal ‘w orld’. This 

argument forms the basis for their Antipodean or radical regim e (Castles 

and M itchell, 1993). They assert the existence o f  an alternative fourth 

‘radical or Antipodean w orld’ (Castles and Mitchell, 1993, p. 96). In their 

view it has been the bias toward income transfers which has resulted in what 

they consider key welfare pioneers such as Britain and New Zealand, and, to 

a lesser extent Australia, finding themselves placed along side the USA, 

whom they consider the undoubted exem plar o f  the liberal type (Castles and 

Mitchell, 1993, pp. 93-94). In their view (Castles and M itchell, 1993) 

welfare expenditure was seldom the focus o f political attention on the part 

o f  Labour governm ents or their supporters in the countries o f  the ‘radical’ 

grouping. The prim ary means o f  generating welfare, and protection from the 

market, was through wage controls and job  security. Their claim  (Castles 

and Mitchell, 1993) that welfare outcom es can be achieved by a range o f  

public policy approaches not necessarily within the traditional orbit o f  social 

policy seems to be an important insight which may be o f  relevance to the 

Irish case. In the case in question, Castles and M itchell (1993) are pointing 

to a m achinery o f  job  security and wage setting which was, until recently, a 

particular feature o f  the Australian system. W elfare was achieved by 

securing the m anner o f  an individual’s commodification. In this sense the 

system they identify m ay be seen as an outcrop o f  the liberal viewpoint.
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However, it was one in which workers successfully built m achinery which 

sought to manage the market. Later chapters will, it is hoped, make clear the 

importance o f  this perspective with respect to the provision o f  welfare. 

There are two aspects o f this work which appear o f  relevance, first, welfare 

can reside in other public policy domains and the m anner in which welfare 

is achieved m ay not confom i to accepted norms o f  social policy: welfare can 

be conceived differently.

The USA: The Archetypal Liberal Regime

The USA is regularly cited as the archetype o f liberal residual welfare. 

Indeed in large measure the work o f Castles and M itchell (1993) can be seen 

as an attempt to distance Britain, Australia and New Zealand, from what 

they contend is this undoubted exemplar o f the liberal regime. However, 

recent work (Howard, 1997, Hacker, 2002) on the USA social policy system 

highlights a failure to take full account o f  many key features o f  the system. 

Both perspectives consider that many welfare generating aspects o f public 

policy are excluded because they lie outside the conventional param eters o f  

social policy. They focus particularly on taxation policy as a way o f  

generating social provision (Howard, 1997, Hacker (2002) Their work 

(Howard, 1997, Hacker, 2002) opens a fresh avenue o f debate regarding the 

nature and scope o f  social policy. They (Howard, 1997, Hacker, 2002) 

examine the US tax code and the increasing scope for privately provided 

welfare ‘goods’ which it has increasingly made possible within the US 

system. Hacker (2002, p. 18), in particular, considers that far from private 

provision being a necessary adjunct and consequence o f  the liberal regime, 

private provision is fundamental to the shape which public welfare takes 

“the causal aiTow runs both ways”:

Private social benefits are central to Am erican social welfare 
practice and politics. They are not only encouraged by public policy, 
not only regulated to achieve public ends, not only shaped by the
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scope and character o f public social programs; but they also, in turn, 
have powerfully influenced the developm ent o f U.S. social policy, 
the preferences and strategies o f  interest groups and political leaders, 
and even the public’s perceptions o f  the state’s proper role (Hacker, 
2002, pp. 22-23).

The US tax system, through a range o f  tax exemptions, revenues forgone, 

has shaped and facilitated the growth o f  private social provision which 

according to Hacker (2002, p. 16) now accounts for 8.3 per cent o f  GDP, 

and when this is added to public provision it moves the USA from the status 

o f  clear welfare ‘laggard’ to the heart o f  the mainstream with a combined 

total expenditure slightly above average for a sample o f  ten OECD countries 

(see table 5.1 in Chapter Five).

The work o f  Howard (1997) and Hacker (2002) has very significant 

implications for the whole com parative social policy enterprise, not least the 

‘welfare m odelling’ approach o f  Esping-Andersen and others (Castles and 

M itchell, 1993, Bonoli, 1997). Once again it illustrates a clear example in 

which different policy dom ains can contain welfare generating outcomes. In 

the case o f  the USA it is the tax code, in Australia it was wage setting and 

job  security, in Britain it was universal public health provision, none o f  

which form part o f Esping-A ndersen’s evaluation (1990). Efforts to theorise 

welfare systems which close o ff from view the full gambit o f governm ent 

policy and its potential welfare implications can result in a distorted picture 

o f regimes and m ay in consequence result in distorted judgem ents as to the 

scope and nature o f  a case. The impact o f  this will be a critical issue when 

the Irish case is looked at m ore closely later.

A Southern, Peripheral or Mediterranean "World’

Southern Europe, though not part o f  the original group considered by 

Esping-Andersen (1990), has come to forni a key part o f  the growing debate 

on welfare typologies. Southern Europe has variously been categorised as
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‘Catholic’, ‘Latin’ ‘Southern’ or ‘peripheral’. It is generally taken to include 

Spain, Greece and Portugal but also on occasion Italy and less frequently 

France. One o f the earliest attempts to typologise Southern Europe was the 

work o f  Leibfried (1992). He identifies Catholicism as a key feature along 

with labour market structures which he considers to be “ radically different 

and often reveal a strong agricuhural bias, combined with a “subsistence” 

economy which provides a different -  non-Northem  European -  “welfare” 

state background” (Leibfried, 1993, p. 253). Leibfried (1993) also identifies 

the ongoing role o f  the family as critical to the ‘Southern European m odel’.

Despite the differences which Leibfried (1992) and others have outlined, the 

central question must be to what extent such features represent a sufficient 

basis for asserting the existence o f  a Southern European ‘m odel’ or 

‘regim e’, or can they be accounted for as merely late ‘developers’ in the 

continental or corporatist tradition? Ferrera (1996) presents the strongest 

case for the ‘southern’ model, setting out a series o f  traits which he believes 

characterises the ‘southern’ countries, and sets them apart from their 

‘continental/corporatist’ ‘relatives’. The first trait is the importance o f  cash 

payments, which he describes as “an extreme version o f  the ‘transfer- 

centred m odel’” (Ferrera, 1998, p. 123); yet it is coupled with the absence o f 

a national minimum income. Second, he identifies the unbalanced nature o f 

risk coverage, which features an “overprotection o f  old age” and a strong 

commitment to home ownership, coupled with the near absence o f  fam ily 

benefits and services (Ferrera, 1998, p. 124). The third trait relates to health 

reforms modelled on systems o f  universal provision which is ‘hitched’ to a 

coiporatist system o f occupational income maintenance (Ferrera, 1999 p. 

125). The fourth trait (Ferrera, 1998, p. 125) is low State penetration in the 

welfare sphere. This is particularly striking in the health area where the 

growth o f public funding and universal provision has seen the advance 

rather than the retreat o f  private providers. This he contrasts with the 

experience in Britain and Sweden where the advent o f  public provision saw
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the private sector increasingly marginalized (Fen'era, 1998). The fifth trait is 

the vulnerability o f  the State to “partisan pressure” which results in welfare 

program mes which prim arily function as tools o f  political patronage. The 

sixth is low efficiency o f  services also seen as a characteristic o f  the 

southern system (Ferrera, 1998, p. 126). Finally, the seventh trait, which he 

identifies, is the vulnerability o f  the State financial system, a consequence o f  

a large ‘black econom y’, which underm ines funding o f  public services and 

results in substantial state deficits (Ferrera, 1998, p. 126).

W hile the foregoing would appear to represent a strong case for a distinct

‘southern’ regime, it should be noted that Ferrera (1998) resists the use o f

the term ‘regim e’ preferring instead to speak o f  a ‘m odel’. A ‘m odel’, as

Powell and Barrientos (2002) point out, appears to confer lesser status than

a ‘regim e’. This brings up the whole question o f  definitions which seems

especially acute in discussions o f Southern Europe (Powell and Barrientos,

2002). Ferrera’s own com m ents seem to feed into this definitional question

which appears to dog the whole issue o f  how m any ‘w orlds’, ‘regim es’ or

‘m odels’ m ay be considered to exist:

These seven traits do not exhaust the list o f  social policy 
peculiarities o f  Southern Europe. Taken together, they do add up to a 
rather coherent set o f  elements which can be treated as a single 
institutional configuration, with a somewhat autonom ous internal 
logic (Ferrara, 1998).

By contrast, drawing largely, though not exclusively, on Greek experience, 

Katrougalos (1996) disputes the designation o f  the ‘southern’ countries as a 

separate ‘regim e’ or ‘m odel’ o f  welfare. For him they m erely represent 

imm ature versions o f  the ‘continental’ or ‘corporatist’ model. Others who 

have examined the Southern European countries (Castles, 1995) concur with 

the Katrougalos thesis that these countries represent nothing more than 

‘im m ature’ versions o f  the continental corporatist welfare regime.
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Using Ferrera’s (1998) traits approach it is quite possible to argue in either 

direction, on the one hand for the enduring differences o f  the Southern 

European type or alternatively that the traits he identifies are mere features 

o f ‘im m aturity’ which get resolved in time. Issues such as poor state 

penetration o f the welfare sphere, clientelism, inefficient services, 

inadequate resourcing and skewed provision m ight be put down to a system 

in a ‘developm ent phase’. Though it should be pointed out that attaching the 

label ‘im m aturity’ might sim ply represent an attempt to enforce strongly 

norm ative assumptions regarding what can be viewed as an ‘appropriate’ 

welfare system. Baldwin particularly highlights this weakness in the 

discourse about welfare system s which he sees as heavily burdened with the 

assum ption that the Scandinavian ‘m odel’ represents the best o f  all welfare 

settlem ents (1996).

Other characteristics o f  Southern European societies which have been 

highlighted are the role o f  the Catholic Church (not applicable to Greece) 

and the ongoing significance o f  agriculture, which despite decline in recent 

decades still employs a much larger proportion o f  the workforce than in 

Northern Europe. The Catholic influence is frequently characterised in terms 

o f a strong commitment to traditional views on family life linked to the 

principle o f  subsidiarity in response to social issues (Abrahamson, 1999).

The Southern European case is o f  particular interest for an understanding o f  

Ireland, indeed Ireland has on occasion been placed with this group 

(Leibfried, 1992). Clearly the factors identified as particular to the Southern 

case have strong resonances for Ireland: Catholicism, the family and 

agriculture are all critical components.
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Confucian, East-Asian or Productivist Welfare Regimes

Another group o f  countries receiving increasing attention in recent years are 

the economies o f  East-Asia, Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan and 

Singapore (Holhday, 2000). Interest in Japan, the only ‘advanced industrial 

nation’ outside the western group, has been long standing; indeed Japan was 

included in Esping-A ndersen’s original study (1990). He classifies Japan 

amongst the liberal regimes. However attention in more recent years is now 

increasingly being focused also on other East-Asia economies, in particular 

South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore. Jones tackles this group 

(1993) and presents the case for a ‘Confucian’ ‘regim e’. Her work is one o f  

the earliest efforts to capture the distinct features o f East-Asian welfare.

Jones (1993) identifies Confucianism  along with a shared Chinese heritage

or influences, as central to understanding the nature o f  these societies and

their welfare ‘m odel’. Hierarchy, respect and hannony are central (Jones,

1993). The model for society is that o f  the well functioning traditional

Chinese household, where each m em ber has a status and place within the

system, a place m oreover which subordinates the individual to the wider

interests o f  the family, corporation or society.

So individuals are deemed to be possessed o f  roles and duties, never 
‘rights regardless’. Entitlements are a function o f  performance and 
position w ithin the group Seniority brings its just rewards with 
advancem ent up the hierarchy. Thus the individual’s position is 
forever evolving, and not static. Individuals ‘pass through’: they are 
impermanent, replaceable and eventually replaced. It is only the 
group itself which can persist (Jones, 1993, p. 202).

In Jones’ view the social provision which does exist is prim arily driven by 

the concerns o f  governing and business elites with goals o f  econom ic 

efficiency and developm ent and seeking to restore hannony to societies 

shattered by war (Japan, South Korea) or other upheavals (Hong Kong). In 

contrast to the central role frequently attributed to the w orking class in
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W estern accounts they have little place in the emergence o f these regimes. 

Labour movements are either weak or entirely absent; in Jones’ view this 

was a top down process (Jones, 1993). W estern discourses o f  inequality, 

redistribution or social justice in her view played no part in the emergence 

or developm ent o f  these systems (Jones, 1993).

Holliday (2000) has challenged Jones’ (1993) designation o f  the East-Asian 

countries as ‘Confucian.’ Holliday (2000) preferring instead the term 

‘Product!vist’ welfare capitalism. These regimes, according to Holliday 

(2000), subordinated social policy to the overriding objective o f  economic 

growth. Regardless o f  disputes concerning the details o f  the welfare system 

in each country - Holliday, (2000), makes the case for three sub-groups 

within the productivist regime - it is clear that key differences have been 

highlighted in this discussion o f the Asian cases, and that key underlying 

assumptions o f  the Esping-Andersen model do not find expression. In 

particular the role given by Esping-Andersen, to ‘working class coaUtion 

building’ seems entirely absent. State provision was the initiative o f  the 

political and business elite seeking to shore-up traditional fam ily life and the 

welfare system which it provided for its members. Thus familial bonds was 

the base upon which the policy makers build, not class mobilisation.

It should be noted, despite initially classifying Japan with the liberal regimes 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990) Esping-Andersen in a later paper (1997) seemed to 

give credence to the idea that Japan represented a Hybrid ‘regim e’. However 

in overall terms, Esping-Andersen has stuck fairly rigidly to the original 

typologies asserting the value o f parsimony over descriptive detail (Gough, 

1999, 2000).
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Welfare * Regimes’ and Policy Domains

Up to this point attention has focused largely on the question o f the regimes, 

particularly their num ber and membership. Now it shifts to the question o f 

welfare programmes. Quite a num ber o f  his critics point out the discrepancy 

between Esping-A ndersen’s (1990) very broad definition o f  a welfare 

regime, which for him includes such issues as macro-economic policy (full 

employment), with his extremely narrow operationalisation o f 

decomm odification. This was briefly referred to earlier in the discussion o f 

Castles and Mitchell (1993). In particular the key measure o f  welfare effort 

and income transfers, fails to address the important role o f  services in 

generating decom m odified outcomes. Powell and Barrientos (2002) also 

take him to task for his failure to address, what they consider to be, the 

strongly decom m odifying effects o f  universal health provision, as 

exemplified by the British National Health Service. Kemeny (2001) makes 

sim ilar points with regard to the housing sector; a key program m e area, in 

his view largely ignored by the ‘regim es’ debate.

W hat is interesting here is the extent to which the scrutiny o f  specific 

welfare program mes beyond income transfers immediately raises issues 

with respect to divergent historical pathways. This is a point which 

O ’Sullivan makes regarding the Irish system. It is an issue which Esping- 

Andersen fails to address. W hat emerges is the possibility that ‘regim e’ 

types differ depending on the policy domain being examined (Kemeny, 

1995, Abrahamson, 1999, p. 410, Kasza, 2002). If this were to be confirm ed 

then the case for overarching ‘regim e’ types may disappear. O r perhaps 

regime analysis has no explanatory value beyond the dom ain o f  income 

transfers.
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Welfare Regimes and Developing Countries

Though consideration has been given to a regimes approach to welfare for 

many countries including the former comm unist countries o f  Eastern Europe 

(Deacon, 1993, 1993, Deacon and Stubbs, 1998), the focus here is on 

G ough’s (1999, 2000) attempts to typologise the ‘developing w orld’. Gough 

(1999, 2000) sets out to elaborate key differences between ‘developing 

w orld’ welfare systems and those o f the ‘advanced’ capitalist countries, 

while at the same time attempting to retain the Esping-Andersen typologies 

framework. The factors Gough (1999, 2000) highlights are:

A history o f colonisation, with settler and colonial regimes 

forming sub-groups;

Economic dependency in the international economy, 

indebtedness and capital inflows or sectoral imbalances in the 

economy;

Political dependency (the involvement o f  international 

organisations such as W orld Bank and IMF or international 

NGOs);

Low levels o f industrialisation and income (functional 

differentiation may be in very early stages);

Different household fornis and levels o f  gender inequality; 

Different distribution o f  power (weak class organisation o f 

politics);

Absence o f  democratic practice;

Lower level o f  state infrastructure and less state autonomy;

A greater range o f  alternatives to western social protection;

A greater role for functional alternatives to western social 

protection (consumption subsidies, agricultural supports such 

as land distribution, credit, food for work); and
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Lower levels o f  welfare for the mass o f  population.

Despite G ough’s efforts to assert the continued relevance o f the ‘three 

w orlds’ perspective it seems clear that little o f  importance remains, if  the 

traits which he highlights are to be taken seriously. O f particular note for 

the Irish case is the further broadening o f  the scope o f  welfare. Not sim ply is 

it seen as lying within fam ily models o f  provision, as with the East-Asian 

cases, or alternative state policy domains as in the case o f  Australia, but 

here, scope is found for distributional m echanism s rarely touched upon in 

conventional welfare discourse, such as land distribution or credit provision. 

Such systems are clearly focused on prim arily agricultural and rural 

societies where land represents the key asset and means o f  generating a 

livelihood.

There Are Other Sites O f Welfare Apart From The State-Market 

Duality

The State-market duality does not exhaust the sites o f welfare. This later 

view has been extensively developed in the feminist literature (Lewis, 

1992), but has also been addressed in work which looks at the role o f  the 

non-profit or voluntary sector.

Family and the Gendered Division o f  Labour

In this literature the fam ily is seen as a critical actor in welfare provision 

which has been totally ignored by Esping-A ndersen’s model. The family, 

and prim arily w om en’s role as carers, provides a source o f  welfare which is 

neither market nor state (Lewis, 1992). In Lew is’s (1992) view both market 

and state assume the role o f  the family and wom en as carers. Lewis 

considers the family as core component upon much other welfare provision 

is predicated.
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The feminist critique o f  Esping-Andersen (1990) can be broadly divided in 

two aspects; firstly, the failure to take account o f  the welfare role o f  the 

family and in particular the role o f  wom en in the provision o f  infonnal 

unpaid welfare and secondly, the failure to acknowledge that welfare 

systems primarily focus on an archetypal male worker, and in doing so have 

marginalised women from access to welfare or have made their access 

provisional on their relationship with a male ‘breadw inner’ (Lewis, 1992).

Feminist policy analysts take the view that it is the provision o f 

unacknowledged and unrem unerated welfare goods, mainly by women, 

which is the lynchpin, ignored in other social policy debates (Arts and 

Gelissen, 2002, p. 147). The availability o f these ‘unpaid’-for-welfare 

‘goods’ makes possible the various trade offs between state and market, 

upon which the conventional literature focuses (Lewis, 1992, pp. 160-161).

To clarify the issues Lewis (1992) constructs an alternative typology built 

on the feminist critique. Utilising the term ‘male breadw inner’ she ranks 

countries according to their status as either strong or weak ‘male 

breadw inner’ types (Lewis, 1992, pp. 160-162). Strong ‘male breadw inner’ 

systems are those which build their social policy on the assumption that 

each household is made up o f  a ‘breadw inner’ engaged in paid employment 

and a ‘hom em aker’ engaged in work in the home, and as such is available to 

meet the caring needs o f  the household or even the wider community. 

W ithin such systems wom en m ust address their welfare needs through a 

relationship to a ‘male breadw inner’ (Lewis, 1992, p. 162). Clearly, such 

welfare systems fail to address the welfare needs and differing demands 

which the pattern o f  w om en’s working lives place on the system. 

Furthermore, the ‘male breadw inner’ model assumes that large amounts o f 

welfare provision is met within the private household, and, as such, is 

undertaken without pay, prim arily by women (Lewis, 1992, p. 161). W hile
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all welfare systems can be seen as essentially ‘male breadw inner’ in origin, 

each can be categorised according to the extent to which the ‘male 

breadw inner’ perspective predominates, or has been weakened by m easures 

seeking to take account o f  w om en’s differing work patterns and welfare 

needs. Thus, Lewis seeks to ‘test’ the extent to which regim es have either 

sought to socialise or to privatise welfare risks. Regimes can be seen as a 

strong or weak ‘m ale breadw inner’ types depending on how this issue is 

resolved (Lewis, 1992, pp. 165-170).

In m any ways his feminist critics have been the most successful o f  all in 

forcing Esping-Andersen to m odify his approach with the addition o f  the 

entirely new concept o f  defam ilialisation in his more recent reassessm ent o f 

the regimes perspective (Esping-Andersen, 1999, pp. 86-88). He has 

adopted the term ‘defam ilialisation’ -  borrowed from others -  (Gough and 

Shabat, 2000^), as a totally new locus o f  welfare. According to this m odified 

account, welfare may be located in any o f  three different sites, the market, 

the State or the family. Each regime type tends to place a stronger reliance 

on one locus or site o f  provision; in the case o f  the liberal it is the market, in 

the social democratic the State and in the Conservative it is the family. 

Despite these m ajor revisions involving the addition o f the defam ilialisation 

category the basic regime typology remains unchanged {Esping-Andersen, 

1999, pp. 86-88).

More recently Bam bra (2004) has drawn up a defam ilialisation index with 

the specific goal o f  testing the extent to which feminist critique o f  the ‘three 

w orlds’ as gender blind, actually withstands scrutiny. She concludes 

(Bambra, 2004) that a regimes typology based on a defam ilialisation index 

generates largely the same three w orld’s typology, with more or less the 

same membership. Leaving this issue aside, the important issue for the later

* Fam ilialisation  is utilised  to represent the extent to w hich w elfare needs are kept as the 
‘proper’ preserve o f  the fam ily . A ccording to G ough and Shabat (2 0 0 0 , p. 9 5 ) E sp ing- 
A ndersen (1 9 9 9 ) borrowed the term from other analysts.
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discussion o f the hish case is the need to take account o f the family as a 

sight o f welfare.

The Role o f  Religion and Ethnicity in Shaping the Welfare State

By contrast, religion, nationality and ethnic identity in addition to gender,

are all lines along which stratification can run. Indeed, each has provided

channels o f  stratification which have critically shaped the developm ent o f

social provision. As Room points out it would be difficult to understand the

nature and developm ent o f  the Dutch system o f welfare without an

understanding o f  the ethnic distinctions in that society:

The Dutch system was characterized by a number o f distinct 
“pillars” : separate communities (each identified with a specific 
religious or ideological persuasion), each having its own education 
and welfare systems, its own trade unions, its own educational 
institutions, etc. These pillars, nations within a nation, compete -  and 
to some extent still do -  with class and national citizenship as the 
principal focus o f  citizens’ loyahies (1991, p. 179).

Nor are the Dutch unique in the importance o f  religious identity in shaping 

welfare and social policy. The German system o f welfare is also 

differentiated along religious lines. The importance o f  religion in shaping 

social policy has also been examined by several scholars. Van Kersbergen 

(1995) has undertaken this work with respect to the Catholic influence, 

while more recently M anow (2004) has sought to make critical distinctions 

between various protestant denominations and the divergent consequences 

for welfare development.

The Role o f  the Non-Profit Sector

Esping-Andersen (1990, 1999) has been particularly criticised for the extent 

to which he focuses exclusively on stratification based on social class as 

well as the political and institutional m achinery which embody class 

interests (Gough, 1999, 2000, p. 5). In the USA, race has clearly been a
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critical shaper o f  the discourse on welfare, inhibiting welfare developm ent 

and strengthening hostility to program mes already in existence.

As Gough (1999, 2000) points out, once the exclusive focus on class is 

qualified through acknowledgm ent o f  stratification along lines o f religion or 

race “the polar opposition o f  state and market is complicated as another 

‘th ird’ sector intrudes, in particular, voluntary and cooperative non

governmental institutions” . As he also (1999, 2000, p. 5) points out, even in 

later work, Esping-Andersen (1999), makes scant reference to the ‘third 

sector’; perhaps the clearest illustration o f  the Scandinavian base upon 

which he builds his model. The extent o f the non-profit sector in the welfare 

and social policy arena across many countries has largely been ignored by a 

power resources tradition from which Esping-Andersen (1990) emanates, 

and which sees social class as the prim ary organising principal in society. 

The non-profit or ‘third sector’ is in fact a key player in the provision o f  

welfare in many countries, notably the USA, the Netherlands and Germany. 

Far from moving to the margins as Esping-A ndersen’s model would seem to 

imply, the non-profit sector has grown in many cases, as the welfare state 

itself has developed.

Regime Change or Paradigm Shift

A final critical issue is the inadequacy o f the regimes approach for 

addressing radical change or indeed paradigm shift (Kuhn, 1964). The very 

assertion o f  ‘regim es’ implies system integrity and continuity over time. 

Change is allowed but ju st as with the foundation o f  the regimes itself 

change is narrowly constructed. ‘Regim es’ by their very nature must retain 

their fundamental shape and internal coherence. It is not conceivable that 

they can be transform ed into other types. Yet examples o f  quite significant 

regime changes can be found, nor can they simple be constructed as 

immature cases, as is frequently the case with regard to the Southern
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European states. Britain and, in even more dram atic fashion, New Zealand 

were to transfonn their systems during the 1980s and 1990s. The bias 

toward continuity in the ‘regim es’ approach does not easily capture the 

possibility o f  paradigmatic change.

GLOBALISATION AND THE ‘NEW POLITICS’ OF WELFARE 

STATES

An entirely new literature has emerged over the recent past seeking to tackle 

the question o f  welfare retrenchm ent as well as issues associated with the 

phenom ena generally known as ‘globalisation’. This literature is particularly 

concerned with how welfare systems respond to change. Two broad 

distinctions can be drawn between this literature, one originating with 

Pierson’s seminal study (1994) o f  welfare state retrenchment in Britain and 

the USA has given rise to what is termed the ‘new politics’ o f  welfare. 

Those within this broad perspective (Pierson, 1996, 2000) view 

retrenchment, maturity or pennanent austerity, as issues dom inated by the 

internal dynamics o f  welfare states themselves and not by external factors 

associated with ‘globalisation’. Others such as M ishra (1998, 1999) take the 

view that the processes o f  transform ation associated with ‘globalisation’ are 

profoundly reshaping and residualising the welfare state.

The ‘new politics’ critique o f Esping-Andersen (1990) rests with his failure 

to provide a dynamic model o f regim e developm ent or change. His model is 

seen as a ‘snapshot’ which fails to take account o f  major forces o f  change. 

From this view it is held that even as they were being conceived the ‘three 

w orlds’ were already being assailed by the forces o f  change. The ‘golden 

era’ o f  welfare development was already passed. The weakness in Esping- 

A ndersen’s approach does not rest solely on the use o f  static indicators to 

establish the regime types. Gough considers that the static embedded nature 

o f the model is fundamental to his theoretical perspective, resuhing in his
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failure to identify the potential which some systems have dem onstrated for

radical transform ation in the case o f  New Zealand, (Kelsey, 1995, Boston,

1992), or substantial change as took place in Britain during the 1980s

(Gough, 1999, 2000, p .7). M ore im portantly from the perspective o f  the

thesis as Gough points out:

There is an undoubted bias towards reproduction and stability in the 
regimes approach. M ore generally, it applies to societies with 
significant degrees o f  institutionalisation: it is less well suited to 
understanding societies undergoing, or emerging from, profound 
social change (1999, 2000, p. 7).

METHODOLOGY

A substantial amount o f  the effort expended by researchers since the advent 

o f  the ‘three w orlds’ typology has been focused on complex exercises o f  

statistical analysis developed in order to test the robustness o f the types, 

both over time and within social policy program me areas. The outcom e o f  

this work has been mixed, with some finding substantial evidence to support 

the ‘three w orlds’ while others find little support for the ‘three w orlds’ 

typologies or generate a forth ‘w orld’ depending on the sample group.

A sim pler approach has been developed by Bonoli (1997), using a two- 

dimensional scale consisting o f expenditure and funding method. This 

simple method, lacking any complex models o f ‘decom m oditlcation’, 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990) nevertheless leads to four clearly delineated 

quadrants or clusters o f  countries: a grouping o f Bismarckian low and high 

spenders and a Beveridgean grouping o f  high and low spenders. Perhaps 

Bonoli’s sim pler approach is more faithful to the nature o f the data sources 

upon which researchers must rely. Issues o f m ethodology are taken up more 

fully in Chapter Five.
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DECOMMODIFICATION AND THE QUESTION OF HUMAN 

WELL-BEING

One o f  the least developed areas o f  critique has been that initiated by Room 

(2000). Returning to the sources for Esping-A ndersen’s

‘decom m odification’ in the works o f  Marx and Polanyi (2001), Room 

(2000) presents an alternative reading o f  this literature out o f  which he puts 

forward his idea the decom m oditlcation based on development rather than 

consumption on which he considers the Esping-Andersen perspective is 

based.

Room draws on M arx’s analysis o f  the comm odification process and the 

consequent destruction o f work as a form o f  human self-expression. For 

Room (2000) work functions not simply as a means o f  generating income 

for physical survival but also as a form o f  personal expression - “human 

beings are distinctive and unique: in particular, they need to be able to work 

creatively and cooperatively upon their world, transform ing it in order to 

gain and develop their self-consciousness” (Room, 2000, p. 336). In light o f 

his rereading o f  Marx, Room considers Esping-A ndersen’s (1990) definition 

o f decomm odification to be “one-dim ensional” (2000, p. 337), since it 

concerns itself solely with the replacem ent o f  lost income due to absence 

from the labour force. In Room ’s (2000, p. 337) view, decom m odification in 

its M arxist sense is not simply about the satisfaction o f  basic physical needs, 

it is also about “human self-creation through w ork” . Given w ork’s dual role, 

as source o f  income and expression o f  human creativity, work lies at the 

heart o f  “decom m odification-for-self-developm enf’ (Room, 2000, p. 337). 

W hile Room acknowledges the mixed nature o f  the motivation to engage in 

paid work he nevertheless asserts that many o f  those who do so are seeking, 

at least in part, to realise goals o f  self-development, and that all importantly 

unemployment, particularly if  it is long-term, denies the person the
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necessary opportunities for self-developm ent which work can provide, even 

in circumstances where ‘decom m odification for consum ption’ allows them 

to comfortably address their consum ption requirements. For Room  the 

extent o f  long-term unem ploym ent can be viewed as a workable proxy with 

which to judge a countries’ success in meeting the self-developm ent needs 

o f  its people.

Utilising this alternative model o f  ‘decom m odification’ m any countries may 

be judged to meet goals o f  income replacement, while largely failing to 

meet goals o f  self-developm ent (Room, 2000. p. 339). Room ’s index o f 

decomm odification for self-developm ent generates significantly different 

assessments o f ‘decom m odification’ than those which focus on consum ption 

alone (1990). Thus some o f  the countries ranked highly using the Esping- 

Andersen scale do not rank so highly when the issue o f self-developm ent, as 

proxied by unemployment, is examined.

From the perspective o f  this study Room (2000) provides a useful check on 

the philosophical underpinnings o f  welfare and social policy which may 

frequently go unexamined. The insight is simple: countries and people can 

express their welfare priorities differently resulting in different policy 

configurations seeking sim ilar welfare outcomes, or yet the pursuit o f  

welfare goals which are substantially divergent from those found expressed 

in other polities.

CONCLUSIONS

Before concluding this section it is necessary to determine what o f  value can 

be derived from the discussion, and in particular what m ay be applied to 

widen the understanding o f  the Irish case? Foremost it seems is the relative 

fragility o f  the ‘regim e types’ even with marginal m ovem ent toward 

Southern Europe or any other peripheral zone, putting m any o f  their central
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assumptions in question. Esping-Andersen’s model o f the three worlds, 

originally based on the study o f  18 OECD countries (1990), begins to 

breakdown once applied beyond that group. In the case o f  the Southern 

European countries we have differing institutional arrangements (weak 

states, clientelism, the ‘black’ economy and the role o f  Catholic Church), a 

different class configuration (the ongoing importance o f  agriculture as well 

as family run businesses), the importance o f  familial welfare arrangements 

(the role o f  extended family in accessing welfare), and the role o f  the private 

as well as the NGO non-profit sectors in welfare provision. Furthermore, as 

attention shifts more clearly to societies which do not share ‘w estern’ 

traditions o f political discourse, institutional patterns o f state development 

or class composition, or, in the case o f  the developing world, patterns o f 

family structures, it becomes increasingly clear that the ‘three w orlds’ 

typology has a steeply declining explanatory value. This outcom e is hardly 

surprising since it was never intended to offer an account o f  more than the 

18 OECD countries included in the original study (Esping-Andersen, 1990). 

However, in so far as others (including Esping-Andersen himself) have 

sought to extend its remit beyond this original group then it seems quite 

legitimate to draw attention to these weaknesses.

However, the problem is not simply its application beyond its original 

confines. Even with respect to the group it originally sought to typologise 

disputes that regularly arose regarding the status o f several countries, 

Britain, Australia and New Zealand (Castles and M itchell, 1993, Boston, 

1992), as already highlighted, though the Netherlands has been variously 

characterised as quintessentially corporatist or, equally quintessentially 

social democratic (K loostennan, 1994, Goodin et al, 1999). Even France has 

on occasion been linked with the southern model (Leibfried, 1992, Room, 

1991), rather than the coiporatist with which it is more generally associated.
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In simple terms we m ay conclude that the more clearly a country diverges 

from the class, institutional and familial pattern o f  a small group o f 

‘advanced industrial nations’, the fit with the ‘three w orlds’ typology 

appears to break down.

Before re-engaging with the specifics o f  the Irish case, which will begin in 

the next chapter, two tasks m ust be completed - first, to briefly summ arise 

the learning from the forgoing review o f  the regimes approach, and 

secondly, to situate Ireland directly with regard to the ‘regim es’ perspective.

First, to summarise the critical insights from the literature;

Social policy can find expression in various policy domains 
many not traditionally associated with conventional social 
policy;
The household econom y is both a key actor and significant site 
o f  welfare
Ethnicity, religion, race and gender provide principles which can 
inform social policy delivery;
Agrarian social classes can be key actors in shaping social policy 
development
The philosophical underpinnings o f  welfare may lie outside the 
European enlightenm ent can inform welfare regimes; 
Consum ption m ay not always be the prim ary goal o f social 
policy -decom m odification can be expressed other than in purely 
consumption terms;
The non-profit sector can be a key welfare actor;
International m arket vulnerability can critical shape the nature o f  
welfare provision;
Supranational institutions can be powerful actors in shaping 
policy.

THE PURPOSE OF TYPOLOGISING

At this point it may be useful to return to the whole basis on which 

typologies are founded. Building typologies, which attempt to capture the 

essential attributes o f  complex social phenomena, is one o f the fiindamental 

methodological strategies used in the social sciences. It was used by both
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Marx and Weber, in their efforts to understand the emergence o f modern 

capitalism . W eber, in particular, articulated the essential features o f  the 

method, asserting that ‘ideal types’, as he termed them, are not intended to 

represent actual cases, but are ways o f  capturing the essential features by 

formulating a ‘pure’ type o f  the phenomena being examined (M acfarlane, 

1987, pp. 207-208 quote from W eber). Esping-Andersen’s work can be 

viewed within this wider social scientific tradition o f typologising.

A ddressing the question o f  their specific value in social policy Esping- 

Andersen considered that they provide ‘descriptive parsim ony’ m aking it 

possible to understand the essential components o f  welfare systems without 

a detailed knowledge o f  the historical origins and development o f  each 

individual case. Equally he details the capacity o f  the regime types to 

account for the types o f responses the different regimes will make to various 

pressures for change (1990, p. 33). In his view regimes which integrate the 

middle class into state systems o f  welfare are far more likely to withstand 

pressure for retrenchment than residual liberal systems which cater for weak 

marginalised populations (1990, p. 33).

All o f  these useful attributes o f  the typological approach are predicated on 

two assumptions:

- A. that the regime types provide a complete account o f  the possible 

worlds o f welfare; and

- B. that individual cases conform substantially to a regime type.

Equally the review o f Esping-A ndersen’s critics has demonstrated that his 

analysis rests on a number o f  narrowly focused assumptions about regime 

possibilities:

Com m odification is the critical mainspring;

The working class is the key actor;
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Coalition building by the working class is the dynamic element 

which shapes regime differences;

In consequence, other social classes are ancillary allies or 

opponents but not powerfial independent actors who may 

establish their own ideas on welfare.

It is hopefully clear that the three regimes do not exhaust the possibilities for 

regime types and that even within the relatively confined area o f W estern 

Europe, the ‘W hite’ British o ff shoots and Japan, his analysis does not 

encompass all the possible worlds o f  welfare. The Southern Europeans do 

not conform  to the corporatist model in its entirety, critically from the Irish 

perspective as Leibfried (1992) points out they have agricultural and strong 

familial components which are critical to understanding these regimes. 

Equally Japan has hybrid components, unsurprisingly drawing on its own 

cultural heritage. If the regimes do not exhaust the ‘worlds o f  w elfare’ in is 

equally important to acknowledge that they do not exhaust the critical actors 

in welfare either.

The basic foundation upon m odem  welfare rests is comm odification 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 35). This is the dynamic which generates the 

large scale changes in society the “transformational process o f  convergence, 

the old world o f  local, stable, and dense networks gives way to complex 

bureaucracies, anonymous markets, and global transactions. People become 

individualized, intensely mobile, and adaptable” (1999, p. 48). He also 

asserts:

The blossom ing o f capitalism  came with the w ithering away o f  ‘pre
com m odified’ social protection. W hen the satisfaction o f human 
wants came to imply the purchase o f comm odities, the issue o f 
purchasing-power and income distribution becam e salient. W hen, 
however, labor power also became a commodity, people’s rights to 
survival outside the market are at stake. It is this which constitutes 
the single most conflictual issue in social policy. The problem o f  
com m odification lay at the heart o f M are’s analysis o f  class 
developm ent in the accumulation process: the transform ation o f
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independent producers into propertyless wage-eamers. The 
comm odification o f labor power implied for Marx, alienation 
(Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 35).

The nations we study are all more or less sim ilar with regard to all 
but the variable o f  working-class mobilization. And we find very 
powerful labor movements and parties in each o f  the three clusters 
(Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 29).

The historical forces behind the regime differences are interactive. 
They involve, first, the pattern o f  working-class political formation 
and second, political coalition-building... The question o f political 
coalition fonnation is decisive (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 32).

Com m odification may indeed be the critical dynamic separating ‘m odern’ 

urban industrial societies fiom ‘traditional’ rural and agricultural societies. 

However, the question may validly be asked does com m odification affect ail 

societies or indeed the bulk o f  the population in every society in the same 

way, i.e. does their labour become comm odified and does this inforni the 

logic o f  their demands for decommodification: “people’s rights to survival 

outside the market are at stake. It is this which constitutes the single most 

confiictual issue in social policy” . Equally, are the working class always the 

critical actor? Are agricultural populations largely passive allies on their 

way ‘o ff  the stage’ or can their experience o f comm odification shape 

welfare in fundam entally different ways? Finally, can it be asserted that any 

o f  the regime types “have presented a framework for comparing welfare 

states that takes into consideration the principles for which the historical 

actors have willingly united and struggled” (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 32)? 

Clearly, others may address this question with respect to other cases the 

question here is does it represent a valid assertion with regard to the Irish 

case. W as the comm odification o f labour the critical issue in Irish society 

“for which the historical actors have w illingly united and struggled” 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 32)?
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The next chapter extends the effort to understand the nature o f  social policy 

in Ireland by exam ining a range o f standard accounts o f  social policy 

developm ent in Ireland to see if closer scm tiny o f  the Irish case will yield a 

more satisfactory outcome.
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CHAPTER TWO  

AN ACCOUNT OF 

SOCIAL POLICY DEVELOPMENT IN IRELAND

INTRODUCTION

This chapter extends the attempt to account for the development o f  Irish 

social policy commenced in Chapter One. This chapter is intended to outline 

the standard account o f  Irish social policy development. Few texts on Irish 

social policy development exist, and only one, that o f  Powell, (1992) 

encompasses the whole period. Despite, or perhaps indeed because o f this 

lacuna a clear narrative thread, it is hoped, will emerge. Three standard 

history texts will be used along with two specialist histories o f  social policy 

they will provide what might be tenned a ‘standard account’ o f  social policy 

development in Ireland. These texts were not chosen at random, the two 

specialist histories warrant inclusion for the clear reason that they represent 

the sole attempts to date to provide histories o f social policy developm ent in 

Ireland. By contrast with Powell (1992), Burke’s account (1987) deals 

solely with the establishment and early decades o f  the poor law system, 

concluding in the early 1870s. The three historical texts are standard 

histories o f Ireland, widely read and referenced. Indeed One social policy 

scholar declared in the relatively recent past that “Sections o f F S L Lyon’s 

Ireland Since the Famine are still the best accounts o f  the interaction o f  Irish 

social policy with general history over the tim e” (Coughlan, 1984, p. 37). 

For at least two decades Lyons work (1973) has represented the standard 

account o f Irish history since the Famine. Despite being over 30 years old it 

remains a widely read and referenced standard work on Ireland. This is 

equally true o f  Foster (1988), produced over a decade later and covering the 

period 1600-1972. Lee (1989) by contrast concentrates on the 20*'’ century 

dealing with the period from 1912-1985. These works are also w idely read
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and referenced. All three rem ain in print and in wide circulation. From the 

perspective o f  the current work they may be considered the best available 

accounts used by the non-social policy specialist and interested general 

reader on Ireland. Each included significant sections on social policy, its 

developm ent and evolution. Each offers clear judgem ents on the nature and 

developm ent o f  the Irish social policy system.

The chapter draws heavily on Powell (1992), who has written the sole 

historical account o f social policy developm ent in Ireland, and on Burke, 

(1987), who deals with the emergence o f  the poor law and the early decades 

o f  its developm ent (Burke, 1987, p. XII). Each work provides a foil for the 

other, as they take somewhat opposing stances on the introduction o f  the 

Poor Law in Ireland (Burke, 1987, p. X, Powell, 1992, pp. 79-80). As 

Pow ell’s work (1992) extends through to the contem porary period his 

periodisation is used to structure the account.

Rhetoric and Relief 

1838-1870

The enactment o f  the Poor Law in 1838 is generally accepted as the 

beginning o f  m odem  social policy in Ireland^. Prior to that time while some 

state assistance was given to work houses and hospitals, it was on an ad hoc 

and non-statutory basis (Burke, 1987, pp. 1-16). Only with the advent o f  the 

Poor Law did Ireland acquire a statute-based national provision for the poor. 

In England and W ales, by contrast, a statutory Poor Law had been in 

operation since the reign o f  Queen Elizabeth I (Burke, 1987, p. 1, Powell, 

1992, p. 53). According to Powell, the impetus for the English system o f 

poor law was the control o f  wandering beggars (1992, p. 53). Therefore, a 

fundamental requirem ent o f  relief in this system was stable residence in the 

parish which was the area o f poor law administration (Powell, 1992, p. 53).

’ Pow ell’s account deals w ith the period 1600 onw ard (1992).
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During its long period o f  operation the Elizabethan Poor Law was to 

experience substantial modification.

THE BRITISH DEB A TE ON THE POOR LA W

In Pow ell’s view the wider British debate on the issue o f poor laws provides 

the necessary context for the Irish debate. He therefore devotes substantial 

attention to the English debate (Powell, 1992, pp. 53-59). Powell contends 

that the pressure o f  revolutionary upheavals in France, during the last 

quarter o f  the IŜ *’ century, resulted in substantial changes in the operation o f 

the poor laws. These changes gave rise to what became known as the 

Speenhamland system, which superseded many aspects o f the original 

Elizabethan Poor Law (1992, pp. 53-54). The Speenhamland system 

“pennitted large scale out-door relief to the able-bodied poor financed by 

the imposition o f  a labour rate— The Speenhamland system was in essence 

a stop-gap response to a contem porary political threat to the hegemony o f  

the m ling order” (Powell, 1992, p. 53). Powell further asserts that even 

before the threat from France receded, the Speenhamland system had 

becom e a key target for attack by reformers (Powell, 1992, pp. 53-54). The 

ready availability o f relief under the system had placed a substantial burden 

on local ratepayers. Critically, in Powell’s view, the political economists 

saw Speenhamland as an interference in the labour market providing as it 

did an artificial floor for wages (Powell, 1992, p. 53).

Powell points out that the England o f the early decades o f  the 19**’ century 

was rapidly changing. The open field system o f  agriculture was fast 

disappearing, being replaced by enclosed m odem  farms, in the process 

displacing large numbers o f  the rural poor. At the same time 

industrialisation was underway in many parts o f  England, offering 

imm ediate prospects o f  alternative occupation, but also generating chaos, 

squalor and unrest in urban centres unable to cope with the influx. In
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Pow ell's view it was now clear that a poor law system based on curtailing 

the m obility o f  labour was increasingly anomalous in the age o f 

industrialisation, where population movement was such a critical feature. In 

addition, Powell asserts the Speenhamland system was believed to 

encourage population growth, m aking it anathema to the classical 

economists (Powell, 1992, p. 53).

Thus, the policy objectives o f  the old poor law were now, in his view, 

directly in conflict w ith the needs o f  a rapidly industrialising society. The 

old system had ensured subsistence in return for stability and order. The 

new system needed to ensure that this link was broken (Powell, 1992, p. 62). 

Powell considers the ideas o f  political econom y were critical to the 

contem porary debate on the issue o f  poor law reform. Some such as M althus 

and Ricardo took up a radical stand taking the view that market reliance 

dictated com plete abolition o f  the poor laws. By contrast, Powell asserts that 

Bentham, in particular, saw a way to provide relief while enforcing the 

market dependence, political economists demanded (Powell, 1992, p. 54). 

Bentham advocated centrally administered “Houses o f  Industry” as the 

solution to the problem. In Pow ell’s (1992, p. 54) view, Bentham ’s 

“penitentiaries for the poor”, as they became known were highly influential 

in the developm ent o f  the work house system, centrepiece o f  the New Poor 

Law.

Powell clearly sees the hand o f  Bentham and other political economists in 

the report o f the English Poor Law commissioners (Powell, 1992, p. 55). All 

provision on an outdoor basis was to stop: “The able-bodied poor in 

England were henceforth only to receive relief in the carceral environm ent 

o f  the workhouse” (Powell, 1992, p. 55). Parishes were to be amalgam ated 

into new units o f  administration, known as Poor Law Unions. Each union 

was to provide a house o f  industry or workhouse into which all those 

seeking relief would be received; no relief was to be offered outside the
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workhouse. The standard o f provision within the workhouse was to be such 

that it was lower than that o f  the wages o f  the most poorly paid 

contem porary labourer could obtain outside the workhouse. The discipline 

o f the regim e in the workhouse was harsh and austere, family units were 

admitted but accom modated separately, children separated from mothers 

and fathers, husbands from wives. All o f  these measures were to ensure that 

only those entirely destitute and without any other possible means o f 

subsistence would present themselves to the workhouse.

A POOR LA W FOR IRELAND

In Pow ell’s view Ireland was part o f this general transform ation underway, 

not only in England but across Europe: “ Ireland proved no exception to 

these developm ents which fundamentally altered poor relief 

d iscourse...U ltim ately the Irish peasantry would be turned into wage labour 

employed in agriculture or industry” (1992, pp. 51-52). The key in Ireland 

was firstly, to speed the process o f  economic transform ation along English 

lines, and, secondly to consider what, if  any, transitional arrangements were 

needed (Powell, 1992, p. 52). A supplementary, though not inconsiderable, 

concern o f  the British authorities, according to Powell, was to address the 

growth o f  Irish migrants to England, who were becoming an increasing 

burden on the English poor relief system (1992, pp. 52-53).

W hile the debate on a new Poor Law for England formed the backdrop to 

the Irish debate, the absence o f  a pre-existing system, as in England, did 

colour debate in Pow ell’s view. Powell gives an extensive outline o f  that 

debate, which began following the end o f  the Napoleonic W ars (Powell, 

1992, pp. 69-76). Parliam entary committees were established, various 

comm issions sat and private members m otions came before parliament, all 

in different ways seeking to address the poor law issue in Ireland. Utilising 

the ideas o f the political economists a range o f  solutions were advocated
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(Powell, 992, p. 52). Some advocated the introduction o f  the Speenhamland 

system, though, as we have seen, this system was already under attack in 

England, others advocated economic development, including land 

reclamation, others still public works or assisted emigration. The debate on 

the merits o f  the various approaches, or a combination o f  them raged in 

parliam ent until finally, in the wake o f  the enactment o f  the New Poor Law 

in England and W ales, an Irish Royal Com m ission was appointed in 1834 

(Powell, 1992, p. 76).

THE ‘ WHA TEL Y ’ COMMISSION

The Irish Royal Com m ission on the Poor Law was established under the 

chairmanship o f  Archbishop W hately (Church o f  Ireland Archbishop o f  

Dublin, former Drummond Professor o f  Political Economy at Oxford). 

According to Burke, the Com m ission, which produced three separate 

reports, adopted an ‘economic developm ent’ strategy, necessitating 

widespread public works, land improvement, and road and bridge building, 

coupled with, assisted emigration to the colonies o f Canada and Australia 

(Burke, 1987, pp. 29-37, Powell, 1992, pp. 77-79). The extension o f  the 

New English poor law was explicitly rejected as inappropriate to Irish 

circumstances (Burke, 1987, pp. 29-30). No statutory right to relief was to 

be provided, rather, a mix o f  charitable donations and local and central 

funding was to be used to support the elderly and disabled only. No relief 

provision was to be m ade for the able bodied. Outdoor relief was to be 

supported by contributions from charity and taxation, and administered by 

voluntary bodies under the supervision o f the Poor Law Com m issioners. In 

addition to these measurers they advocated the appointm ent o f medical 

officers in each district. They also proposed the establishm ent o f  a loan fund 

to provide cheap access to credit (Burke, 1987, pp. 29-37).
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Opinions on the W hately Com m ission proposals are divided. Burke (1987,

p. 36) lauds the report as an enlightened document which sought to analyse

the roots o f poverty, advocating preventative rather than merely curative

measures. Powell, (1992, pp. 77-79) by contrast is highly critical, taking the

view that while it may have had a “penetrating analysis o f the causes o f  Irish

poverty” it had “extremely limited proposals for amelioration” (Powell,

1990, p.79). For Powell, the key failing o f the W hately Com m ission was not

putting in place statutory provision for the relief o f  the able-bodied poor.

This, for Powell, is the hallmark o f a m odem  poor law system; taking the

relief o f poverty out o f the realms o f  charity and making it the responsibility

o f government (1992, p. 83). This W hately had failed to provide for and, in

this sense, his proposals failed this fundamental ‘test’ o f m odem  welfare

systems. Foster sides with Burke (1987) taking the view that:

The Poor Relief (Ireland) Act o f  1838 extended the English system 
to Ireland against the advice o f a previous Com m ission o f 
Inquiry....The Famine provided horrific proof o f  the system ’s 
iiTelevancy to Irish conditions” (Foster, 1988, p. 310 note xvii).

Powell and Burke both agreed, however, that the W hately document stood 

little prospect o f  implementation since it was so at odds with current British 

thinking on the issue (Burke, 1987, pp.37-38, Powell, 1992, pp.83-84). 

Nicholls, an English Poor Law Com m issioner well versed in the workings 

o f the New Poor Law, was appointed to conduct a tour o f  Ireland, to 

investigate the possibility o f  extending the English Poor Law to Ireland 

(Powell, 1992, pp. 83-84).

According to Burke the reticence o f the Irish Com m issioners with respect to 

replicating the English system in Ireland was, at least in part, shaped by 

their view that any system would quickly be overwhelm ed by the sheer scale 

o f Irish poverty and destitution, which they put at something o f  the order o f 

2.4 m illion in the contemporary population, then approaching 8 million. In 

their view a workhouse-based poor law would be unable to cope with the

62



demands placed on it (1987, p. 30). As Powell shows, Nicholls took a more 

sanguine view o f  the matter, calculating the need for 100 workhouses, each 

catering for 800 persons, representing 1% o f the 8 m illion population 

(Burke, 1987, pp. 42-43, Powell, 1992, p. 86). The num ber o f  workhouses 

was later revised up to 130 and at the height o f the famine 163 workhouses 

were in operation (Burke, 1987, p. 129). The Irish Poor Law was enacted in 

1838; some three years later the W orkhouses were built and the system up 

and running throughout m ost o f  the country (Burke, 1987, p .50).

The pragmatists had won over the strict advocates o f  laissez faire; despite 

this the system would have all the forbidding harshness and rigour, which 

Bentham had advocated. Though based almost entirely on the English 

model, according to Lyons, practice quickly diverged (Lyons, 1973, pp. 78- 

79). W hile the poor law reforms in England had demanded no further 

outdoor relief, in reality it was to remain a key feature o f  the system. By 

contrast the Irish system rigidly adhered to the principle o f no outdoor relief 

for any class o f  the poor, ‘deserving’ or otherwise. Until 1847 the Irish Poor 

Law was administered from London by the English Poor Law 

Com m issioners (Lyons, 1973, p. 79).

Both Burke and Powell assert that the Irish system from its inception was 

contentious (Burke, pp. 300-301, Powell, 1992, p. 96). It was hated and 

feared by the poor and resisted by the ratepayers that were forced to give it 

support. The latter regularly rioted in protest at the rate collection. 

Furthermore, Burke points out its potential for sectarian tensions in a 

country where such division were ever present. M atters such as religious 

observance and the control o f  the all powerful boards o f Guardians were 

especially contentious according to Burke (1987, pp. 87-92).
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THE GREA T FAMINE AND ITS M P A C T

For Burke the Great Famine (1845-52) is central to the subsequent evolution 

o f the system (1987, pp. 125-127). The Great Famine was triggered by the 

failure o f the potato crop on which m ost o f the peasantry depended for 

subsistence. The first phase o f  the Famine was overseen by the Peel 

administration, which established the Tem porary R elief Com m ission in 

November 1845. It sought to address the early m anifestations o f  distress, 

following the failure o f  the potato crop in the autum n o f that year (Burke, 

1987, pp. 105-108). Under the auspices o f  the Tem porary R elief 

Commission, local committees were established. M oney raised locally was 

matched by government funds. Com  was imported by the governm ent and 

made available below market prices. The Tem porary Fever Act 1846 

(Burke, 1987, pp. 109-110) established fever hospitals and employed 

doctors to deal with the problems o f contagious disease, by now extensive 

and causing more deaths than the famine itself. By the summ er o f  1846 

Russell, leader o f the W higs had taken power. The m easures instituted by 

the previous administration were ended and in their place a system o f  public 

works was established (Burke, 1987, pp. 111-113). As Powell points out 

(1992, pp. 98-98), this system was quickly overwhelm ed by the scale o f  the 

crisis, with some three quarters o f  a million people employed in public 

works by the spring o f  1847. In response the Tem porary R elief Act o f 

February 1847 (Burke, 1987, pp.l 16-118) instituted direct relief in the form 

o f  soup kitchens. At their height, according to Powell, the kitchens were 

feeding 3 m illion people a day (Powell, 1992, p. 98). All these measures lay 

outside the scope o f the 1838 poor law. According to Powell, British public 

opinion turned against further relief for Ireland (1992, p.99). This, combined 

with a blight free harvest, justified the return to provision for relief solely 

under the terms o f  the poor law; all exceptional measures came to an end. 

The workhouse test was re-imposed on all those seeking relief (Powell, 

1992, p. 99). W hile the harvest that year was indeed free o f  blight, it was
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small and largely the work o f  commercial fanners and not the subsistence 

peasantry who were dying. According to Powell, the population which was 

weakened by two years o f  starvation and ravaged by disease turned to mass 

emigration (Powell, 1992, p. 98). Those too weak besieged the workhouses 

for assistance. The w orkhouse system was overwhelm ed, admitting already 

very ill and starving people, and acting as an agent in the further spread o f  

disease. A Poor Law extension act was introduced in the sum m er o f 1847 

allowing outdoor relief for the elderly, m entally ill, sick and disabled and 

also widows with two or more children. Provision was also made for the 

relief o f the able bodied when the workhouses were full.

In Burke’s view (1987, p. 130) the Irish Poor Law Extension Act, 1847 was 

the single most important change in the operation o f  the Poor Law resulting 

from the Famine. For the first time a national system o f  outdoor relief was 

put in place. W hile intended as a tem porary m easure to address the 

immediate crisis, the provisions o f  the Act were never rescinded, and 

became a perm anent feature o f  the Poor Law System (Burke, 1987, p. 131). 

Lyons concurs with Burke in the view that modification o f  the poor law was 

provoked by the Famine; in his view this was as m uch about an 

administrative response to Irish conditions as a direct consequence o f 

legislative change (1973, pp. 78-79).

In addition, Burke considers the establishment o f  the Fever hospitals and 

medical dispensaries during the famine, as highly significant representing as 

they did the first statutory medical provision (Burke, 1987, pp. 153-155). 

They were later made perm anent by the Medical Charities Act 1851. They 

laid the ground for the m edical dispensaries throughout the country, the 

basis o f the state m edical system available to the poor for the following 

century (Lyons, 1973, p. 79). A new medical Com m issioner jo ined the 

Board o f  Poor Law Com m issions. According to Burke, this system o f
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medical dispensaries was to remain largely untouched until the 1970 Health 

Act (Burke, 1987, p. 155).

In addition to legislative change Burke points to mass emigration, land 

clearances and death, all consequences o f the famine, as key to the 

subsequent m odification o f  the Poor Law system (1987, p. 139). However, 

she asserts that the improvements in living standards following the famine 

were directly consequent on mass emigration, and not changes to the poor 

law. By 1855 some two million people had emigrated and over a million 

were dead. W orkhouse provision, insufficient at the height o f  the crisis, was 

now under-utilised (Burke, 1987, p 162). Such spare capacity allowed the 

dispensary doctors to refer the sick to workhouse hospitals (Burke, 1987, pp. 

252-256). Consideration was increasingly given to the needs o f  particular 

groups, allowing them to be catered for in specialist institutions rather than 

the workhouse (Burke, 1987, pp 237-239 also pp 257-262).

Two areas o f concern which Burke highlights were the cost o f  relief, and 

secondly, the inadequacies o f workhouse provision for children (1987, pp. 

222-225). Frequently these were in conflict, as with decisions to locate 

children centrally to reduce the cost o f  schooling. Such cost-saving 

m easures had the effect o f  removing children entirely from their families 

who, in many cases, were located in other workhouses.

A Select Committee o f  the British House o f  Com m ons was established in 

1861 to examine the operation o f  the poor law in Ireland (Burke, 1987, p. 

218). They took detailed submissions from w ide-ranging sources. Burke 

details the evidence o f  one o f  the witnesses, the Catholic Archbishop o f 

Dublin: “ I have spoken to a great many poor people, and they consider it 

one o f  the greatest insults you can offer them to propose the poor-house to 

them ” (1987, p.220). According the Burke, C ullen’s evidence did appear to 

concur with the attitudes o f the poor to the workhouse. Indeed, she
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highlights whole com m unities during the famine apparently prepared to 

starve rather than enter the workhouse (1987, pp. 164-178). A further 

concern o f the Catholic hierarchy and clergy which Burke highlights, was 

the threat o f  proselytisation (1987, pp. 64-68).

The stringency o f outdoor relief provision in Ireland as com pared either to 

England, W ales or Scotland was, according to one witness before the 

Committee, at least in part a consequence o f  the Famine and the great 

burden it had placed on m any Poor Law Unions (Burke, 1987, pp. 221, 

300). Despite the views o f  Cullen, and others who gave evidence to the 

Committee, the Irish poor law was considered to be operating in a 

satisfactory m anner and no changes were recommended.

HEALTH AND OTHER PROVISIONS OF THE POOR LA W

According to Burke it was accepted that there was a need to modify the 

system regarding children, specifically the under-fives (Burke, 1987, p. 

130). High m ortality rates had formed a key part o f  the argum ent in support 

o f  separate provision for orphaned or abandoned children. Fear o f 

proselytism was very acute in the case o f  orphaned or abandoned children. 

Previously abandoned or oiphaned children were autom atically assigned to 

m embership o f  the Established Church. The new practice placed them under 

the religious guardianship o f  the person who placed them to the workhouse 

(Burke, 1987, pp. 87-89)

The Poor Law Am endm ent Act 1862 gave Boards o f  G uardians the power 

to appoint inspectors for the purpose o f  boarding out children under five. 

The system was eventually extended to the under-tens and w ithin a decade 

over 1,500 children had been boarded out (Burke, 1987, pp. 226-236). 

Burke claims that attention was also increasingly focused on the needs o f  

older children and teenagers (Burke, 1987, pp. 222-225).
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An increasingly organised Catholic Church had already been active for 

some years in the provision o f  orphanages and industrial schools. These 

institutions were m n by the newly emerging female religious orders, which 

grew and flourished in this period.

Debates in Ireland regarding the provision for older children echoed at least 

in part similar discussion in Britain, and lead to the 1868 Industrial Schools 

(Ireland) Act, which replicated the provisions o f  earlier English legislation.

Burke dates the developm ent o f  medical provision to the crisis o f  epidemic 

disease during the Famine and the consolidation o f this provision with the 

1851 Medical Charities Act (Burke, 1987, pp. 243-44). Burke outlines the 

development o f  workhouse hospital provision following the Famine, which 

she contends began to broaden its remit, treating non-workhouse inmates, 

particularly outside Dublin (Burke, 1987, p. 290). Dublin already had a long 

tradition o f voluntary hospitals, which received state support. The 1862 Act 

formalised access to workhouse hospitals for those outside the workhouse 

and therefore not necessarily destitute (Burke, 1987, p. 226). Burke asserts 

that the workhouse hospitals were to eventually accept paying patients, 

forming the heart o f an emerging public hospital system (Burke, 1987, p. 

190).

Other specialist services were to develop as branches o f  the poor law 

system. At an early stage it had already been decided that workhouse 

provision was unsuitable to the needs o f  the m entally ill and handicapped 

(Burke, 1987, pp. 256-261). According to Burke, the need for such 

provision became a constant theme in the correspondence between the 

Boards o f  Guardians and the Poor Law Com m issioners (Burke, 1987, 

pp.260-1). Over time, increasing numbers o f the m entally ill were moved to 

newly opened asylums. ‘The Stewart Institution for Idiotic and Imbecile
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C hildren’ was established in 1869, this institution was directly funded by a 

capitation grant provided under the poor law (Burke, 1987, pp. 237-39).

According to Burke the appointm ent o f  domiciliary m idwives linked to the 

dispensary system was a m ajor new initiative (Burke, 1987, p. 251) and in 

the years ahead provided an essential new service to poor women, otherwise 

reliant on untrained local women in the often-dangerous process o f  

childbirth (Burke, 1987, pp. 249-251).

Quite early in its development, the poor law system became involved in the 

whole area o f  public health, with a range o f  public health responsibilities 

devolving on the poor law structure. Dispensary doctors were given 

responsibility for the care o f  cholera victims, notification o f  public health 

concerns and dealing with unsanitary conditions likely to give rise to 

disease. Boards also took responsibility for sewage and public water under 

the 1865 Sewage Act. Com pulsory registration o f  births marriages and 

deaths was also assigned to the medical officer in 1864. These provisions 

laid the foundations for public health provision in the years ahead, (Burke, 

1987, pp. 275-278).

For Powell, the enactment o f  poor law legislation for h'eland represented a 

vital landmark on the road to state support for the poor. Alternative 

strategies such as the W hately proposals all represent for Powell attempts to 

circumvent the State taking its responsibility for the well being o f  the poor. 

W hile he addresses the harsh deterrent nature o f  the workhouse institution, 

nevertheless, for Powell, the poor law was a fundamental advance in the 

Irish context. It was the first acknowledgement, in an Irish context, that the 

State had a responsibility to provide for the poor in a systematic and 

national framework, thus ending reliance on the periodic provision o f funds 

and charity. M ore important still, the rational and systematic operation o f  

the poor law across Ireland would assist in the m odernisation o f  Irish
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society; “Ultimately the Irish peasant would be turned into wage labour 

employed in agriculture or industry” (Powell, 1992, p. 52).

For Burke the achievement o f  the poor law was much less clear cut, other 

approaches and w ider conceptions o f  social policy such as those embodied 

in W hately, she considers, represented missed opportunities. For Burke it 

the Famine and not the poor law which brought fundamental change to 

Ireland.

RADICALISM AND RIGHTS 

1870-1922

The period 1870-1922 witnessed the beginnings o f a fundamental 
transform ation in the relationship between rich and poor, which 
ultimately led to the establishment o f the welfare state in the second 
half o f  the 20''' century. After a slow and retarded developm ent a 
distinctive labour movement emerged in Ireland during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century with the formation o f  the Irish 
Trades Union Congress in 1894 and the foundation o f the Irish 
Labour Party in 1912. Under the dynamic leadership o f  Connolly 
and Larkin a militant socialist platform took shape, with an 
unambiguously M arxist analysis o f  Irish society and an unequivocal 
demand for social rights, which was articulated in a burgeoning 
working-class press (Powell, 1990, p .l 15).

For Powell this period is typified by the conflict between an emerging 

liberal consensus, seeking to ameliorate the worst excesses o f  capitalism  

still tinged with the fear o f  the workhouse, and the forces o f  socialism 

seeking radical change (Powell, 1992, pp. 115-116). Powell holds that it was 

the campaigning effort o f  these radical forces o f  the left combined in some 

cases with feminists, who represented the menace o f  revolutionary 

alternatives and brought pressure for reform (Powell, 1992, pp. 116-117, 

128-134). Additionally, he cites several surveys o f  poverty in Dublin and 

Cork, which he asserts can be seen as Irish equivalents o f  the poverty 

surveys o f Booth and Rowntree in Britain (Powell, 1992, pp. 118-127). For
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Powell these surveys dem onstrate the extent o f  poverty in Dublin and Cork 

(1992, pp. 118-121).

Powell also holds that h ish  opposition to the poor law rem ained vocal, 

finding expression in the Vice-Regal Com m ission, 1903-06 (Powell, 1992, 

pp. 130-134), which took the view that destitution and poverty were so 

widespread that the workhouse-based poor law system, was wholly 

inadequate to address the problem s (Powell, 1992, p. 132). Powell finds the 

report o f the Vice-Regal Com m ission “uneven and contradictory” , and 

asserts that this “conspired to quickly consign it to oblivion” (1992, p. 133). 

Furthermore, the Vice-Regal Com m ission was according to Powell 

“overshadowed by the establishment in 1905 o f a Royal Com m ission by the 

Conservative Government, charged with responsibility for investigating the 

Poor Law in all parts o f the United Kingdom including Ireland” (Powell, 

1992, p. 133).

The Royal Com m ission recommended the establishm ent o f  a system o f  

unemployment insurance allied to a network o f labour exchanges, which 

would put those seeking work in touch with employers (Powell, 1992, p. 

133). A m inority report further recommended the provision o f  a state 

medical service and a ‘right to w ork’ Act (Powell, 1992, pp. 133-134).

The British Liberal governm ent o f 1906 went on to implement m any o f the 

recom m endations o f the Royal Commission, including the unemployment 

insurance provisions; in addition they instituted an old age pension for those 

over 70 (1908). According to Powell, Ireland’s unique demography, a 

consequence o f  mass emigration, made the provision o f  an old age pension a 

unique boon, with some 4.1%  o f  the population in receipt o f  the pension in 

Ireland, compared to 0.72%  in England (Powell, 1992, pp. 137-140); Lyons 

claims the presence o f  m ore than favourable demography, which might 

account for this particular boon for the Irish (Lyons, 1973, p. 79). Several
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other provisions are highlighted by Powell including maternal and early 

child health services (1907) and (1915), the Children’s Act (1908) and free 

school meals (1914) (Powell, 1992, pp. 140-148). In most cases, while these 

provisions did extend to Ireland they generally did so in a permissive form 

and services remained patchy and largely urban based, particularly Dublin 

and Belfast (Powell, 1992, pp. 135-137).

Powell invokes the power o f the Catholic Church to explain the failure to 

extend the health provisions of the 1911 Insurance Act to Ireland. As a 

resuh the scheme in Ireland was severely curtailed (Powell, 1992, pp. 133- 

134). The Royal Commission on the Poor Law had two Irish 

representatives. Sir Henry Robinson, a civil servant, and Dr Dennis Kelly, 

Bishop of Ross. It is Powell’s contention that it was under the influence of 

Bishop Kelly that the majority report o f the Commission cast doubt on the 

value of extending unemployment insurance and labour exchanges to 

Ireland:

The majority were guided by the Irish Commissioners’ view that 
new policy initiatives such as labour exchanges and unemployment 
insurance did not appear “adapted to the conditions o f Ireland, which 
is almost exclusively an agricultural country” . The minority report* 
on the other hand took the view that there was no essential difference 
between unemployment in the two countries (Powell, 1992, p. 133).

Powell takes the view that Kelly’s opposition was “largely conditioned by 

ideology. The papal encyclical Reriim Novanim'^, originally published in 

1891 by Pope Leo XIII, clearly enunciated the Roman Catholic Church’s 

hostility to the state interventionist philosophies o f both the ‘New 

Liberalism’ and socialism” (Powell, 1992, p. 134). Kelly, according to 

Powell was highly influenced in his thinking by the ideas contained in 

Rerum Novanm, which “baldly stated that “the state has no authority to

* T he m inority report w as according to P ow ell prim arily “the work o f  the Fabian S ocia lists  
Sidney and B eatrice W ebb” (P ow ell, 1992, p. 133).
 ̂ Literal translation ‘o f  new  th in gs’ it dealt with the issu es o f  relations betw een  em ployers  

and workers. It is seen as the first social encyclica l.
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swallow up either the individual or the fam ily” (Powell, 1992, p. 134). 

Powell describes K elly’s position as “first and last ultramontanist in 

inspiration... ‘Rome Rule’ had clearly exerted itself at the outset” (Powell, 

1992, p. 134).

As we have seen the Catholic hierarchy would also oppose the health

provisions in the National Insurance Act, (1911):

The Irish Bishops acknowledged the virtues o f  the measures for 
industrial Britain but contested that it was in the interests o f  the 
predom inantly rural Irish population... The hierarchy also suggested 
that there would be m ajor inequities in the application o f the Bill to 
Ireland which would require (a) some farmers to insure their children 
and (b) consign m any workers to the dispensary system (Powell, 
1992, p. 146).

Powell disputes these assertions, and contends that some 800,000 Irish 

workers would have benetlted from the introduction o f  an insurance system 

(Powell, 1992, p. 146).

The medical profession also opposed the measures. “They stood out for 

higher payments than their British counteipai1s...The opposition o f  Irish 

vested interests served to dilute the National Insurance Act, 1911. It was 

decided not to apply m edical benefit to Ireland” (Powell, 1992, p. 147).

By the end o f  this period m any changes had taken place in the social policy 

area, while poor relief remained substantially intact, representing the last 

resort o f  many (Powell, 1992, p. 150), the old age pension along with 

insurance-based provision for unemployment and illness represented 

significant m odifications. They heralded “a transform ation which eventually 

was to lead to an Irish W elfare State. But it was to be a long and painful 

process” (Powell, 1992, p. 150). Ireland’s role in the radicalisation o f  the 

workforce had paid off, at least in part, according to Powell.
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AUSTERITY AND RECONSTRUCTION 

1922-1932

The coming o f  native governm ent in 1922 constitutes, in Pow ell’s view, a 

m ajor setback for the progressive forces which had been propelling Ireland’s 

progress towards modern welfare (Powell, 1992, pp. 156-160). Despite 

some comm itm ents to social reform in the Democratic Programme, (1919), 

native government, when it came, was to bring austerity and cutbacks. “The 

possibility o f  social revolution was remote from the beginning” (Powell, 

1992, p. 157). According to Powell, in the period 1923-27 government 

expenditure was cut by 10 million, reduced from 28.7 m illion to 18.9 

million (Powell, 1992, p. 166). M ajor rationalisation o f all aspects o f public 

administration was instituted; this included a m ajor programme o f closures 

and amalgamations o f  poor law institutions, the prim ary goal being cost 

savings (Powell, 1992, pp 174-175).

Lee takes an even more critical view;

The cabinet pursued a clear social as well as economic policy. It 
took the view that the poor were responsible for their poverty. They 
should pay for their lack o f  moral fibre. The existing distribution o f 
income, and o f opportunities, largely satisfied the demands o f  social 
ju stice .... The age o f  poetry was indeed dead. But there are many 
prose styles. Cosgrave’s cabinet chose the iron style. The cabinet 
waged a coherent campaign against the weaker elements in the 
community. The poor, the aged, and the unemployed must all feel 
the lash o f  the liberator... The government introduced Poor Law 
legislation in 1923 which substituted for what the Democratic 
Programme called ‘the present odious, degrading and foreign poor 
law system ’, an odious, degrading and native system (1989, p. 124).

He later states: “The legisladon o f  1923, which officially abolished the Poor 

Law, was a cosmetic device” (Lee, 1989, p. 313).
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Lyons on the other hand offers a somewhat more positive, if  highly

qualified assessment;

To be poor in Ireland would still be a bleak enough fate after 1923 -  
and to be poor and ill would be still worse -  but at least it could be 
claimed that the state was making a detem iined effort to break away 
from the Victorian conception which for so long had seemed to 
assume that poverty was prima facie evidence o f  some delinquency 
or deficiency in the pauper (1973, p. 483).

In Pow ell’s view, (1992, p. 165) the real driving force during this period 

was the political philosophy o f Arthur Griffith, an austere philosophy which 

saw self-sufficiency as the way forward for Ireland (Powell, 1992, pp. 165- 

167). In social policy terms, the most famous austerity m easure was the 10 

per cent cut in the old age pension in 1924. Cuts were also made in the 

governm ent’s contribution to the Unemployment Benefit fund, in addition to 

curtailing m aternity provisions (Powell, 1992, pp. 172-173).

W hile Foster explicitly rejects the idea that the Cum ann na nGaedheal

administration was comm itted to protectionism and its corollary o f  self-

sufficiency (1988, p. 523), he largely concurs with Pow ell’s analysis

regarding the new adm inistration’s approach to social welfare:

Certainly, the new regime believed in ‘strong’, not to say ruthless, 
government. A ny idea o f  a social-welfare utopia were rigorously 
dism issed; the old-age pension was actually cut by a shilling a week 
in 1924. Unem ploym ent and other labour benefits remained 
minimal, pegged at pre-1922 levels — Irish poverty, especially in 
remote rural districts, remained exceptional by contem porary 
W estern standards; the problem o f the ‘congested districts’ 
obstinately endured. The most notorious statement by a Free State 
m inister remained that o f  Patrick McGilligan: ‘People m ay have to 
die in the country, and die through starvation.’ ‘Independence’ had 
its price (Foster, 1988, pp. 519-520).

THE GROWING ROLE OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

For Powell the m ost significant feature o f  the new Free State was its 

overwhelm ingly Catholic confessional nature “this fact was not lost on
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either the nationalist politicians or the Catholic hierarchy” (Powell, 1992, p. 

161). In Powell’s view “The consensus between Church and State in Irish 

social policy-making from the outset has to a large extent devolved on the 

regulation of family life” (Powell, 1992, p. 161). During the following 

decade this consensus would generate legislation on censorship of books 

and films. In addition “The censorship Act 1929, made it illegal to advocate 

the use of contraceptives. However, in a relatively uninitiated society as far 

as birth control was concerned, it was not thought necessary to outlaw the 

importation and sale o f contraceptives” (Powell, 1992, p. 162).

Foster views the influence of the Catholic Church on the new state as part of

a process of Ireland asserting its separate identity and differentiating itself

from its nearest neighbour (1988, pp. 533-534). He takes the view that the

new state was “in a very real sense confessional” (1988, p. 534).

The Church made its line clear on social policy. It had been flintily 
against state initiatives in educational and welfare policies under 
the Westminster regime; and it was no more prepared to see 
central power aggrandized now (Foster, 1988, p. 543).

The idea o f an emerging church state consensus in many key areas also 

seems to be supported by Foster (1988, pp. 534-535).

The focus on the regulation o f personal morality and family life also 

included a ban on divorce which came into force in 1925, seen as against the 

majority view “of people in this country regarding the bond o f marriage as a 

sacramental bond which is incapable o f being dissolved” (Cosgrove, 

President of the Executive Council'^, Dail Debates, 1925, quoted by Powell, 

1992, pp. 161-162, see also Foster, 1988, p. 522).

Powell states: “The welfare of single mothers revealed a particularly 

patriarchal dimension in the deliberations of the Commission on the R elief o f

T his w as the title o f  the head o f  governm ent under the Free State C onstitution which  
rem ained in force until the enactm ent o f  a new  constitution in 1937.
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the Sick and Destitute P oor' (1992, p. 179), which reported in 1927; “in 

dealing with the problem of accommodation for unmarried mothers it must 

be recognised that there were two classes to be provided for, namely (1) 

those who may be amenable to reform and (2) those who for one reason or 

another are regarded as less hopeful cases” (quoted by Powell from the 

Commission Report, 1992, p. 179). In light o f the forgoing analysis, as 

Powell shows, (1992, p. 180), the Commission was to recommend “separate 

modes of treatment intended to differentiate “first offenders” from “less 

hopeful cases”” (1992, p. 180).

Regarding the economic situation that the new Irish state found itself in, 

Powell states that Ireland “was a poor agricultural country cut off from its 

industrial heartland in the northeast by partition. Political independence did 

not imply economic independence” (Powell, 1992, p. 157). Between 1921- 

1925 147,000 people emigrated despite which unemployment remained very 

high (Powell, 1992, p. 166).

Some slum clearance did take place. In Powell’s view it was wholly 

inadequate given the scale o f the problem, particularly in Dublin. Powell 

asserts that Ireland had the worst housing in either Britain or Ireland, in the 

period prior to independence (Powell, 1992, pp. 123-124).

Some public works schemes were undertaken, which Powell considers were 

“modestly beneficial to the unemployed” (1992, p. 168). The most 

important public investment project o f this early period was the Shannon 

Hydro-electric Scheme. This project employed 4,000 men over several years 

providing some relief from unemployment (Powell, 1992, p. 168).

In 1927 The Commission on the Relief o f  the sick and Destitute Poor was 

established. The outdoor relief system under the old poor law was changed 

into the Home Assistance Scheme. Powell considers this to have been little
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more than an exercise in administrative housekeeping which resuhed in no 

significant changes in the operation o f  the system. All the old stigma o f  the 

discretionary poor law system remained. W hile the Boards o f  Guardians 

were done away with, this also was merely an administrative reorganisation 

bringing health and welfare under the control o f  the local authorities. One o f 

the key early concerns o f  the new administration was to gain full control o f 

local government, which was seen as being open to corruption and 

cronyism. W orkhouses were re-designated County Homes but equally little 

changed. According to Powell this was a purely administrative exercise 

which involved to substantive changes to these services (Powell, 1992, p. 

176).

According to Powell despite some relief works the austere and unyielding 

aspect remained to the fore throughout the first decade o f  independence. No 

legislation o f  any significance was to emerge in the social policy field:

Independence had not brought about a social revolution in Ireland.
On the contrary the political gains achieved prior to
decolonisation in the context o f the growing labour ferment in the
United Kingdom were eroded (Powell, 1992, p. 186).

There seems a broad consensus amongst all the sources touched on, that in 

the social policy area the first Irish administrations were harsh and 

unyielding seeking primarily to save money or avoid new expenditure in 

this area o f  policy. Furthermore, what developm ents their did occur were 

strongly influenced by the growing power o f  the Catholic Church and the 

emerging consensus o f church and state regarding the need to protect family 

life and personal morality. Thus, the progressive agenda o f  the British era 

had been reversed as Ireland was cut adrift from these forces o f  change.
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SELF-SUFFICIENCY AND SOCIAL POLICY 

1932-1948

After a decade in power Cum ann na nG aedheal"  lost power in 1932.

Eamonn de V alera’s Fianna F ail'^cam e to power with the support o f  the

Labour Party (Powell, 1992, p. 184). In Pow ell’s view:

His [De V alera’s] austere nationalism and pious Catholicism, 
coupled with a bucolic view o f  Irish society, did not prom ise a 
radical break with the policies o f  his predecessors—  In fact, the 
advent o f Fianna Fail to power brought the anti-colonial dimension 
in Irish nationalism to the fore, with considerable economic and 
social consequences. Self-sufficiency becam e the hallmark o f  the 
new adm inistration’s economic policy. Fianna Fail also proved less 
hostile than their predecessors to the idea o f  state intervention. The 
austerity which had curtailed public expenditure under the previous 
regime was replaced by a pragmatic approach to social reform. The 
role o f the Church was on the other hand augmented by the Fianna 
Fail Government through the introduction o f  the 1937 Constitution. 
It brought constitutional theory into line with constitutional practice 
in Ireland. The social policy implications were considerable (Powell, 
1992, pp. 193-194).

In Pow ell’s view the new governm ent was much more active than its 

predecessors (1992, p. 194). However, Powell asserts, the wider global 

depression provided a specific context within which they were to operate By 

the early 1930s depression was worldwide. The industrial world was in 

turmoil following the 1929 crash (Powell, 1992, p. 194). W hile Powell takes 

the view that the 1930s depression did not affect Irish unemployment rates 

in the same m anner as “more developed industrial societies” it did result in 

the retention o f  more workers in Ireland as the outlets o f emigration were 

cut o ff (1992, p. 197). The numbers o f  the unemployed grew to very serious 

levels going from 29,000 in 1931 to 128,000 in 1934 (Powell, 1992, p. 197).

" T his w as the nam e taken by that section  o f  the nationalist m ovem ent w hich reached a 
treaty settlem ent w ith the British in 1921. T he m ovem ent as a w h o le  had been called  Sinn  
Fein but had splinted over  the settlem ent precipitating a short but brutal c iv il war.
'■ T his w as a party form ed in 1926 from elem en ts w ho had opp osed  the treaty settlem ent 
and had fought on the anti-treaty side in the c iv il war.
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According to Powell, some sought to organise the unemployed and imitate 

the activities o f organised labour in Britain with marches and protests to 

highlight the severe hardship o f the unemployed and their families (1992, 

pp. 197-199).

Powell asserts that existing systems o f  social provision were unable to cope 

with the consequences o f  prolonged mass unemployment (1992, p. 199). 

Powell takes the view that Unemployment Insurance was unsuitable in 

dealing with the problem; firstly it had limited coverage in the population, 

secondly, only those with a contribution record could obtain it, and finally it 

was only available for 26 weeks in the year (1992, p. 199). In Pow ell’s 

view, the Home Assistance Scheme, because o f  its associations with the 

poor law was an unsatisfactory alternative (1992, pp. 199-200).

In the face o f  the growing protests and increasing unemployment, the 

government introduced a system o f  Unemployment Assistance. It was the 

first income support provision ever instituted by a native government. The 

salient features o f  the new scheme, in Powell’s view, was the move away 

from local to national control o f social policy, administrative rather than 

political control, and finally the effort to see “how wages and social policies 

might be co-ordinated” (Powell, 1992, p. 200). Powell distinguishes two 

broad categories which the new system catered for, “there were the 

unemployed in the literal sense o f the word who were not entitled to claim 

Unemployment Insurance Benefit. Second, there were self-em ployed 

persons and agricultural workers, many o f  which were smallholders in the 

deprived “congested” areas o f the country” (Powell 1992, p. 201).

Other noteworthy pieces o f  legislation included the W idows and Orphans 

Pension Act (1935. This Act provided a non-contributory pension for those 

not covered under social insurance provisions. C hildren’s allowances were 

introduced in 1944 and were provided on a universal non-means tested
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bases. According to Powell this provision was influenced by D eV alera’s 

concern at the problem  o f  population decline (Powell, 1992, p. 223). Lee 

takes the view that while “this was one o f  the few battles that the forces o f 

resistance lo s f’ it still provides “eloquent coiToborative testim ony to the 

difficulty o f actually getting anything done in the type o f  regime that had 

emerged after two decades o f  independence” (Lee, 1989, p. 277).

The field o f  housing was another area which saw m ajor developm ent in this 

period (Powell, 1992, pp. 216-217); 17,000 new houses were built each year 

during the first decade o f  Fianna Fail rule, with 82,000 buih by 1942 

(Powell, 1992, p. 218). Despite the scale o f  output, Powell asserts the 

requirements for new housing far outstripped provision (1992, p. 218).

Powell also sees another dimension to social policy developm ent during this 

period, one placing De Valera and his administration very much in 

conform ity with the church state consensus put in place by their 

predecessors. Powell highlights the Conditions o f  Employment Act (1934) 

as a direct product o f  this consensus. The legislation sought to restrict 

w om en’s right to work in certain industries. For Powell this is a further 

example o f  the new states’ desire to restrict the rights o f  women and to 

confine them ever more closely to the sphere o f  home and family. This 

coupled with the earlier efforts o f  the 1927 Poor Law Com m ission to 

incarcerate and stigm atise those women who had children outside marriage, 

along with the denial o f  the right to divorce and the draconian censorship 

laws, all represented further evidence o f  “the consensus between Church 

and State in Irish social policy-m aking” regarding the regulation o f fam ily 

life (Powell, 1992, p. 161).

However, for Powell it was to be the enactment o f  the 1937 Constitution 

which would represent the high point o f  this approach to Irish social policy 

during this period. W hat are term ed the “directive principles o f  social

81



policy” enshrined in articles 41-45 o f the Constitution represent for Powell

the apogee o f this trend in social policy during the early decades o f

independence. Powell attaches particular significance to the provisions o f

the constitution regarding the rights and prim acy o f  the family, the role o f

women and the provisions on private property. He sees these as constraining

measures preventing policy development:

the constitution has severely circumscribed both the state’s right to 
ensure compulsory attendance at school by children between the 
ages o f  six and fourteen or to direct school activity. Once again 
Catholic social teaching had put Irish social policy at odds with 
m odernity” (Powell, 1990, p.222, Foster, 1988, p. 537).

To summarise Pow ell’s view on this period, we m ay say that social policy 

had two dimensions, one represented by not inconsiderable legislative 

innovations, Unemployment Assistance, Children’s Allowances, W idows 

and Orphans’ Pensions, along with significant achievements in housing, all 

o f  which are seen as marred by the desire to institute Catholic perspectives 

regarding social policy, w om en’s rights and public and private morality. The 

enactment o f  the 1937 constitution is central to this reading o f  the period. 

For Powell there was an effort to enshrine Patriarchal values by 

Constitutional and legislative means (Powell, 1992, pp. 220-224). Thus, in 

Powell’s view, we have the enactment o f  some progressive social measures 

wedded to a deeply conservative and explicitly Catholic stance on key 

aspects o f social policy. Central to the latter approach was the effort to 

restrict w om en’s freedom to take up paid employment while lauding the 

home as their rightful sphere (Powell, 1992, pp. 222-223).

WELFARE AND CATHOLIC POWER 

1948-1958

Our attention now turns to the era which has loomed largest in shaping 

perceptions o f the nature o f  Irish social policy, and to the specific health and
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welfare reform program mes which were to generate such controversy and to 

cast such a long shadow over social policy in Ireland.

Powell contends, that with the emergence o f  a “m odestly reform ist approach 

to social issues” (Powell, 1992, p. 231), under the auspices o f  a coalition 

government, which he asserts, contained left-wing elements: “W elfare was 

to provide the arena for the assertion o f  Catholic power over the State” and 

the first, and most notorious clash between Church and State (Powell, 1992, 

p. 231).

Lyons seems to support the view that a desire for the developm ent o f  social

provision was growing, and, furthennore, that this desire was, in the main,

driven by the perception o f  the growing disparity with services then

emerging in Britain:

There was m ounting dissatisfaction with the existing services, partly 
because, as we shall see in a moment, they had been dem onstrably 
inadequate ever since independence and in some o f  their most 
important aspects were still associated in the popular mind with the 
hated Poor Law; partly because the middle classes, driven by 
inflationary pressures to use such facilities as were provided, were 
now learning for the first time what the poor had to put up with and 
were becom ing correspondingly vociferous in their criticisms; but 
most o f all, no doubt because the welfare state then being established 
in Britain cast a long shadow across the Irish sea (Lyons, 1973, p. 
660).

Lyons further states:

No single generalisation is possible, except perhaps to stress the 
importance o f  the Second W orld W ar as a watershed. Up to 1939, 
indeed even up to 1945, the provision o f health services for people 
who could not afford to pay for private treatment changed little 
either in scope or in character, from what it had been in the last years 
o f British m le. It was scanty, old-fashioned and frequently 
humiliating to those whose poverty left them with no other 
alternative (Lyons, 1973, p. 661.
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‘i n  the post-war years as De Valera’s first period in office drew to a close

the idea o f the Welfare State had gained popular currency” (Powell, 1992, p.

231). According to Powell it was the desire for reform expressed by the new

coalition which would bring it into confiict with the Catholic Church

(Powell, 1992, p. 231). Lyons postulates the growing significance of

integralist thinking within Catholicism as an important determiner o f the

lines along which the conflict would proceed (Lyons, 1973, p. 574).

The storm had been brewing for some time. During the war years 
and immediately thereafter the vast and complex issue raised by the 
necessity to improve heahh and welfare services in the twenty six 
counties had been widely discussed (Lyons, 1973, p. 574).

According to Lyons, the ground work had already been undertaken by the 

last Fianna Fail administration with the setting up o f two new Departments 

o f Health and Social Welfare in 1947 (1973, p. 574). While he considered 

the refonns “modest enough compared with what Britain and Northern 

Ireland were just then being equipped, were far-reaching enough to cause 

intense alann in conservative circles and to bring about a clash between the 

government and its critics” (Lyons, 1973, p. 574).

The papal encyclical o f Pope Pius XI Qiiadragesimo Anno and its

precursor Renim Novanim  (1891) by Leo XIII, were, according to Lyons,

given particular weight by Catholic writers (Lyons, 1973, pp. 574-575).

Both encyclicals were devoted to mitigating, or removing, the evils 
alike o f unregulated capitalism and o f excessive state intervention. 
Thus, not only did they seek instead to promote the fonnation of 
vocational groups but they also attached particular importance to the 
‘natural unit’ of the family. In consequence they were deeply 
opposed to any contemporary trends which could be interpreted as 
transferring responsibility for the health and welfare o f children from 
their parents to an impersonal and external authority (Lyons, 1973, 
p. 575).

'■’ L iterally ‘in the fortieth y ear’ after Renim Novanim
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Another factor in the “severity of the clash”, according to Lyons, was the 

“excessively paternalist tendency” o f government in this period (Lyons, 

1973, p. 575). In particular the summary dismissal o f two documents 

{Report o f  the Commission on Vocational Organisation and the Social 

Security Plan o f Bishop John Dignan), which in Lyons’ view represented 

the efforts o f “the forces o f vocationalism” to lead “a cmsade against the 

bastions o f bureaucracy” (Lyons, 1973, p. 575). The tenor o f Catholic 

thinking at the time was that: “The State has a right to intervene only in a 

subsidiary capacity, to supplement, not to supplant” (Lyons, 1973, p. 577).

Powell also concurs with this view asserting that Catholic social policy 

viewed the State as a negative force to be kept at bay, and prevented from 

encroaching on areas o f human life seen as lying outside its competence 

(Powell, 1992, pp. 231-232). He also stresses the important impetus given 

by the publication o f Quadregesimo Ano (1931). Powell claims that it was 

in this document that the concept o f subsidiarity was to receive its clearest 

delineation: “ It is an injustice, a grave evil and a disturbance o f right order, 

for a larger and higher association to arrogate to itself functions which can 

be performed efficiently by smaller and lower societies” {Qitadragesimo 

Ano, quoted by Powell, 1992, p.232). Powell contends that the principle of 

subsidiarity, as annunciated in the encyclical, played a critical role in the 

ensuing conflict over medical services (Powell, 1992, p. 232). To 

demonstrate the importance and currency of this principle and allied 

concerns regarding growing state power, Powell highlights several examples 

o f clerical attacks on the concept o f a welfare state specifically, and 

overweening state power generally (1992, pp. 232-236). Powell directly 

links the notion o f subsidiarity with the emergence of coiporatist ideology in 

the 1930s, and its embodiment in the Fascist regimes o f Italy and Germany 

(1992, p. 233). He finds the implications for social policy clear, “The State 

should not assume responsibility for social service provision if help could be
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alternatively provided through individual initiative, family assistance or 

voluntary associations” (Powell, 1992, p. 233).

Powell also refers to the Vocational Commission and the Dignan documents 

as seminal in this debate: “A demand for the adoption o f vocational 

organisational principles in Ireland was expressed in two important social 

documents published in the 1940s” (Powell, 1992, p. 238). Both documents, 

one with an Episcopal author, the other chaired by a prominent member of 

the hierarchy and with strong clerical input, demonstrate for Powell the 

extent o f “clerical influence over the policy-making process” (1992, p. 238). 

The first was the Report on Vocational Organisation, the second, Social 

Security: Outline o f  a Scheme o f  National Health Insurance. The 

Commission on Vocational Organisation had a very wide scope, its final 

report was sharply critical o f what it termed the “bureaucratic principles” 

underpinning government in Ireland. As an alternative, the Commission 

Report advocated the establishment o f a National Vocational Assembly 

representing a range of vocational interests, and forming the top rung o f a 

network o f local vocational bodies (Powell, 1992, p. 239). Powell asserts 

that the document represented a blueprint for the complete reorganisation of 

Irish society along vocational lines, he further states: “It is difficult to see 

how democratic institutions could co-exist alongside vocational bodies 

without one or the other being ultimately neutralised. The Left was 

convinced that vocationalism in essence meant a Corporate State” (Powell, 

1992, p. 239).

The second document to advocate a vocationalist approach in the social 

policy area was the work o f Dr Dignan, Bishop of Clonfert, who had been 

Chairman o f the National Health Insurance Society since 1936. The Dignan 

document advocated the provision o f improved health and social services.

'■* V o c a tio n a lis m  as d istin ct from  co rp oratism  w a s g en era lly  u tilised  in th e  Irish d eb a te  on  
th is  to p ic .
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and in Pow ell’s view despite some critical comments on the British 

proposals “echoed m any o f Beveridge’s recom m endations” (Powell, 1992, 

p. 241), (Powell, 1992, p. 240). As Powell sees it, one vital feature separated 

the proposals o f  Beveridge and Dignan, while those o f  Beveridge would 

significantly enhance governm ent’s role in social provision (Powell, 1992, 

p. 241), D ignan’s plan explicitly sought its restriction; instead giving 

increased powers to the National Health Insurance Society, viewed as a 

vocationalist entity in embryo. In Pow ell’s view, despite the inclusion o f a 

new M inister for Social Services, the effect o f the Dignan reforms would 

have been to restrict ministerial and governmental control over a set o f 

significantly enhanced sei'vices (Powell, 1992, pp. 242-243). This document 

no less than the Com m ission report was summ arily dismissed by 

government. Dignan was shortly after replaced as chair o f  the Insurance 

Society when the position came up for renewal; the post was a ministerial 

appointment (Powell, 1992, p. 243).

Pow ell’s interpretation o f the importance o f  the two documents is somewhat 

different to that o f  Lyons, since Lyons asserts that the summ ary dismissal o f 

the documents by governm ent was representative o f  a paternalistic tendency 

in government. Rather than, as Powell claims, demonstrative o f  the 

“strength o f clerical influence in the policy m aking process” (Powell, 1992, 

p. 238).

SOCIAL SECURITY

W idening the scope o f  social security provision had been under 

consideration for some time and had been one o f the priorities o f the newly ' 

created Department o f  Social W elfare, established in 1947 (Powell, 1992, p. 

244). The new inter-party administration took up the issue, proposing the 

extension o f  com pulsory insurance cover to all those over 16 years, and 

working under a contract o f  employment. A pension for men over 65 and
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women over 60 was also proposed (Powell, 1992, p. 244). However, with 

the change o f  government in 1951 it fell to the new Fianna Fail 

administration to implement change in this area. The new provisions, when 

enacted as the 1952 Social W elfare Act, were much more modest in scope, 

gone were the pension proposals. New insurance cover would also extend to 

manual workers earning under £600 per annum (Powell, 1992, p. 245).

Powell concludes by asserting: “W hile Catholic power had failed to shape 

social security along vocationalist lines it was conspicuously more 

successful at influencing policy-making in the health sphere- albeit in an 

essentially negative way” (Powell, 1992, p. 245).

THE MOTHER AND CHILD SCHEME

M ajor concerns about public health and hygiene arose during the war. The 

inspections imposed by the British authorities on those going to work in 

Britain showed the extent o f  the problems (Powell, 1992, p. 245-246 also 

Lee, 1989, p. 314). In addition to a high incidence o f  lice infestation and 

typhus, gastro-enteritis and other childhood illnesses related to poor health, 

nutrition and hygiene, according to Powell, were widespread. He also details 

the level o f  concern regarding maternal as well as infant health and 

mortality. Levels o f m ortality were well in excess o f  international 

comparators (Powell, 1992, p. 246). Powell claims that draconian powers o f 

detention were to be conferred on the public health authorities under the 

Public Health Bill (1945) in order to get to grips with the problem. He also 

highlights critics who saw the measures as too harsh and restrictive o f  civil 

liberties, and in consequence ultim ately unlikely to achieve their goal. 

Resulting in stead in stigmatising those subjected to the provisions o f  the 

intended legislation (Powell, 1992, pp. 246-247).



It was also intended as part o f  the same program m e to provide new services 

to meet the m aternity and child health needs o f  mothers and their children 

up to the age o f  16. The program me envisaged an element o f  education in 

matters o f  personal care and infant health (Powell, 1992, p. 248). It was this 

dimension o f  “education” particularly as it concerned family life, which 

Powell asserts was an area “where the Catholic Church regarded itself as the 

sole arbiter o f  moral behaviour” . The prospect o f state involvement in this 

vital area, in Pow ell’s view, precipitated the conflict (Powell, 1992, p. 147). 

Powell sees an irony in the failure o f the Church to object to the earlier 

proposals under the Health Bill (1945) and the Bill o f  1947 which was little 

amended. Rather it was the question o f m aternal education regarding health 

which would provoke concern (Powell, 1992, p. 248). The sole concern with 

the earlier Bills had been that o f  A rchbishop John Charles M cQuaid, a 

prime mover in the later controversy. He objected to compulsory school 

medical inspections (Powell, 1992, p. 248).

In Pow ell’s view (1992, p. 250) Dr James Me Polin, Medical Officer'^ o f 

Health in Limerick was the critical actor. In Pow ell’s view it was he who 

linked the concerns o f  the medical profession, regarding the growing power 

and dominance o f  the Department o f  Health, with Catholic Church concerns 

about state dom inance and state interference in the arena o f  family life and 

sexual morality. In this way two powerful interested were joined against the 

government.

At this tim e a W hite Paper was also launched, it envisaged the possibility o f

further, incremental developm ents in the health area to follow from the

“M other and Child Scheme” (Powell, 1992, p. 251:

In Dr Me Polin’s view it was a sinister development. He declared, 
“the whole health services plan thus appears well designed to 
weaken the independence o f the medical profession and the family 
and the personal self-reliance o f the citizen and thus ‘condition’

An appointm ent w ithin the State dispensary system .
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everything towards the socialist state (Me Polin quoted by Powell, 
1992, p. 251).

Thus Dr Me Polin had already set the stage for later conflict before the new 

inter-party goveiTiment came to power. The new M inister was appointed on 

his first day as a TD, (M em ber o f  Parliament). In Pow ell’s view he “brought 

youth, vitality and a burning sense o f  comm itm ent to socialised medicine” 

to the job. Furthermore he states; “ Dr Brown has since come to be widely 

regarded as Ireland’s most dedicated socialist since Connolly and Larkin” 

(Powell, 1992, p. 252). The new M inister took to his task with great energy 

and com m itm ent providing the impetus for a major hospital building 

program m e as well as services targeted at the eradication o f  TB which 

remained a major killer disease in Ireland (Powell, 1992, pp. 253-254).

Brown brought equal energy to the shaping o f a specific scheme for the 

health o f  m others and children. The scheme proposed by Brown was to be 

free to the patient, without a means test and funded by central government 

(Powell, 1992, p. 255). W hile Dr Me Polin had provided the catholic 

underpinnings utilised in the debate the w ider medical profession saw the 

provision o f  non-means tested health services as a direct threat to their 

income (Powell, 1992, p. 251). Powell asserts that it was “the provision o f 

Free Medical Treatment to non-necessitous persons” to which the medical 

profession objected (Powell, 1992, p. 255).

From the perspective o f the Catholic Hierarchy, Powell asserts, the 

provision o f  such services by the State laid open the possibility that “doctors 

trained in institutions in which we have no confidence may be appointed as 

Medical Officers” offering advice to “wom en in gynaecological matters” 

(Powell, p. 257). In Powell’s view, this opposition could call directly on the 

subsidiarity principle as annunciated by Pius XI (Powell, 1992, p. 257). 

Thus the matter was sealed. Bishop Staunton wrote to the Taoiseach on 

behalf o f  the Hierarchy:
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The powers taken by the State in the proposed M other and Child 
service are in direct opposition to the rights o f the family and o f  the 
individual and are liable to very great abuse. Their character is such 
that no assurance that they would be used in m oderation could 
justify  their enactment. If adopted in law they would constitute a 
ready-made instrument for future totalitarian aggression.

The M inister for Health presented with the extent o f  Church opposition was 

advised by the Taoiseach to adjust aspects o f the scheme, specifically the 

abandonment o f  its universalist provisions, by the introduction o f  a means 

test (Powell, 1992, p. 258). Brown rejected this compromise and resigned 

from governm ent (Powell, 1992, pp. 258-259). The legislation was 

withdrawn, with the governm ent subsequently falling from power on an 

unrelated matter. B row n’s parting act was to put the matter into the public 

arena by releasing the correspondence from the various parties to the 

controversy.

The m anner o f  the resolution is considered by Lyons to have resulted in

serious consequences;

It had been resolved, apparently, by the abject capitulation o f  the 
secular to the spiritual power. The Irish Times, pointing out the 
disastrous effect that this example o f  ecclesiastical intervention 
would have upon the movem ent to end partition, concluding bitterly 
that ‘the Roman Catholic Church would seem to be the effective 
governm ent o f  this country’. But what was, and still is, alarming 
about the crisis was that it demonstrated the extreme difficulty in a 
catholic country o f  drawing the line between morals and politics -  
the difficulty, if one follows the affair to its logical conclusion, o f 
reconciling parliam entary democracy with ecclesiastical authority 
(Lyons, 1973, p. 578).

Powell takes an even stronger line quoting with approval the view that 

Ireland was “a backward, prem odem, traditional society that changed, if  at 

all, at a glacial pace” (Shade, quoted by Powell, p. 260). In reality, despite 

this apparent victory Powell asserts that it was against the trend o f  the times: 

“the interventionist tendency in government policy represented an incoming 

tide in both social and economic policy. The Catholic Church had failed to
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impose a vocationalist political system on Ireland. Vocationalism was now a 

discredited ideology following the fall o f Mussolini and Hitler” (Powell, 

1992, pp. 160-161).

MODERNISATION AND CITIZENSHIP 

1958-1990

In keeping with a widely-accepted periodisation (Lyons, 1973, pp. 628-634,

Foster, 1988, pp. 569-596, Lee, 1989, pp. 329-409), Powell asserts that the

1950s represented a crisis and a watershed in post-independence Ireland, as

it faced mounting unemployment and despair. It was the publication of

Economic Development in 1958 which, for Powell, as for others,

represented the point of transition. In social policy tenns, in Powell’s view,

this period was to encompass the effort to situate Ireland within the modern

discourse o f citizenship and rights (Powell, 1992, pp. 269-271);

Ireland, always politically cautious and socially conservative, was 
inevitably (if belatedly) drawn into the post-war consensus through 
the adoption of a development strategy.

Economic development proved to be the midwife o f social change. 
Development predicated on modernisation presaged a more secular 
society. Modernity did not however necessarily mean a more 
equal society despite the carefully orchestrated promise that ‘a rising 
tide would lift all boats’'  ̂ (Powell, 1992, p. 275).

During the 1950s the economic situation in the country deteriorated 

significantly: “emigration accelerated to its highest levels since the 1870s. 

In excess o f 400,000 left the country” (Powell, 1992, p. 276). Powell asserts 

that out o f the gloom and ‘despair’ o f this period emerged a complete 

rethink o f economic policy. The ‘modernisation’ phase began with the 

publication o f Economic Development (Powell, 1992, p. 275). According to 

Powell, Economic Development utilised Keynesian theories and advocated

T his phrase is usually attributed to Sean L em ass, T aoiseach , 195 9 -1 9 6 6 , v iew ed  as the 
c h ie f  political architect o f  the econ om ic transform ation in the post 1958 period (P ow ell, 
1992, p. 275).
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inward investment as a means to economic developm ent (Powell, 1992, pp. 

278-279). Trade barriers were to be lowered and tax incentives were to be 

offered to any foreign industries willing to locate in Ireland. The initial 

focus o f  this m odernisation process was, according to Powell, the productive 

sector, with social and non-productive spending consequently restricted 

(Powell, 1992, p. 276).

DEVELOPMENTS IN EDUCA TION

However, despite these efforts to constrain social expenditures in the 

interests o f economic developm ent and productivity, it seemed that social 

expenditure was itse lf to become a critical component in change. This was 

particularly true with regard to education.

According to Lyons, little had changed in the denominational system o f 

education bequeathed by the British, during the previous forty years o f  

independent rule (Lyons, 1973, p. 645). It was the efforts o f  modernisation 

which finally gave the impetus to change. Thus, only as modernisation took 

hold did it becom e clear how critical education would be to the whole 

project.

Powell seems largely to concur with the Lyons’ reading. He highlights the 

considerable increases in educational expenditure during the 1960s and 

1970s, jum ping from 3.45% o f  GNP to 6.29%  by the early 1970s (Powell, 

1992, p. 283). The most crucial change here was the introduction of free 

second level education in 1967 (Powell, 1992, p. 282). This was a highly 

significant change both practically and psychologically. Education was now 

seen as vital to the future economic developm ent o f the country. Two new 

avenues to third level education were also opened up with the setting up o f  

the R.T.Cs (Regional Technical Colleges) and the NIHE (National Institute 

o f  Higher Education, technical Universities), in Limerick and Dublin
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(Powell, 1992, p. 283). Both new institutional stm ctures were intended to 

deliver a more technically and scientifically literate workforce for the new 

industries (Powell, 1992, p. 283).

Powell’s assessment o f the end product o f  this transform ation is at best 

mixed. In tem is o f  an overall transform ation strategy m uch has been 

achieved. However, Powell considers, these achievements have been 

inequitably distributed (Powell, 1992, pp. 286-287). He asserts that research 

has been particularly critical regarding the issue o f  unequal access to 

education. Indeed, in many ways the developm ent o f the system has acted to 

underwrite established class positions. He draws particular attention to the 

expenditure gulf between first and third level education, and the extent to 

which third level remains the preserve o f  the middle classes (Powell, 1992, 

pp. 287-288).

POVERTY AND THE UNDERCLASS

During the 1970s and 1980s, Powell asserts, Ireland, in line with

contem porary international trends, was to “rediscover” poverty, as it became

increasingly clear that, despite economic growth, significant numbers

remained excluded (Powell, 1992, p. 289-291). He identifies the

unemployed, lone parent households and wom en as particularly vulnerable

to poverty (Powell, 1992, p. 292). He also highlights the plight o f  the

Traveller Community, an especially deprived and marginalized group in

Irish society (Powell, 1992, p. 292). He points to research claim s asserting

that as many as one third o f  the Irish population live in poverty:

The exclusion o f the underclass from the privileged status o f  the 
majority constitutes the most disturbing paradox o f  the W elfare 
State. It has managed to produce security for the m ajority at the 
expense o f the minority despite considerable improvements in the 
quality o f  income maintenance provision (Powell. 1992, pp. 296- 
297).
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Powell details the improvements in income maintenance to which he refers;

The most significant refonn o f the social welfare system during this 
period was the Supplementary Welfare Allowance Act 1975. Income 
maintenance payments had been set at subsistence levels up to the 
mid-1960s ensuring the continuation o f the Poor Law philosophy. 
Modernisation broke with this philosophy and the real value of 
benefits doubled between 1966-1985. The 1975 Act symbolised the 
emergence o f a more humane approach (Powell, 1992, pp. 297-298).

The 1939 Public Assistance Act, which the new legislation replaced, had 

been a direct descendent o f the old Poor Law system o f outdoor relief 

(Powell, 1992, p. 298). In Powell’s view, however, despite ministerial 

claims to “restore dignity to people who are stripped o f dignity” (Frank 

Cluskey, Minister for Social Welfare, quoted by Powell, 1992, p. 298), 

poverty remained widespread.

Powell details the work o f The Commission on Social Welfare (1986) which 

he claims recommended a system o f basic income as well as a general 

overhaul o f the social welfare system (Powell, 1992, pp. 298-299). 

According to Powell, the actions o f government, subsequent to the 

Commission, have run counter to its recommendations. He highlights 

increased fraud measures and job search schemes “which has some o f the 

hallmarks o f the American workfare schemes” as symptomatic o f an 

ambiguity with regard to the rights o f social welfare recipients as citizens 

(Powell, 1992, p. 299). In Powell’s view “these measures reflect public 

ambivalence towards the claimant. Ultimately public opinion is the decisive 

factor in the fonnulation o f income maintenance policy” (Powell, 1992, p. 

299).

HOME OWNERSHIP AND POSSESSIVE INDIVIDUALISM

Powell identifies the whole area o f home ownership as an arena where 

possessive individualism has become the dominant philosophy in modern
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Irish society (Powell, 1992, p. 300). He considers the exceptionally high 

rates o f  home ownership as fundamental to understanding the dynamics o f 

housing policy. For Powell, the Irish “until recent years were 

predom inantly peasant proprietors who tend to value ownership rights more 

highly than largely urbanised societies” (Powell, 1992, p. 301). He further 

attributes the predom inance o f owner occupation to the “small manageable 

population” , an additional factor is “politically predom inantly right-wing 

and therefore strongly orientated towards proprietorial values” (Powell, 

1992, p. 301). Powell asserts that the dominance o f  the owner-occupied 

sector has resulted in a constant selling o ff o f  local authority housing into 

the private sector, a policy, which he concedes, is hugely popular with many 

sections o f  the electorate. In Pow ell’s view it has given rise to an 

increasingly ghettoised and marginalized public housing sector which 

cannot be sold off, coupled with a weak and residual private rented sector 

(Powell, 1992, pp. 302-303).

Powell focuses particularly on hom elessness as symptomatic o f  this wider
17problem, a consequence o f what he terms ‘possessive individualism ’

(Powell, 1992, p. 303) He sees homelessness as a growing problem  for

which the present housing system has little response (Powell, 1992, pp. 303-

306). He sees youth hom elessness as a particular instance o f  the m anner in

which the most marginal lose out in a system geared to the interests and the

welfare o f  the majority:

In a society where the m ajority are preoccupied with home- 
ownership it is likely the possessive individualism will continue to 
submerge a m ore humanistic housing policy which would m eet the 
needs o f the homeless minority. The success o f  Irish housing policy 
has been to satisfy the m ajority at the expense o f  the underprivileged 
restricting the quality o f  their citizenship (Powell, 1992, p. 306).

Pow ell fa ils  to offer  any explanation o f  this term, but as he relates it to the em ergen ce o f  
sim ilar p o lic ie s  in the Britain o f  the 1980s it m ay be taken that he is im ply in g  the 
em ergen ce o f  neo-liberal ideas within an Irish socia l p o licy  arena.
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HEALTH SERVICES

Despite the controversy over the M other and Child issue some changes were 

effected in public health provision. The new Fianna Fail administration 

which had taken power in 1951 brought forward health reforms in the 1953 

Health Act, “albeit”, as Powell asserts, “in a severely curtailed form” 

(Powell, 1992, p. 261). Lyons highlights the growing involvem ent o f  central 

governm ent as fundamental to change (Lyons, 1973, p. 662). Greater central 

control, the rationalisation o f  local control into fewer structures, and 

increased funding in absolute terms, are all characteristic o f  the changes 

which took place during the 1950s and 1960s, according to Lyons (1973, pp. 

661-663).

“ If we now turn to ask what sort o f benefits did all this expenditure confer 

upon the citizen we shall find the key to the answer in what are nowadays 

called the General Medical Services, but which are in reality the m odem  

version o f  the old dispensary system” (p. 663.

Eligibility for the services was detennined by means test, some 30 % o f  the 

population thus qualifying for services (Lyons, 1973, p. 663). In addition, 

according to Lyons, some 80 to 90 percent o f  the rem ainder could avail o f  

low-cost hospital and other services (Lyons, 1973, p. 663). “The benefits 

thus available to these large classes o f  the population were considerable -  

considerable, at least in relation to the Irish past if  not in relation to what the 

contem porary world outside had to offer” (Lyons, 1973, p. 664). However, 

as he noted: “generations o f  parsim ony and indifference could not be 

whipped out overnight (Lyons, 1973p. 664).

In his assessment o f  fiature prospects Lyons takes the view that despite

a governm ent still, in this sphere at least, apparently wedded to a 
tradition o f  laissez-faire, backed by a medical profession which, as in 
many other parts o f the world, sees in the means test an essential 
instrument for the preservation o f  private practice and a differential

97



fee-stm cture... Nevertheless, the tide appears to be flowing 
irresistibly in the direction o f  ‘socialised’ m edicine (Lyons, 1973, p. 
666).

He highlights the renewed pressure for refonn in the 1960s with both major 

opposition parties advocating a system o f free medical care for most o f  the 

population. Indeed the Labour party advocated comprehensive coverage 

funded by a compulsory health insurance contribution (Lyons, 1973, pp. 

665-666).

This generally favourable and optimistic assessment o f the current nature 

and future prospect for health services is not shared by Powell who asserts 

that health reforms in the 1970s along with the cuts o f the 1980s have 

consolidated a two-tier system o f provision; a system which he asserts 

significantly disadvantages those who must access public health provision. 

He quotes in support o f  the views o f the Hierarchy’s agency on social 

welfare:

public patients experience considerable delays for some specific 
procedures -  or even preliminary consultation. An availability o f 
access ‘som etim es’ hardly meet the criterion o f  equity. Indeed, a 
waiting list that is long enough can mean, in fact, a denial o f  care 
(Council for Social W elfare, quoted by Powell, 1990, p.309).

Powell makes reference to the setting up o f  the VHI (Voluntary Health 

Insurance) in 1957, which was established “to provide protection against the 

cost o f  private health care” (Powell, 1992, p. 308). He points out that by 

1986 it had over one million members. As he points out over one third o f 

subscription costs were met by the State via tax forgone on m em bers’ 

subscription fees (Powell, 1992, p. 308).

Those not covered by VHI fall into two categories -  the poorest one third o f 

the population qualifying for free provision under the General M edical 

Service (GM S) and the remaining one third who must pay GP fees but enjoy 

reduced hospital charges. Powell asserts the existence o f  a widespread
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acknowledgem ent o f  serious inequalities in health provision, with long 

delays and inferior provision for those wholly reliant on the public system.

Powell closes his work with a review o f  events in the 1980s when the 

m odernisation project ran into serious difficulty. According to Powell 

growing public expenditure which had sustained economic expansion 

through the world recession o f  the 1970s proved m erely to be a process o f  

putting o ff  the inevitable with a m ajor cut in public expenditure required 

during the 1980s to deal with earlier government borrowings. According to 

Powell this period o f  public sector retrenchment had a substantial impact on 

those most reliant on public spending to support their income and provide 

them with services.

THE CONTINUED ROLE OF THE CA THOLIC CHURCH

Pow ell’s account o f  the ongoing role o f  the Catholic Church during the 

modernisation phase is represented in two ways. Firstly, he asserts that 

earlier opposition to state intervention in the sphere o f  social policy has 

largely disappeared. This change in attitudes was a consequence o f  changes 

in the Church internally, brought about, according to Powell, by the Second 

Vatican Council (Pow elll992, pp. 31 1-322). Indeed Powell presents the 

Church on several occasions as representing a radical voice for those left 

behind by economic growth (Powell, 1992, pp. 294-295, 299). Secondly, 

Powell highlights the Church’s continued powerful advocacy o f  what he 

terms “Victorian social m ores” with respect to issues o f  divorce, 

contraception and gay rights (Powell, 19921, p. 312). Powell particularly 

highlights the debates during the 1980s which concerned m any o f  these 

issues. In his view, this process represents the slow emergence o f  the 

freedoms o f a liberal, pluralist and democratic society (1992, pp. 311-322). 

He concludes w ith the view that the rights o f social citizenship, which 

underpin and m ake meaningful political rights o f  free speech and
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expression, have not been fully realised in the Irish context. In his view, 

social citizenship has fallen substantially short in the context o f  a society 

increasingly driven by an individualistic ethic.

CONCLUSION

W hat can be drawn from this initial survey? Clearly there are many points 

o f  substantial agreement in all the accounts. The overarching and unifying 

theme is the dominance o f  conservative Catholicism  and its success in 

stilling Ireland’s progress toward modern welfare, which had seem ed within 

reach during the final years o f  British rule. According to this view, only 

with the rethink o f  1958 did genuine progress recommence. The progress 

made since that generally accepted watershed is considered by most as slow 

and faltering, resulting in a welfare system viewed as incomplete and 

limited in scope.

It may be useful at this point to sum up the key features. Pow ell’s 

periodisation which has been adopted here provides a key to how he 

understands Irish social policy development. The establishment o f the poor 

law is the foundational moment, providing as it did the first statutory 

provision for the poor in Ireland. During the late 19*'' century Ireland’s 

increasing integration into the mainstream  British labour m ovement, in 

Pow ell’s view, provided the basis for governm ent efforts at refonn, intended 

to limit social unrest and the appeal o f  more radical viewpoints. According 

to Powell, Ireland formed part o f  this wider British labour movement 

pressing the case for reform. Independence dealt a severe blow to these 

progressive developm ents, putting in power a conservative Catholic 

nationalist administration which sought to curtail public expenditures and 

impose a confessional code o f  both public and private morality. Powell 

considers its approach inimical to the labour movement, halting, indeed 

reversing the advances o f the British era. Thus, the general view is that the
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hallmark o f  the first decade o f  independence was one o f unrelenting 

harshness and austerity.

The other faction in the nationalist m ovem ent came to power following De 

V alera’s electoral victory in 1932. This was to bring an era o f greater 

pragm atism  regarding state intervention and social policy initiatives. 

Housing construction com m enced on a substantial scale, and several key, if  

modest, income transfer measures were enacted. However, the strongly 

Catholic ethos o f  the State, and society generally, continued to grow. For 

Powell the 1937 Constitution crystallised these features with its highly 

conservative Catholic vision o f family life and the role o f  women. However, 

it was the period o f  inter-party governm ent which, according to Powell, saw 

the high point o f  Catholic power. The M other and Child scheme in Pow ell’s 

view showed the ability o f the Catholic Church to effectively veto a m ajor 

governm ent social policy initiative. This power, while somewhat eclipsed 

during the 1960s, was still sufficiently strong up to the 1980s to allow the 

Catholic Church impose its views regarding issues o f personal morality. For 

Powell it was the new strategy o f  industrialisation, adopted in 1958 which 

returned Ireland to the mainstream, resulting in a recognisably m odem  if 

m odest welfare system. W hile Pow ell’s account provides narrative 

continuity across the entire period, the other sources cited substantially 

concur with his reading. Thus, in conclusion, it can be said that 

independence halted Ireland’s ready and progressive integration into the 

British welfare program m e which had its first fruits in the Liberal reforms o f 

the early 20*'’ century. Following this, Ireland was to experience a prolonged 

period o f  social policy stagnation punctuated briefly by the mild reform 

m easures o f  the early 1930s. Catholic pow er and dom inance was to grow 

reaching its zenith in the late 1940s. This increasingly dom inant Catholic 

ethos defeated mild reform ing efforts by the inter-party administration. Only 

with the advent o f  a strategy o f  industrialisation by ‘invitation’ did a 

renewed focus on social policy emerge. Its m odesty in provision and lim ited
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scope, however, have made for a system o f  social provision significantly 

inferior to that achieved elsewhere in more progressive European states such 

as Sweden.

In sum it m ay be concluded that the key shapers o f  social policy 

developm ent in Ireland were: the British legacy, the Catholic Church and 

the p o st-1958 process o f  modernisation. The next chapter attem pts a further 

developm ent o f  these features. Three typologies are introduced which show 

how different accounts privilege particular features o f the Irish case.
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CHAPTER THREE 

TYPOLOGIES OF IRISH SOCIAL POLICY

INTRODUCTION

Chapter One attempted to fit Ireland into the various ‘worlds o f  w elfare’. 

The outcome here was less than satisfactory, with Ireland sometimes, 

Anglo-Saxon, at others Latin or Corporatist. As O ’Donnell points out “to 

have concluded [as Castles and M itchel do] that Ireland had characteristics 

which cross-cut three worlds, while probably true, may not be very helpful 

to those who wish to classify it” (O ’Donnell, 1999, p. 78). The chapter 

concluded with the view that it was necessary to provide a more in-depth 

account o f  the Irish case since the welfare typologies seemed to offer so 

little to aid understanding. Chapter Two began this process by draw ing on a 

range o f  sources to provide a standard account o f  social policy development. 

This chapter further extends the effort to understand the Irish case through 

the use o f  typologies applied to the literature which has looked at Ireland. In 

puts forward a set o f three typologies o f  the Irish case itse lf This chapter 

will attempt to provide a set o f  typologies o f  the literature on Irish social 

policy development. The chapter concludes will a casestudy o f  the 

developm ent o f a standard income transfer scheme as it was applied in 

Ireland. It provides clear traces o f  the peasant influence even w ithin the 

territory o f  conventional welfare.

The typologies outlined in the present chapter make no claims, they are 

m erely a device for organising the literature, intended as helpful tools for 

understanding the various accounts o f  Irish Social Policy developm ent. 

There is substantial overlap between them  with several them es com m on to 

all. The prim ary distinction being the emphasis which they give to the 

different elements o f  explanation all, to varying degrees share in comm on. 

The typologies therefore function; it is hoped, prim arily to aid the effort to
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think about how Irish social policy has developed. The three typologies are 

the Proto-British, the Catholic Coiporatist and the Late M oderniser or State 

Lead M odernisation perspective. Each is examined in some details with 

critical reflections on each.

PROTO-BRITISH

The Proto-British typology is one which can encompass much o f how Irish 

social policy is generally conceived. Given Ireland’s lengthy history as a 

British colony, her participation in the Poor Law reforms o f  the 1830s as 

well as the beginnings o f  the ‘m odem ’ welfare departure o f  the early 20*'’ 

century, comparison o f the two systems seems entirely appropriate. Added 

factors such as a common labour market and a comm on currency until 1979, 

coupled with Ireland’s almost total export dependence on Britain up to the 

1960s, seem to make the case for comparison irrefutable.

W ithin the Proto-British grouping are Powell (1992) Burke (1987), already 

extensively covered in the previous chapter, as well as Coughlan (1966) 

Kaim-Caudle (1967) and Cook (1982).

Coughlan’s paper for Tuairim'** is the earliest attempt to theorise the Irish 

system. Coughlan offers a general account o f  welfare state developm ent 

which might be termed a ‘logic o f industrialisation’ model. He asserts the 

inevitability o f  welfare developm ent in the context o f  Ireland’s 

industrialisation, which he considered as at that time beginning to get 

underway. It should be made clear at the outset that Coughlin’s prime 

concern is not to account for the origin o f  the welfare state, however, but 

rather to assert the necessity o f its development. From this perspective 

welfare state development is a necessary indeed inevitable accom panim ent

Tuairim w as a socia l study group with a reform ist agenda, w h ich  operated in the 1960s  
and early 1970s. T hey produced several pam phlets on areas o f  public po licy .
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to the industrial developm ent project. For Coughlan the sole relevant 

comparator for this project was Britain (1966, pp. 19-20). Ongoing ties o f 

labour, trade and culture, coupled critically, for Coughlan, with a desire for 

the reunification o f the country, m ade com parison w ith Britain necessary 

and inevitable (Coughlan, 1966, p. 8). The North Eastern counties which 

had remained part o f  the United Kingdom at independence in 1922, had 

been substantial beneficiaries o f B ritain’s post w ar welfare effort, with their 

population enjoying substantially higher standards o f  public services and 

social security benefits than those living in the independent 26 county state. 

For Coughlan this represented a stum bling block to re-unification, and, as 

such should be a matter o f  m ajor policy concern.

W ithin a Proto-British frame the key landm ark in Irish Social Policy 

developm ent is the application to Ireland in 1838 o f the “New English Poor 

Law” (Burke, 1987, p. 283). From that point onward it is held, a new era 

began, with the State now assum ing responsibility for the systematic 

provision o f  statutory poor relief throughout Ireland. For both Powell (1992) 

and Burke (1987), despite the austere nature o f  provision, the Poor Law 

represented a radical departure from the past, in an Irish context, where no 

state provision for the poor had previously existed (Burke, 1987, p. 1). The 

basic poor law legislation was alm ost identical in both Britain and Ireland, 

though, as we have already seen key differences did emerge (Burke, 1987, 

p. 44).

Central to Burke’s thesis (1987, pp. 283-286) is the assertion that the roots 

o f  m odem  Irish social policy lie with the Poor Law reforms o f  the 1830s 

(1987, pp.283-286). For Burke (1987) they were to provide the bedrock o f  

social policy, directly m irrored in the institutional legacy o f the m odem  Irish 

welfare system. The clearest legacies for Burke was the Home Assistance 

system seen by her as the direct descendent o f  the outdoor relief system o f 

the poor law (1987, p. 285).
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For Powell the key fom iative period in the shift to m odem  welfare were the 

closing decades o f  the 19"’ century: “The period 1870-1922 witnessed the 

beginnings o f  a fundamental transform ation in the relationship between rich 

and poor which ultim ately led to the establishm ent o f the welfare state in the 

second ha lf o f  the 20*'’ century” (Powell, 1990, p. 115). From this point on 

Powell (1992) identifies the growing strength o f  the working class as the 

m otor o f  change. In response an increasingly pragm atic state sought to 

control the worst excesses o f rampant capitalism  in order to secure the work 

classes against the threat coming from the forces pressing in from the left, 

demanding more radical change (Powell, 1992, p. 115). For Powell these 

labour m ovem ent forces were as important in Ireland as they were in Britain 

(1992, pp. 130-131).

Powell does highlight the successful campaign in Ireland to m odify the 

terms o f  the health insurance reforms; however, he considers such action as 

entirely regressive and indeed unfathomable. He explains them  in term o f 

the growing pow er o f  the Catholic Church: “ ’Rome rule’ had clearly 

asserted itself at the o u tse f’ (Powell, 1992, p. 260).

From the outset Kaim-Caudle views Ireland as a slow developer within a 

specifically British framework o f  provision: “Britain and the Republic are 

closely linked — These bonds have impressed themselves on the structure 

o f  social services in the Republic” (1967, p. 10). It is notew orthy in this 

context that Kaim-Caudle excludes coverage o f “the considerable charitable 

social services in the State, nor public and private education” (1967, p. 10). 

Perhaps one could note that this fairly substantial exclusion o f  social policy 

provision w ithin an Irish context, may in no small way, make a Proto-British 

reading o f  Ireland more comprehensible.
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Kaiin-Caudle em phasises the strength o f  h 'eland’s dependency on British 

export markets, and the vulnerability o f the nature o f those exports to price 

sensitivity in the British market (1967, pp. 22-23). He also highlights the 

com m on labour m arket which, in his view generates rising expectations 

regarding wages, living standards and expectations regarding public service 

provision (Kaim -Caudle, 1967, p. 23). For Kaim-Caudle (1967) Ireland’s 

relationship with Britain is that o f a source o f  agricultural imports and cheap 

labour. Thus a twofold dynamic is at work: on the one hand, generating 

expectations and hopes amongst the Irish o f  British standards o f  provision 

while, on the other, export dependence and price sensitivity dictate that 

convergence toward these standards is impossible unless the goods Ireland 

exports rise in price.

In his account Kaim-Caudle (1967) focuses almost entirely on income 

transfer systems, with short chapters on housing and health. Throughout his 

account Kaim-Caudle stresses the extent to which Ireland has followed the 

British lead adopting new provisions in various areas o f  welfare payments, 

but at a standard in keeping with its more modest resources.

C ook’s (1982) paper’s specific starting point is the assum ption that Ireland’s 

social policy system is largely derived both from contem porary British 

influences as well as the pre-independence legacy. He does however also 

identify areas o f  divergence from the British standard.

All o f the foregoing approaches to Irish social policy share the same 

assum ption that the British approach to welfare formed a clear template 

which Ireland was to follow in its generally slower and more modest 

fashion. Three clear phases in the post-independence era can be identified in 

this literature: the immediate period o f expenditure retrenchm ent in the 

1920s; the 1930s which began the process o f  articulating a Catholic social 

vision which was consolidated in the 1940s and early 1950s with the
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ratification o f the new constitution; and the outcome of the mother and child 

crisis. These may be viewed as the ‘lost years’ o f welfare development 

when the opportunities for change were passed up or resisted by 

conservative Catholicism. Finally, what might be termed the return to the 

mainstream represented by the late 1950s and 1960s, with the abandonment 

o f the Catholic social vision and the adoption o f a recognisably ‘M odem’ 

Welfare State?

CA THOLIC CORPORA TISM

The next type is Catholic Coiporatism. From this perspective it is the all 

pervasive role of the Catholic Church which has given the Irish system its 

unique shape (McLoughlin, 1993, p. 208). The primary focus of attention is 

the post-independence period: “This period [1922-1945] witnessed the 

construction o f an integrated Catholic nation-state with the teachings o f the 

Catholic Church governing most aspects o f state policy, including social 

policy” (McLoughlin, 1993, p. 205). Those who emphasise the importance 

o f the role o f the Catholic Church, and specifically Catholic Coiporatism, 

(McLoughlin, 1993, Higgins, 1981) seek to situate Ireland within a 

continental Catholic Corporatist tradition which was built on the highly 

influential Papal Encyclicals Rerum Novarum (1891) and Quadragesima 

Anno (1931) in particular, (McLoughlin, 1993, p. 205).

While the Catholic Corporatist analysis does address itself to the British 

legacy it does so primarily to explain why this welfare legacy was not built 

upon. The problem for analysis is why did a modem welfare state not 

develop? Why did the independent Irish state take on the shape it did? From 

the Catholic Corporatist viewpoint it was the Catholic Church which was 

the primary inhibitor o f ‘Modem’ Welfare State development. For the 

Corporatists the Church succeeded in moving Ireland onto a path in conflict 

with the process of modemisation itself (McLoughlin, 1993).
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For both M cLoughlin (1993, pp. 210-212) and Higgins (1981, p.82), the 

1937 constitution is pivotal to their argument. In their view the constitution 

set the param eters within which social policy would develop. They share the 

view o f  many feminist writers (see for example Yeates, 1997, pp. 292-297, 

for an alternative view see also Clear, 2000) who view Ireland’s social 

policies during this period as fundam entally damaging to the interests o f 

women, largely driven by an agenda which sought to dom esticate wom en 

restricting them exclusively to the roles o f  wife and mother.

According to M cLoughlin (1993, p. 205) during the late 19*'’ and early 20*'' 

centuries a set o f  corporatist principles were enunciated by the Catholic 

Church, as guidance on political and social matters for catholic countries. 

These principles were seen as offering a ‘third w ay’ between the extremes 

o f liberal individualism and totalitarian communism (M cLoughlin, 1993, pp. 

205-206). According to M cLoughlin (1993, p. 206), the principal o f  

subsidiarity informed all o f  catholic thinking with regard to the role o f  the 

State. The subsidiarity principal, M cLoughlin asserts places prim ary welfare 

responsibility with the fam ily and voluntary organisations, and the State 

should not intervene “unless the national interest or social equilibrium  was 

threatened” (M cLoughlin, 1993, p. 206).

M cLoughlin asserts that the principles o f Catholic corporatism  are derived 

from Catholic conceptions o f  the natural order, seen as immutable; w ithin 

this order each grade or grouping has its proper place and status 

(M cLoughlin, 1993, pp. 206-207). M cLoughlin outlines what he sees as the 

key differences betw een Catholic Corporatism and liberalism in their views 

on the State, “Catholic corporatism does not necessarily preclude state 

expenditure on welfare so long as subsidiary organizations retain 

responsibility for the actual delivery o f  services” (1993, p. 207).
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According to M cLoughlin Irish social policy development during the early 

decades after independence can be viewed as an engagem ent with the 

project o f building a Catholic Corporatist State in h'eland (1993, p. 205). 

The most important moment in the growth o f this coiporatist state was the 

enactment o f  the 1937 Constitution. “The new constitution created a 

theocratic state by legislating a set o f  principles that ensured state activities 

remained within the parameters set by Catholic social teaching 

(M cLoughlin, 1993, p. 210).

In M cLoughlin’s view women were seen as central to the renewal o f  the 

Irish race. Therefore, in M cLoughlin’s opinion the new constitution set out 

to ensure through its social policy provisions to enforce w om en’s status 

within the domestic realm (1993, p. 210). The Constitution sets out in 

Article 41, the rights o f the family as the fundamental unit in society and in 

light o f this the Constitution recognises the special role o f  women within the 

family and gives a comm itm ent that the State will endeavour to ensure that 

women do not have to work outside the home to the neglect o f  their duties. 

For M cLoughlin it is these social policy principles along with legislative 

restrictions on w om en’s employment, which represent the clearest 

expression o f  this “Conservative Catholic Corporatist” influence. These 

policies along with their Constitutional underpinnings represent, for 

McLoughlin, a coherent expression o f  Catholic Corporatism  in social 

policy. It was a perspective on social policy seen as hostile to the rights and 

interests o f women. A Constitutional ban on divorce, restrictions on access 

to contraception, coupled with the non-availability o f  abortion, complete 

M cLoughlin’s picture o f  a “Conservative Catholic Corporatist State” 

(M cLoughlin, 1993, p. 212).

Higgins (1981) largely concurs with M cLoughlin’s account (1993), for her 

Ireland represents a case where “we can see that the influence o f religious 

beliefs has also had a profound and lasting impact upon the organisation o f
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the whole o f  contem porary society, not only in the field o f  social policy” 

(Higgins, 1981, p. 76). She is equally all embracing in her assessm ent o f 

C atholicism ’s importance in shaping Irish society generally not ju st social 

policy. For Higgins Ireland is an extreme case o f  the influence o f  religion on 

social policy.

As Higgins sees it. Catholic social thinking as exem plified by the 

Constitution was concerned with the rights and interests o f  the family, and 

contrasts strongly with more liberal individualistic welfare regimes 

(Higgins, 1981, pp.77-78). Papal teaching, in the specific shape o f  the 

Encyclical Qitadmgesirno Anno  (1931), also looms large in H iggins’ 

analysis; she quotes a case where “it is alleged that social workers are 

inhibited by Article 41 o f  the Constitution from protecting children in their 

own home, or, indeed outside it” (Higgins, 1981, p. 82)

M cLoughlin and Higgins are in substantial agreement in viewing the 

establishment o f  the 1937 Constitution as pivotal in determ ining the 

character o f the relations between Church and State and their respective 

roles in social policy (Higgins, 1981, pp. 77-78). Focusing on Articles 41-44 

o f  the Constitution Higgins sees the clear influence o f  Catholic social policy 

at work. For Higgins, the practical outworking o f  these Constitutional 

prescripts can to be seen in the subsequent M other and Child Scheme 

controversy (Higgins, 1981, pp. 80-81). Higgins asserts that the authority o f  

the Bishops was brought to bear to prevent a free health service to wom en 

and children on the basis that it represented interference in the rights o f  the 

family to care for the needs o f  its members (Higgins, 1981, pp.81). Higgins 

also highlights the influence o f  the Church in education (Higgins, 1981, pp. 

81-82).
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LATE-M ODERNISER

STA TE LEAD MODERNISA TION

Attention now turns to the final type. The Late-Modernisers or State Lead 

Modernisation typology concerns Itself mainly with the post-1958 period as 

it attempts to come to grips with the nature of the “Modernisation Phase”. 

However, while the Late-Modemisers may devote limited attention to the 

pre-1958 period the manner in which the period is conceptualised fo m s a 

fundamental backdrop to their construction o f the nature o f the Irish state 

and its engagement with social policy; the significance of this will become 

apparent in later discussion.

The earliest example o f the Late-Modemiser or State lead modernisation 

perspective is McCashin (1982). His can be seen as the first effort to assess, 

from a social policy perspective, the ‘achievements’ of the post 1958 

“watershed”. By definition the key landmark is the publication o f  Economic 

Development in 1958 (Department o f Finance, 1958). McCashin (1982) 

writing some 25 years after the commencement o f the “modernisation” 

project, for which Economic Development (Department o f Finance, 1958) 

represented the touchstone. He seeks to account for the radically changed 

social policy landscape o f the early 1980s as compared with that o f the late 

1950s. The pre-1958 period in Social Policy terms is quickly dispensed 

with: “Prior to the mid-nineteen sixties the rate o f development o f social 

services was slight” (McCashin, 1982, p. 203).

Given this assertion of the slightness o f pre-1958 development the question 

must become what can account for the change? Why has social policy 

development taken place largely in the later period? For McCashin (1982), 

the activism and centrality of the contemporary State, in the field o f Social 

Policy, can be contrasted with the marginality o f the State, and the 

rudimentary nature of provision in the earlier era. McCashin explains the
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divergence by recourse to a num ber o f  key variables; what is central to 

explanation is the changed role and status o f  the Catholic Church. In 

M cCashin’s view it was the resistance o f  the Catholic Church to State 

intervention in the pre-1958 period which set the limits o f  that earlier period 

in social policy terms. Equally, M cCashin asserts, it has been change within 

the Catholic Church itse lf which has played a key part in the dynamic which 

has relocated the State in the ‘M odernisation Phase’. “The changed thinking 

within the Catholic Church has shifted thinking on the state and social 

policy through 180 degrees, resulting in a policy toward the State, which at 

its vanguard sought m ore not less State involvem ent” (M cCashin, 1982, p. 

204).

M cCashin relies on W hyte’s (1971) account o f  the profound anti

interventionism o f the Catholic Church in the 1940s and 1950s, quoting 

extensively from W hyte regarding the extent to which a ‘vocationalist’ view 

o f the role o f  the State was pitched against what W hyte has termed a 

‘bureaucratic’ view, seen to be exemplified by key senior m em bers o f the 

public service. For M cCashin these perspectives represent two fully 

articulated and m utually exclusive “philosophies o f  governm ent” 

(M cCashin, 1982, pp. 203-204). For M cCashin the shift from a profoundly 

anti-interventionist, anti-State view, on the part o f  the Catholic Church was 

critical to the shift toward an activist, State lead social policy (1982, p. 204).

For M cCashin the second element facilitating change was the growth in 

alternative view points to those o f  the Church, not simply regarding social 

policy, but on a wide range o f  issues affecting Irish society. No longer was 

the Church the sole arbiter on many matters. According to M cCashin 

television in particular, along with other media, provided a window on the 

w ider world as well as an all important platform for alternative viewpoints. 

O f equal importance, particularly for social policy, the m edia provided 

evidence o f the stark divergence in living standards and welfare provision,
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between Ireland and Britain. For McCashin this was also a critical driver of 

change.

In addition to the effort to understand the internal dynamics o f change 

McCashin also tentatively attempts to place Ireland within the theoretical 

debates o f the time regarding the origins of the welfare state. He outlines the 

convergence thesis, which asserts the ‘inevitability’ o f welfare systems 

across the industrial world, he considered that it may have some value in 

understanding the Irish case: “as industrialisation forces a convergence 

towards welfare state provisions amongst all industrialised societies 

whatever their political regime” (McCashin, 1982, p. 205).

While McCashin (1982) represents the first efforts at an assessment of the 

‘Modernisation Project’ from a social policy perspective, we now turn to the 

group who have come to represent the fullest articulation o f a ‘State Lead 

Modernisation’ view. Most o f the group in question are or have been 

associated with The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI). Like 

McCashin they also consider 1958 the key landmark, with the publication o f 

Economic Development (1958) pivotal. Prior to that date, according to 

Breen et al, “ Ireland slumbered, unable or unwilling to cope with its 

considerable economic and social problems” (Breen et al, 1990, p. 1). They 

consider that Ireland spent the first four decades o f independence engaged in 

a futile assertion o f political autonomy from Britain, based on a conception 

o f economic development and the rural way of life, which in reality 

deepened Ireland’s dependence on Britain, both as an export market and 

source o f employment for its surplus labour. “Ireland in 1960 could be 

characterised economically as one of the peripheral regions o f the United 

Kingdom” (Breen et al, 1990, pp. 4-5).

It was the tlnal acknowledgement o f the bankruptcy of this ‘nationalist’ 

view, which in the opinion of the Late-Modemisers, opened the way in
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1958, for the radical transfonnation in the nature and scope o f the State’s 

role in Ireland’s economic and social development (Breen et al, 1990, p.4). 

In the view o f the Late- Modernisers the Irish State had been a marginal 

player before this period, the sole exception seen as the brief period of 

industrialisation behind tariff barriers, in the 1930s (Breen et al, 1990, p. 

48). In their view (Breen et al, 1990, pp. 22-31), this auxiliary state “had 

deep roots in Irish Catholicism and Nationalism” (1990, p. 24). In their view 

it was only with the passing o f this view o f the State that change became 

possible.

As with other accounts o f the development o f modern Ireland the role o f the 

Catholic Church is seen by the late modernisers as central to an 

understanding o f the dynamics o f change (Breen et al, 1990, pp. 31-33). At 

the time of independence the Catholic Church moved from the status o f “a 

counterweight to the power of London for generations”, to that of 

wholehearted support for the State (Breen et al, 1990, pp 2-3). This support 

was however, circumscribed by an assumption that the State “accepted the 

Church’s lead in most moral and social matters” (Breen et al, 1990, p. 48). 

The ground in this coalition began to shift in the 1940s, with some forces in 

the Church becoming increasingly critical of the states capacity to deliver 

better economic development. The Commission on Vocational Organisation 

(1943) advocated according to Breen et al (1990, p. 33) that “bureaucratic 

control was to be replaced by an interlocking set of vocationalist bodies 

bringing together representatives o f all those concerned with a field of 

activity” . The State for its part also began to engage in modest programmes 

of expansion in areas of health and housing. However, these were to quickly 

find it coming into conflict with the Church, as the thesis has already shown 

this was focused on health provision for mothers and children (see previous 

chapter). According to Breen et al (1990), the Church saw such provision as 

a further instance o f the bureaucratisation o f services, direcdy in conflict 

with its vision o f the State’s role as residual alongside that of families and
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indeed the Church itself (Breen et al, 1990, p. 33). In the view of Breen et 

al, this battle, which the Church won, was to set the tone for the remainder 

of the 1950s (1990, p. 33), proving to be a serious constraint on state action 

in the social policy arena (Breen et al, 1990, p. 33).

The stalemate and failure of the 1950s coupled with the wider sense of 

longstanding failure “o f traditional policies left an open field for innovators” 

(Breen et al, 1990, p. 36). It is the view of Breen et al that it was the State in 

the forni o f key senior civil servants who were the vanguard of change 

(1990, pp. 36-38). In their view the development model ultimately adopted 

was quite simple, the State, through various government departments would 

set the broad outlines for policy, and a range of State sponsored bodies 

would be responsible for implementation (Breen et al, 1990, p. 38).

The template was set with the Programme fo r  Economic Expansion 

(Department o f Finance, 1958).The new strategy sought the intensification 

of farming, consolidating holdings into larger units and supporting the 

process of mechanisation. At the outset it was acknowledged that this would 

in fact yield less not more employment, so a twin strategy of promoting 

export orientated foreign investment was also adopted. To achieve the latter 

goal a range o f State incentives were necessary (Breen et al, 1990, p. 38). 

According to Breen et al “ It was a bold strategy” (1990, p. 39) achieving 

many notable changes in Ireland’s status in the world economy. However, 

they consider that it was stubborn naivety regarding the capacity of 

sustained economic development to resolve all issues, obviating the 

necessity to deal with the “harsh questions o f [resource] allocation” (Breen 

eta l, 1990, p. 41).

As the strategy o f inward investment took off the State gained enormously 

in terms of its operating capacity. While the ideology of the early years 

dictated a strategy o f low taxation and limited new social expenditure, the
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new departure had facilitated a huge increase in the resources at the disposal 

o f the State and therefore in its capacity to deliver new services in a whole 

range o f  areas (Breen et al, 1990, pp. 43-46). ‘i n  the first ten years o f 

economic planning, GNP grew by 50 per cent — Public expenditure, which 

had stood at 30.4 per cent o f  GNP in 1958, had risen by 1968 to 40.4 per 

cent” (Breen et al, 1990, p. 43). Thus a total transform ation in the capacity 

o f the State to act in a whole range o f  areas had been achieved in barely a 

decade. They turn to a thorough exam ination o f  the results o f this increased 

capacity on the part o f  the State.

From the perspective o f  the present review o f  the social policy literature 

what can we conclude from the Late-M odem isers? The Late-M odem isers 

posit a fundamental break in the economic and social developm ent o f  post

independence Ireland in 1958 (Breen et al, 1990, p. 5). The central force for 

change, they assert, came, not from politicians, but the State bureaucracy, 

which made a radical shift to an export lead industrialisation model. 

Essential to the coherence o f  this argument is the notion that the State 

moved from a status o f  m arginality and passivity, which it had occupied for 

the first four decades o f independence, a status strongly underwritten by 

Catholic and Nationalist (Breen et al, 1990, p. 24) ideology, to one o f 

activism, in which it took the principal role in shaping the m odem  society 

which has emerged. The ‘Late-M odem isers’ assert a strong role for the State 

based on their reading o f the evidence and on a view that ‘social’ or 

‘labourite’ explanations are inadequate in the context o f  Ireland, lacking, as 

it did, a strong working class, or a class based party system.

A later paper (O ’Connell and Rottman, 1992) which can also be firmly 

situated within the ‘Late-M odem iser’ typology (indeed one o f  the authors 

was part o f  the Breen et al ( 1990) collaboration), presents a m odification o f  

the original state ‘Lead M odem isation’ thesis, asserting that the focus o f  

modernisation can be seen more clearly in the developm ent o f social
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citizenship rights, rather than (1992, p. 206) in the idea o f a late industrial 

revolution, the evidence for which they find less convincing. They proceed 

to present an account o f  social change in Ireland (O ’Connell and Rottman, 

1992, pp. 207-208) substantially in agreement with Breen et a l (1990), 

regarding the centrality o f the State, as the key agent o f  change. They take 

the view that the State goal o f ‘m odernisation’ in conjunction with, already 

pre-existing privilege has given rise to a W elfare State which ensures basic 

universal provision, but encourages and supports the use o f  market 

m echanism s and resources, resulting in enhanced outcom es for some, and 

giving rise to, what they call a ‘pay related welfare state’ (O ’Connell and 

Rottman, 1992, pp. 224-225).

In addition, O ’Connell and Rottman (1992, pp. 209, 234) place strong 

emphasis on the importance o f state fiscal and industrial policy which, they 

believe have given Ireland, what they term “a welfare state for business” 

(1992, p. 234). Their target for criticism is the range o f  fiscal incentives and 

industrial grant, which the State put in place as a means o f  encouraging 

industry to firstly locate and then expand in Ireland.

CRITIQUE OF PRO TO-BRITISH PERSPECTIVE

Despite the strong and enduring economic, social and cultural links between 

Britain and Ireland, highlighted at the outset o f  this account o f  the Proto- 

British perspective, the areas o f  difference between the two are critical. 

Ireland’s relationship with Britain, until very recently, has been that o f  an 

under-developed peripheral dependency. W ith the exception o f the North 

East, Ireland did not share in the economic advances, the urbanisation and 

industrialisation o f  19"’ century Britain. In light o f  this the Proto-British 

approach suffers from several crucial weaknesses. Britain, as the first 

industrial nation, witnessed m ajor consolidation o f  land use and consequent 

urbanisation, earlier than elsewhere in Europe, unsurprisingly therefore a
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concern with urban Hfe and urban work patterns and social issues came 

early to the British public policy agenda. By contrast Ireland’s experience 

over the course o f  the IQ'*’ century was utterly different: for the m ost part 

industry did not grow it actually declined and urban centres stagnated or 

declined. By the end o f  the century Ireland was more profoundly 

agricultural and rural than it had been at the start.

The comm on heritage o f the Poor Law during the 19*'’ century, as well as 

later welfare developm ents under the Liberal adm inistration o f the early 20‘*’ 

century, as already noted appears to provide a strong foundation upon which 

a Proto-British account can be built. Indeed, if  focus is restricted largely to 

the area o f  income transfers, as in K aim -Caudle’s account, then the case for 

a Proto-British reading appears very strong indeed.

Yet all o f  those who assert a Proto-British reading, with the exception o f 

Burke (1987), who does not deal with the later period, are forced to account 

for a lengthy lag in developm ent, with the Irish system taking several 

decades to put in place its more modest versions o f  British provision. In 

explanation, as the previous chapter shows, Powell (1992) presses the 

Catholic Church into service. In com plete contrast, Kaim-Caudles considers 

that the Church did not influence the system. He asserts the view that 

“Social Policy in the years ahead is not likely to be influenced by 

ideological, religious or moral considerations any more than it has been in 

the past” (Kaim -Caudle, 1967, p. 103). His explanation for the lag in 

developm ent and the less generous income transfers and service provision, 

is that they are consequences o f  Ireland’s peripherality and the price 

sensitivity o f  Ireland’s exports to Britain (Kaim-Caudle, 1967, pp. 19-24). 

Yet, in spite o f  his acknowledgem ent o f the role o f  underdevelopm ent and 

dependency, its sole ultimate impact, in Kaim -Caudle’s reading, is to delay 

the provision or limit the scope o f  social policy measures, which he asserts, 

have in the past and will in the future take the form adopted in Britain. No
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appreciable distinction is identified between the two systems beyond the 

modesty o f  the Irish system as compared with its more ambitious British 

parent.

It is perhaps not w ithout significance that while Kaim-Caudle (1967) gives 

pride o f  place to incom e transfers in his account Powell focuses on wider 

aspects o f  the social order, with particular attention devoted to the M other 

and Child controversy, seen as epitomising the nature o f  Irish social policy 

at the mid 20'*’ century. Perhaps in a sense they were both looking at two 

different systems. This point is well supported in C arey’s account o f  the 

evolution o f  income transfer provision in the 1940s and 1950s for which she 

finds little evidence o f  Church influence (2003).

Given the importance which Powell attributes to the labour movem ent in 

late 19"’ century Ireland, he is naturally forced to account for the ‘failure’ to 

complete the liberal welfare legacy o f  British rule. This concern is 

particularly clear with respect to the health insurance provisions o f  1911. 

Rather than seek an explanation for their ‘failure’ in disparities between the 

two societies, Powell invokes catholic power, on this occasion embodied in 

the person o f  Bishop Kelly a member o f the 1908 Royal Com m ission on the 

Poor Law. Powell considers Kelly largely responsible for Ireland’s 

exclusion from many o f  the key provisions o f  the legislation. Powell utilises 

the spectre o f Catholic power, as an apparently autonom ous force, 

seem ingly without roots or social bases in the society, to explain a 

difference in outlook and priorities which seems quite explicable in terms o f 

divergent economic and social stm ctures and interests between the two 

societies at that time. Clearly an employee focused welfare system, 

concerned with the vulnerabilities and vagaries o f an industrial society was 

entirely appropriate to Britain: what is much less clear is whether it meets 

the no less real welfare concerns o f the land holding peasantry then coming 

to increasing dom inance on the political agenda in Ireland.
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From Pow ell’s perspective it appears necessary to make the country fit the 

ideal end state, in this case a British welfare system or some variant thereof 

(Powell, 1992). Once the task becomes increasingly difficult following 

independence and Ireland’s ‘failure’ to follow a British course, Powell has 

little option but to seek out the forces o f resistance, readily identifiable in 

the shape o f  the Catholic Church to account for this ‘failure’. The Church in 

this context takes on the apparent status o f  an overarching force outside 

history, with an overwhelm ing power to set and control the policy agenda 

yet the account lacks any means o f  understanding the origin and 

developm ent o f this apparently all powerful force. Surely Catholic power if  

it is to be conceded did not spring from the ground and if  it is being offered 

as an explanation o f  the retardation o f m odem  welfare in Ireland, the nature 

and origin o f  this power m ust be undertaken. W hat Powell does is evoke the 

spectre o f reactionary Catholicism to explain the growing divergence 

between Britain and Ireland following independence as the divergence 

between the two countries becomes more and more pronounced in the social 

policy arena. W ith the separation o f  the six north eastern counties, the 

notion that Ireland was an integral part o f  the most advanced industrial 

nation becomes untenable. To be fair to Powell, as the thesis has already 

shown, he is not alone in his attribution o f substantial power to the Church. 

Few attempt to provide an account for the origin, nature and scope o f  that 

power, nor to identify its strong roots in the m akeup o f  Irish society.

Ireland has strong links, indeed enduring links, to Britain, it retained a 

com m on currency until 1979 and a comm on travel area facilitates what is in 

reality a single labour market. In addition there are strong cultural and social 

links, these realities do form a key part o f any explanation o f  the roots o f  

Irish social policy. The detailed knowledge and involvement in British 

labour m arkets along with awareness o f  British living standards have 

undoubtedly been drivers o f  change in many areas o f social policy. To take
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one key exam ple the British Beveridge Plan was widely debated in Ireland 

at the tim e and had an undoubted impact on the proposals which followed 

(McKevitt, 1943, Coyne, 1943, Lucy, 1943, Collins, 1943, Honohan, 1943, 

Lyons, 1943, O ’Brolchain, 1943, O ’Brien, 1943, Shields, 1943). However 

to describe the Irish legislation which did emerge as sim ply a modest 

reproduction o f  the British system ignores significant divergences from 

Beveridge (Carey, 2003)

However, the Proto-British analysis fails to capture the nature o f  the 

relationship between the two countries and therefore fails to situate the 

British influence on social policy in its appropriate context. Ireland’s 

relationship with Britain was that o f  a dependent peripheral region 

(McAleese, 1982, pp. 291-292) which found its place w ithin the British 

economic system both before and after independence as a supplier o f 

livestock and livestock products as well as a valuable reserve o f unskilled 

labour for British industry. Independence did not alter this relationship, 

indeed there is strong evidence to support the view that it actually deepened 

this dependence: “numbers in trade unions dropped by half from 140,000 to 

77,000 in the period from 1922-1926 (Gai'vin, 1981, Daly, 1999, pp. 169- 

172).

The social bases o f  Irish society certainly in the post-Fam ine period were 

already overwhelm ingly agrarian (O ’Malley, 1981). The land refom is o f  the 

closing decades o f  the 19*'’ century solidified the tenant farmers, already in 

the ascendant. Put at its simplest, there was a negligible industrial working 

class to generate the demand or the rationale for a British style system o f 

welfare provision, which was necessarily modelled on the needs and risk 

profile o f  the industrial workforce. At least in part, it was the concern that 

this overw helm ingly agrarian society would comprom ise the interests o f  the 

industrial North East which lead to partition. It should be noted that
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contem porary Irish debate on social policy change in Britain reflected many 

o f these conflicting views (M cKevitt, 1943, Coyne, 1943, Lucy, 1943).''^

CRITIQUE OF CA THOLIC CORPORA TISM

The centre piece o f  the Catholic Corporatist reading o f social policy in 

Ireland is the 1937 Constitution, specifically its social policy principles 

regarding the fam ily and the assertion o f  a privileged role for wom en within 

the confines o f  the domestic realm. The Coiporatists contend that in making 

such assertions within the Constitution the State sought to enshrine 

Catholicism as the guiding principle at the heart o f  the Irish Slate (Higgins, 

1981, M cLoughlin, 1993). In the view o f M cLoughlin in particular this 

constitutional privileging o f  Catholic values was part o f  a wider project 

which sought to make Ireland a “theocratic state” . The influence o f  Catholic 

Social thought in De V alera’s framing o f  the Constitution, is well 

documented (Keogh, 1988). The question here is less about its presence than 

about its real impact in shaping policy. M cLoughlin (1993) and Higgins 

(1981) both highlight restrictions on w om en’s reproductive rights along 

with rights to work and Inherit property as clearly supporting evidence o f  

their assertion o f  an overweening catholic pow er in Irish social and public 

policy.

The first issue we m ust address is the contention that Ireland represented, in 

the words o f  M cLoughlin (1993) a case o f  “Conservative Catholic 

Corporatism ” . First we will address the extent to which the Irish system can 

be captured in the concept Conservative Catholic Corporatism, secondly, to 

what extent was this system, how ever conceived, inimical to the interests o f 

women (M cLoughlin, 1993).

Feeney, (2001), and Riordan, (2000) provide useful historical analysis o f  the debates, see  
Curran’s account (2001) o f  Brian O ’N olan’s contributions on this topic, also Lee (1989, pp. 
277-287) and Cousins (1999) on the question o f  Children’s A llowances.

123



Let us begin w ith the central claim that h'eland is an example o f a 

Corporatist W elfare state. W e have already dealt with the fundamental 

principles as set out by M cLoughlin (1993, pp. 205-207), but for present 

purposes we must analyse the practical policy outcomes. German, Austrian 

and to a lesser extent French social policy are w idely accepted as examples 

o f  corporatist welfare systems. The key characteristics o f these systems are 

the role o f  non-state bodies in service provision and funding, as well as the 

centrality o f  insurance based social provision. Such systems are generally 

seen as privileging the wage earner, whose social status and income are 

protected by the social insurance system. The goal o f  the system is to protect 

the income and living standards o f  each group o f  workers, rather than the 

provision o f  a generally available basic safety net which can be seen as 

encompassing the form o f provision in many non-corporatist systems. A 

consequence o f the strong reliance on insurance based provision, is the 

difference between those who have provision, insiders, and those frequently 

women, who are outsiders and are strongly reliant on their relationship with 

an insider in order to secure their income and living standards (Baldwin, 

1990).

If the forgoing brief account can be seen as a broad sum m ary o f the 

corporatist type then the question must be where is the evidence that the 

Irish system fitted these characteristics? Even the m ost superficial 

exam ination o f the Irish case shows that there is a distinct lack o f  evidence 

to support the coiporatist claim. Ireland lacked practically all the elements 

which m ight make for a corporatist regime indeed this contention is 

supported by several social policy analysts who have examined the Irish 

case and who highlight the absence o f corporatism  as notew orthy in a 

country w ith such a strong Catholic tradition (Korpi, 1992, Daly, 1999). 

Unlike corporatist regim es the Irish system is prim arily funded from general 

taxation and not insurance contributions (Banoli, 1997). Nor does it
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demonstrate the segmented employer or trade specific range o f services and 

benefits typical o f corporatist systems.

The second strand o f  the Catholic Corporatist account are it implications for 

the role and status o f  women; here their case appears, on first examination, 

to be quite strong (Higgins, 1981, pp. 76-79, M cLoughlin (1993, pp. 210- 

212). There can be little doubt that w om en’s status in Irish society was 

highly constrained. However, the fundamental question here is the extent to 

which this was a consequence o f  the proxim ate impact o f  constitutional and 

legislative provisions, or whether it can be m ore adequately explained by 

longer range and deeper historical forces. Thus the constitutional and 

legislative provisions become symptom s rather than causes o f  w om en’s 

inferior status. Thus the Catholic provisions and Catholic discourse become 

artefacts o f  deeper process at work.

Addressing the issue from a difference perspective Daly (2003, p. 263) 

contends that:

The real indictment o f article 41.2 o f  the 1937 Constitution is not 
that it privileged women in the home, but that it failed to provide any 
demonstrable benefits to wom en in the home. Irish w om en’s 
organisations neglected to take advantage o f  this clause by
developing a discourse and a reform program  centred on w om en’s

20responsibilities in the home and in the family.

Turning now to the historical literature, it appears to demonstrate clearly 

that the role and status o f  women in Irish society had been profoundly 

altered by the outcom e o f the Great Famine (Lee, 1978 and Daly, 1978, 

1981 Fitzpatrick, 1986), the decline o f  the proto-industrial sector, which was 

frequently based on female domestic labour rather than a factory workforce 

was critical. It denied women an important source o f  independent income

A rticle 41 .2 : “In particular, the State recogn ises that by her life  w ithin the hom e, w om an  
g iv es  to the State a support without w hich the com m on g o o d  cannot be achieved.
T he State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that m others shall not be ob liged  by 
econ om ic  n ecessity  to en gage  in labour to the neg lect o f  their duties in the hom e” (B ureacht 
N a hEireann, The C onstitution o f  Ireland).
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and the power and status which this conferred. The famine also saw the rise 

to dominance o f  a middle tenantry in which control o f land was the critical 

factor in determining power and status; women were traditionally excluded 

from the land inheritance except as widows thus they were marginalised 

from the increasing critical component in determining access to power and 

status.

Some decades later the tenantry would cement their hold on power, 

becoming owners o f the land and in the process displacing an already 

weakened Protestant ascendancy. This was Ireland’s social revolution, a 

revolution in the interests o f  small property. Henceforth access to land 

would represent the prime means o f  securing a living, those lacking such 

access were denied the possibility o f  an independent income along with the 

power and the status it conferred. W omen represent one o f  the prime losers 

in this property based system, lacking as they did any direct access to land 

holding. Perhaps it is also important to note that such strictures still operate 

on contem porary family fanns both in Ireland and elsewhere O ’Hare, 1998; 

the sole difference between now and the mid 20*'’ century is that they impact 

on fewer people and therefore are no longer a determining force in shaping 

the whole social system and social policy regime. The strictures o f  land 

holding generated a highly patriarchal family system with profound 

implications for the rights and independence o f  women. They were not the 

consequences o f Irish politicians’ devotion to enshrining in law the 

philosophising o f  the Popes, rather they were the consequences o f  a society 

fundam entally shaped by one’s access to and relationship w ith property, 

prim arily landed property (Me Cullagh, 1991, pp. 206-209).

The constitution can perhaps be seen as attempting to give expression in 

language attuned to its proponents the economic logic o f the social and 

familial system which had emerged from the famine and which had 

strengthened and consolidated its position by way o f  the ‘land w ar’ and the 

emergence o f  the independent state; a full exploration o f these issues must
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await the later chapters o f  this thesis. Thus the Constitution may be viewed 

as giving expression to the outlook o f peasant proprietors. Catholic social 

teaching, concerned as it was with the emergence o f industrial society and 

urbanisation and its consequences, was o f  limited relevance to this rural 

agenda (Me Cullagh, 1991, p. 209).

Kennedy (2001) shares Me Cullagh’s view that behind the rhetoric o f
21Catholic social thought the real defining interest was economic. . For as 

long as the views o f the Catholic Church coincided with these economic 

interests then it operated as a powerful ideological cloak for economic 

interests. Once changed economic circumstances began to generate a 

population which increasingly resonated with the values o f  their urban 

European counterparts then the status o f  the Catholic Church fell into 

decline; its pre-eminence status as the spokesperson o f  the nation building 

class eclipsed (Lee, 1973).

A refinement o f  this argum ent can be found. Hynes (1990 identities those

elements o f Catholicism  most serviceable to the interests o f  the newly

dominant class o f  small and middling tenant farmers. Indeed both Lee

(1973, 1978) and Hynes (1990) present a strong case that the clergy

operated very specifically with a view to the interests o f  their own class in
22mind. Thus pre-fam ine, W hiteboy violence was condemned, while every 

effort and assistance was extended to the campaigns o f  the tenants to 

forcibly expel the Landlord class and acquire their holdings. These goals 

and their sometimes violent pursuit were actively supported by clergy at all 

levels including m em bers o f  the hierarchy who ignored the views o f  the

Her account o f  the debates concerning the wages to be offered to the workforce on the 
hugely important Shannon Hydro-electric schem e provides a most valuable insight into the 
econom ic logic affecting a small peripheral society dependent on highly com m oditised  
production o f  food for an international market, (Kennedy, 2001, pp. 182-184).
"  The Whiteboy movement was associated with a range o f  often violent protests by the 
landless classes in pre-famine Ireland. In most cases the object o f  these protests was the 
tenant farmers rather than the landlord, concerned with such issues as w ages and conacre 
charges.

127



Vatican, which intervened strongly to condemn the actions o f  the tenants 

(M acauley, 2002).

Further work, from a feminist perspective undertaken by Clear (2000), calls 

into question the generally accepted feminist view that the new Irish state 

was actively hostile to women and sought to confine them increasingly to 

the home. W hile not questioning the reality o f w om en’s unequal status, 

Clear refutes the assertion that there was a concerted drive in the newly 

independent Irish state to confine wom en to the home (2000, pp. 5-60). In 

addition, she situates Irish debates regarding the role o f  women within a 

wider European frame, offering the view that, in the context o f  the period, 

hostility to w om en’s rights was frequently more prevalent in other European 

countries (Clear, 2000, p. 5). Clear provides a useful counter weight to the 

accepted accounts.

In the end the Corporatist reading o f  the forces at work shaping Irish society 

and thus Irish social policy lack historical depth. Fundamental to this flaw is 

the failure to situate the Catholic Church within the dynamics o f  Irish 

history; as the previous section has attempted to show this is a weakness 

shared by the Proto-British account. In conclusion, it must be noted that the 

corporatist does much to confuse the issue o f Catholic influence attempting 

to see the question in terms o f  Continental Catholic outlook and the regimes 

which it influenced, rather than attempt to situate it within a radically 

different Irish context. Finally, it offers an entirely confused interpretation 

o f  the Catholic Coiporatist imprint, recognisably present in Continental 

welfare systems, but, as we have already observed, considered absent from 

the Irish welfare state (Korpi, 1992, Daly, 1999). Despite the forgoing 

reservations the effort to situate Ireland within a Corporatist regime type 

continues (see Adshead and Millar, 2004, for a recent example)
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THE CA THOLIC CHURCH

The Catholic Church reflected the interests and preoccupations o f  the tenant 

farmers, who were the dom inant class in post-independence Irish society. 

The key resource in an agrarian society is the land. The allocation o f  that 

resource in systems o f  agriculture based on family farming is a fundamental 

task o f  the family. Catholicism  provided from its repertoire a series o f moral 

sanctions which functioned to protect the integrity o f the fam ily assets, 

namely the land. Questions o f  legitim acy o f  births and control o f 

reproduction have an important role in an economic system based on the 

possession o f landed property. The Catholic Church or rather those aspects 

o f Catholicism  which Irish Catholics choose to highlight, provided a most 

important cloak o f  piety and moral virtue in which economic interests could 

be shrouded.

The basis o f  female subjugation was their exclusion from the ownership o f  

the primary productive asset, the land. In consequence w om en’s capacity to 

influence economic and social affairs in their interests was seriously 

circumscribed. Recent historiography o f  w om en’s m igration and em igration 

patterns seems to support the view that Irish women chose, in 

disproportionate numbers by com parison to wom en elsewhere, to leave a 

society which provided so few possibilities o f  independent incom e and 

status for women. This trend was already established before the First W orld 

W ar (see Fitzpatrick, 1986, Travers, 1995 for the later period see Clear, 

2004).

Putting matters in abstract terms, we might say that the role o f  the Catholic 

Church in Ireland particularly during the post independence period has been 

generally viewed as that o f  a powerful independent variable reaching into all 

aspects o f  Irish political, social and indeed most importantly fam ily life 

(Inglis, 1995). Catholic Corporatism  merely represents one version o f  a
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widely accepted account o f the role o f  the Catholic Church in the 

independent h'ish state.

On the other hand it appears that an alternative reading can be put forward, 

in this reading Catholicism  is no longer the all powerful independent 

variable, but rather, a dependent variable. The ideological cover for the class 

interests o f  the dominant class in Irish society since the Great Famine, and 

the nation building class in the new state, a class from which the clergy 

themselves were in the main drawn. This view is well supported in the 

historical literature both in the 19*'’ and 20'*’ centuries (Lee, 1973, 1978, 

1989, Hynes, 1990, O ’Callaghan, 1994)^^. “Strong farmers in Cassocks,” as 

Lee has described them.

Perhaps it will aid our analysis at this point two introduce two somewhat 

related case studies o f the interaction o f  the Irish State and the Catholic 

Church. The first relates to an episode in Irish 20*'’ century history, which 

until quite recently had received very little attention, (Lee, 1979, O ’Leary, 

2000). The case in question is the work o f the Com m ission on Vocational 

Organisation established by De Valera in the late 1930s which reported in 

1943. Three leading Catholic Churchmen sat on the Com m ission, Bishop 

Browne o f  Galway, John Hayes founder o f M uintir na Tire and Edward 

Coyne. Coyne in particular invested a vast amount o f  energy in the work o f 

the Commission, being in large part responsible for the final report.

The C atholic Church perform ed another function for the new  state that o f  “ moral 
hygien ist”, this w as a task directly linked to its role in the rural fam ilialist id eo lo g y  o f  the 
new  state and the interest o f  the farmers w hich it m asked. From the point o f  v iew  o f  our 
central concern with social p o licy  this is on e  aspect o f  our account w hich can readily fit 
with standard understandings o f  socia l p o licy , since this task w ould  generate and see  the 
growth o f  system s for the m anagem ent o f  various populations w hich did not fit the 
econ om ic requirem ents or ideals o f  the new state.
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Following on the publication o f  the Papal Encyclical Quadragesimo Anno 

(1931) significant interest emerged concerning the Corporatist principles in 

the Encyclical and how they m ight be applied to Irish society. After 

extensive lobbying (O ’Leary, 2000, pp. 65-74) De Valera acceded to the 

wishes o f  the Vocationalists and the “Com m ission on Vocational 

Organisation 1939-1943” (1943) was established to examine the viability o f  

establishing a Vocationalist order in Ireland (O ’Leary, 2000, p. 74). A 

num ber o f  prominent public figures were m em bers o f  the Commission.^'* 

Despite this, the governm ent had little difficulty in rejecting the findings o f  

the Com m ission (Lee, 1979, p. 328) in a highly public and arguably, quite j 

dism issive m anner (O ’Leary, 2000, pp. 104-105).

The second incident, the ‘M other and Child Schem e’ (W hyte, 1980) has 

traditionally been portrayed as the logical outworking o f  the influence o f  the 

‘Catholic C orporatist’ vision, so antipathetic toward state intervention 

(W hyte, 1980, pp. 96-119); a victory for the Catholic vision o f  independent 

Ireland. The ‘M other and Child Schem e’ has become a byword for the 

power o f  the Catholic Church in Irish society. A very different reading o f  

this whole controversy has emerged in recent years (Me Kee, 1986, 

Barrington, 1987, Hoppen, 1989, pp. 242-244). Rather than a struggle 

between Church and State (Fanning, 1883, p. 181, M cDennott, 1998) or a 

conflict about theories o f  governm ent as postulated by W hyte (1980), the 

role o f  the m edical profession is given far greater focus. The Church finds 

itself less the powerful central character dictating policy to a sovereign 

governm ent and more the naive pawn o f  a powerful professional lobby, 

facing a fractious and deeply divided government, elements o f  which were 

arguably sympathetic toward the m edical profession (Me Cullagh, 1998).

T he C om m ission  included the B ishop  o f  G alw ay M ichael B row ne and tw o  future 
Presidents o f  U n iversity  C o lleg e  Cork and D ublin respectively , A lfred O ’R ahilly  and  
M ichael T ierney, as w ell as one o f  the m ost prom inent ad vocates o f  Corporatism  Edw ard  
C oyn e SJ as w ell as Fr John H ayes founder o f  M uintir na Tire, a rural organisation based  
on corporatist princip les (D evereux , 1993).
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These two cases illustrate the complexity o f post-independence Ireland, a 

complexity which is too often flattened out to facilitate less nuisanced 

interpretation.

CRITIQUE OF LA TE-MODERNISER  

STA TE LEAD MODERNISA TION

Sociologically 1958 dates the beginning o f  the contem porary period 
in Ireland...W ith the shackles o f  traditionalist ideologies and 
economic conservatism broken, it seemed safe to assume that the 
egalitarian objectives o f Irish nationalism could be realised and 
realised fairly painlessly: the rising tide, in other words (Breen et a\, 
1990, pp. 5, 6).

Drawing their study to a close Breen et al (1990, pp. 209-221) conclude that 

the State had largely wasted the new found capacity which ‘m odernisation’ 

in their view made possible. This judgem ent is based on their assertion 

regarding the ‘bright prospects’ which “ Ireland’s long postponed social 

revolution” (Breen et al, 1990, p. 6) appeared to hold open at the outset o f  

the period. In order for these judgem ents to stand two assumptions must be 

tested. Firstly, did the State fundamentally shift from passivity and 

peripherality in the early period, to centrality and activism in the later 

period, and secondly, if  such change did take place to what extent was the 

Irish state committed to the egalitarian agenda as Breen et al claim (1990)?

The prime focus here is on the first o f  these questions, did the nature o f Irish 

state engagement with social policy shift fundam entally following 1958? If 

so, what was the nature o f that shift? Later chapters will attempt a fuller and 

more fundamental reassessment, for the present a brief re-exam ination o f 

the early post-independence period must suffice.

The 1920s are almost uniformly dism issed as a period o f  state inactivity, 

inertia and indeed retrenchment on both social and public policy fronts; on
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this all the accounts used in the previous chapter are largely at one. However 

even for this period some reassessm ent is required. Several key ‘initiatives 

are o f  note’, both in the wider public policy as well as the social policy 

sphere. In broad public policy terms two m ajor initiatives are notable, 

firstly, the S tate’s establishment o f  the Irish Sugar Company, as a state 

enterprise processing the product o f  the sugar beet industry, an industry 

m oreover which the State itself was centrally involved in establishing. 

Secondly, the establishm ent o f  the Electricity Supply Board (ESB), which 

was also a state enterprise. Central to this initiative was the Shannon H ydro

electric Scheme, a jo in t venture with Siemens, and one o f  the largest civil 

engineering projects o f  that era.

On the social policy front a major re-organisation o f  the poor law system  

was undertaken in 1923 and in 1927 the Com m ission on the Relief o f  the 

Poor reported {Report o f  the Commission on the R e lie f o f  the Sick and  

Destitute Poor, Inchiding the Insane Poor). M ore important than either o f  

these however was the School Attendance Act (1926). Fahey asserts that 

this legislation represented a significant intervention on the part o f  the State 

into the private sphere o f  the family (1992, 1998).

More important still was the State’s extensive involvement in the 

institutionalisation o f young people through the industrial school system. 

This system was active and growing throughout the decades following 

independence, reached its zenith during the 1950s, at which point some 

8,000 young people were confined in these institutions, many for the greater 

part o f their childhood up to the age o f  16 (O ’Sullivan, 1998). Surely this 

constituted state activism o f  a fairly major kind, yet, until quite recently, it 

went largely unremarked. Clearly, it represented an expression o f  state 

activism  in a particular sphere o f  social policy and it can be seen as a 

dem onstration o f  considerable power on the part o f  the State. Equally, it 

places a useful check on assertions that state activism in social policy is a
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‘necessary’ and unalloyed ‘good’ in all cases to be supported; regarding the 

industrial schools such a view would undoubtedly be subject to critique.

The extensive housing programmes o f  the 1930s have been acknowledged, 

though perhaps even these are deserving o f  a much more extensive scrutiny 

and integration into a wider theorising o f  social policy development. 

However, the equally significant hospital building program me o f  the same 

period goes largely unremarked in much o f  the literature. W hile the capital 

cost o f these developm ents were meet through fundraising, the running costs 

became the responsibility o f the State (Barrington, 1987).

In the area o f  income support, while the newly restructured Home 

Assistance Scheme (replacing the poor law outdoor relief system) remained 

the sole resort for most, several new income transfer payments were 

instituted, including the widows and orphans allowance and unemployment 

allowance. More important still was the introduction o f  the children’s 

allowance in 1944 ahead o f many other countries including Britain. As 

Cousins (1999) study points out, this payment and the lengthy debates 

which preceded its introduction were almost entirely the work o f 

government acting on its own initiative.

It has not been the intention o f this brief review to suggest that m ajor 

movements toward a recognisably ‘m odem ’ ‘welfare state’ were underway 

and have, up to now, been ignored. W hat is being suggested is that standard 

accounts, even within the conventionally accepted parameters o f  social 

policy, may require some re-evaluation. The extensive institutionalisation o f 

children through the industrial school system as well as widespread 

intervention in family life through the school attendance machinery appear 

to belie assertions o f inactivity or m arginality on the part o f  the State. 

Perhaps the fundamental question however, is not whether the State was 

marginal or central, active or inactive, but rather what were the policies with
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which the State was actively and centrally engaged? Perhaps the shift at 

1958, such as it was, was less a question o f  change from passivity to 

activism, rather it concerned the form in which an ever pervasive state 

activism now changed its focus. In other words did the State shift or perhaps 

begin to shift the nature o f  its policy focus? Indeed, perhaps it might even be 

suggested that conventional expectations regarding social policy have 

attuned analysts to focus on certain policy areas and to ignore others?

THE THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF  

THE LA TE-MODERNISER THESIS

As has already been shown for the Late-M odem isers the major burden o f  

explanation rests on the transfom iation o f  the State in the period after 1958. 

Thus a weak and marginal state transforms itself and in the process 

fundamentally reshapes Irish society. Hopefully it is now becom ing clear 

that they appear to exaggerate the extent o f  state activism in the post 1958 

period, as well as underestim ate its extent in the earlier period. The contrast 

between their conception o f pre and post 1958 Ireland is important. Moving 

from a situation in which Ireland “slum bered” for four decades (Breen et al, 

1990, p. 1) to one whose “processes took a fonn that approxim ates to that o f  

other industrial capitalist societies” ; surely quite a distance to travel, as they 

assert, in less than a decade (Breen et al, 1990, p. 7).

The whole issue o f theorising the State’s role raises a question regarding the 

logic informing the Late-M odem iser analysis, (Breen et al, 1990, O ’Connell 

and Rottman, 1992). Both appear to rely on the work o f  Skocpol and Evans 

regarding the role o f the State. From their perspective state activism  is a 

prerequisite for the success o f  the Late-M odemiser. The State’s role at the 

centre directing and m anaging policy is seen to be essential in overcom ing 

the disadvantages o f  such societies. Given this starting point a theoretical
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imperative seems to propel them toward identifying an activist and centrally 

controlling state (Breen, et al, 1990, pp. 112-117).

This theoretical perspective also seems to drive the necessity to m inimise or 

ignore the role o f  other forces, thus conferring on the State its allocative 

centrality with respect to the fruits o f post-1958 development. Taking this 

logic forward the question must be asked how the State’s early autonom y 

has been so readily captured by special interests, as Breen et al (1990) allege 

has occuiTed by the end o f  the period. Is it not suggestive perhaps o f  the 

possibility that pre-existing interests have merely reasserted themselves 

under a somewhat changed dispensation? Thus the interests which allegedly 

‘captured’ the State at the end may have largely controlled it throughout 

never having relinquished control (Breen et al, 1990).

The centrality o f  the State in Irish social policy is clear. However, in order 

to fully understand its role it may be necessary to abandon dichotomies such 

as ‘m odern’ and ‘traditional’ or ‘activism ’ and ‘passivity’ as modes o f 

analysis since they may be in danger o f  obscuring long range continuities 

(W alsh, 1991, pp. 400-401). Any analysis o f  the State’s role in social policy 

development in Ireland must establish what is meant by the State, setting out 

clearly those institutions which are seen to constitute the State. In addition, 

it m ust make clear the processes by which the State becomes more than a 

conduit for competing interests, asserting its autonom y in policy terms. 

W alsh’s (1991, p. 400) critique is directed at what he considers are the 

‘statist’ or ‘socialistic’ assumptions o f the Late-M odem iser perspective. In 

his view they consider the ‘M odernisation project’ has failed because the 

State failed to take sufficient control to ensure its egalitarian objectives were 

achieved. W alsh, from his polar perspective, asserts that far from being 

weak the Irish state has been historically ubiquitous; he calls on the record 

to support him. As the brief review has hopefully shown the W alsh 

perspective certainly appears to require a reassessment.
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If the judgem ent o f  change is purely based on the presence o f 

conventionally constructed welfare services, income transfers, housing, 

health provision there is little doubt that the Late-M odem iser view is 

supported. The Irish state provided more by w ay o f  conventional welfare 

provision after 1958 than it did before. Thus there is little doubt that the 

State moved from a situation in which conventional provision was 

extremely meagre, and many sei"vices were controlled by non-state bodies, 

principally the Catholic Church. W hile, as has been shown, some income 

transfer programmes did emerge in the 1930s these were indeed 

overshadowed by the developm ents o f  the p o s t-1958 period. Despite the 

acceptance o f  all o f  these fundamental changes the basic thesis o f  the Late- 

M odernisers does not appear to be supported, the post-1958 Irish state did 

not move from a status o f  inactivity and m arginality to one o f  centrality and 

activism, rather, what changed was the focus o f  its already ubiquitous 

activism. Activism was not new the focus was.

As has been shown with the critique o f  the Catholic Coiporatists, a longer 

range, historically rooted analysis is needed to fully understand the nature o f  

the State in Irish society, to appreciate the full extent and scope o f 

interventionism  by the State, under several dispensations reaching back to 

the early 19'*’ century.

On the other hand, looking from the reverse side o f the argument, it can be 

contended that the degree o f  autonom y which the Late-M odem isers 

postulate for the post-1958 Irish state was perhaps always highly 

circumscribed; this contention m ay be valid despite the increased resources 

at the disposal o f  the State. The fields o f  education and health, to take two 

key examples, remained, despite considerable public funds, outside direct 

State control.
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Beyond social policy, in the field o f  industrial development, the Late- 

M odernisers assert: “ Irish industrialisation was perhaps o f prim ary benefit 

to small farmers, who were able to use the new positions to forge successful 

adaptive strategies that allowed them to survive on the land" (O ’Connell and 

Rottman, 1992, p. 217). Clearly, despite prior assertions o f  an epochal shift, 

this view represents an acceptance o f  the fundamental continuities which lay 

at the heart o f the post-1958 project. The State was no more nor less active, 

it was no more nor less autonomous, rather the focus had shifted. And while 

the financial capacity to act did increase the forces seeking to constrain, 

circumscribe, or indeed benefit from, state action remained intact; continuity 

as much as change was assured. In conclusion, we can ask did the State 

exercise autonom y from historically embedded interests, or, did it function 

largely to reassert the focus o f interests long dominant in Irish society, 

forces which had driven the independence struggle itself. It was these forces 

which regrouped and reassessed their prospects.

Before moving on it may be useful to examine the development and 

operation, in an Irish context, o f  what would generally be considered a 

standard component in a social policy system. The provision o f 

unemployment assistance would generally be viewed as a standard 

instrument o f social security policy. However, this small case study on 

unemployment seems to raise interesting questions regarding the 

consideration given by policy makers to the role and interests o f the 

peasantry in its operation.

THE UNEMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE ACT 1933

The introduction o f  a system o f  unemployment assistance in 1933 was one 

o f  a number o f  social and economic policy initiatives o f  the newly elected 

Fianna Fail government. Provision o f an unemployment assistance 

program me fits readily with the development o f m odem  income transfer
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systems, marking a decisive move away from tlie Poor Law System. The 

Inter-departmental Com m ittee set up to exam ine the question o f  

unemployment relief, notes the lingering association with the Poor Law o f 

the system o f  Home Assistance, then the only means o f  relief available for 

the unemployed who did not have Unem ploym ent Benefit (S84/38/33, 

Department o f Finance file, Final Report O f The Committee On 

Unemployment Relief, pp. 1-2). Earlier initiatives, under the final years o f  

the British regime, had seen the introduction o f  Old Age Pensions in 1908 

and National Insurance 1911.

The decade since independence, however, saw few initiatives and is 

generally seen as a period o f  austerity and cuts in social expenditure, most 

notoriously the cut in the Old Age Pension in 1924 (Barrington, 1987, 

Powell, 1992, Cousins, 2003).

In contrast, Fianna Fail campaigned on a platfoirn with strong commitments 

to economic and social reform and developm ent (Cousins, 2003,). One o f 

the first debates in the Dail following the election o f the tirst Fianna Fail 

administration concerned the issue o f  unem ploym ent (Cousins, 2003,).

The world econom ic system had only a few years before experienced the 

massive dislocation resulting from the 1929 “Crash” . Mass unemployment, 

poverty, and social and economic upheaval were experienced across the 

industrialised world. Ireland was to be affected in a number o f  ways. Firstly, 

Britain, its sole m arket for its primary export, livestock, was experiencing a 

severe economic depression. Throughout the 1920s the prices achieved by 

Irish exporters o f  livestock and other animal products, were in decline (Lee 

and O ’Tauthaigh, 1982, pp. 137-138). Given Irelands’ almost total 

dependence on this market, great hardship resulted, and mass emigration, 

the traditional response, intensified.
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The problems in the British market were to grow with Fianna Fail’s 

accession to power; they stood on a republican platform, part o f which was 

the pledge to withhold the land annuities. The British responded 

immediately with tariffs on Irish exports.

The second problem lay with the USA, traditionally the receiving nation for 

Irelands’ thousands o f emigrants; as part o f its efforts to address its own 

problems o f mass unemployment and social upheaval, the USA closed its 

door to immigrants.

In the face o f these m ounting problem s calls grew in the press and from 

Local Authorities for a national response to the problem o f  unemployment 

(E B 144057, Scheme o f Unemployment Assistance). Some Local 

Authorities passed resolutions to the effect that they would discontinue 

payments out o f the Home Assistance Fund for the unemployed, if the 

government failed to put in place a system o f  unemployment assistance 

funded centrally. The focus was in part to relieve the local authorities o f  the 

financial burden via the rates, but there was also concern that the system 

was inequitable, with the view that relief was given not on the basis o f  need 

but on each local authorities’ ability to pay (S84/38/33, Final Report O f The 

Committee On Unemployment Relief, pp. 1-2, also Memo from Department 

o f Local Government and Public Health to Department o f  Industry and 

Commerce).

New administrative measures were introduced in 1932, which involved the 

notification o f public works or government funded works to the Department 

o f Industry and Commerce. These procedures were put in place to ensure 

that government funded works would give priority to the unemployed, 

however, the secondary impact was to swell the ranks o f  those on the Live

The annuities w ere the repaym ents m ade by the farmers in respect o f  loans g iven  by the 
British G overnm ent in order to facilitate the purchase o f  land by the tenants, under the 
various land acts.
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Register, seeking to obtain whatever employment was available. As the 

Com m ittee on Unemployment R elief pointed out those “on the register 

unquestionably includes a num ber who are not normally dependent for their 

livelihood on employment by others” (S84/38/33, Final Report o f  the 

Com m ittee on Unemployment Relief). Between April 1932 and the end o f 

the year the Live Register grew from 32,000 to 100,000 (Cousins, 2003, p. 

60, S84/38/33 Final Report O f The Com m ittee On Unem ploym ent Relief, 

p p .3-4)

W hile some interest in providing for the unemployed had emerged under the 

previous administration, the focus had been very narrow (Com mittee on the 

R elief o f  Unemployment, 1927, Cousins, 2003, pp. 35-39), concerned as it 

was, with the difficulties experienced by workers who had exhausted their 

entitlements to unemployment benefit. The focus o f  the new administration 

was far more wide ranging. The extensive archives make it clear that the 

Fianna Fail administration, or rather its active new M inister for Industry and 

Commerce, Sean Lemass, sought to address a wide range o f  incom e transfer 

requirements under the um brella o f  unemployment assistance.

Several distinct categories o f  the “unem ployed” emerge from a reading o f 

the government files, firstly the class o f  prim arily urban workers already 

spoken of, as well as their less favoured, fellow urbanites, not covered by 

Unemployment Benefit. N ext we come to fann labourers the crisis in export 

markets had hit their sources o f  work and in addition the traditional outlet o f 

emigration was closed off. The final group was the small holders, a 

notoriously difficult group to define or enumerate (E B 144057, Note A).

This group and their assisting relatives though generally associated with the
26western congested districts , were in reality, numerous throughout the 

country.

■^The C ongested District w ere the C ounties o f  D on egal, S lig o , Leitrim , R oscom m on , M ayo, 
G alw ay and Kerry, and the rural districts o fB a lly v a u g h a n , E nnistym on, K ilrush, Scariff,
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A decade and a half later the first report o f  the newly established 

Department o f Social W elfare in 1949 was to reflect this understanding that 

the “unem ployed” in Ireland could be divided into a number o f  distinct 

categories (Department o f  Social W elfare First Report 1947-1949, p. 17)

Additionally, for the most part, those who could be described as solely 

agricultural labourers, were also relatively confined and largely 

geographically delineated, the “small holder” and “relatives assisting” 

categories were elastic terms, and were to present very serious problems o f 

assessment and administration, as well as seriously overshooting the 

budgetary limits set for the scheme (S84/38/33, Memo, Payment o f 

Unemployment Assistance for the Financial Year 1935-36).

In order to come to grips with the issue o f  small holders it was necessary to

determine the extent o f  their number, and consequent potential claims for

Unemployment Assistance. Small holders existed throughout the country,

but the most economically disadvantaged small holders where concentrated

along the western seaboard. It is clear that the administration was fully

cognisant o f the problems consequent on attempts to address

“unemployment” amongst the small holders and their families. In the first

report o f the Com m ittee on Public W orks, set up in 1934 in the wake o f  the

Unemployment Assistance Act, 1933, special mention is made o f  the nature

o f the problems experienced in these areas:

Conditions in those areas generally described as the Congested 
Districts present a special problem, which is not primarily one
o f industrial unemployment arising out o f  seasonal or cyclic
variations, but rather a centuries-old condition o f  chronic
poverty.

The persons affected come largely within the scope o f  the 
Unemployment Assistance Act and it is , therefore, conceived

T u lla  A n d  K illad ysart in C o u n ty  C lare  and  the R ural d istr ic ts  o f  B antry , C a s tle to w n , S cu ll 
and S k ib b ereen  in C o u n ty  C ork
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to be within the Term s o f Reference to advert to “ Endemic 
Poverty” as being a feature o f  our problem  in the same way as 
Unemployment proper (S8786).

W hat we might call “stress tests” were conducted. The rules governing the 

Old Age Pension assessment, in so far as they were relevant, were utilised to 

deteiTnine what categories o f  landholders might qualify for the 

Unemployment Assistance payment. Fifteen different test cases are given on 

file (EB 144057, Scheme o f Unemployment Assistance Bill, Note A). 

Despite this painstaking and detailed analysis the conclusions drawn were 

contradictory, on the one hand, the 15 sample cases seemed to suggest that 

in many cases land holders would not qualify, however, the difficulty arose 

in determining how many land holders and their relatives fell w ithin any 

given land valuation category. As the Memo points out, the 1926 Census, 

details the num ber o f  land holdings, not the num ber o f land holders, this was 

important since a land holder may own two or more holdings (EB 144057, 

Note A). The best that could be concluded was a very rough estimate, which 

still left the question o f “assisting relatives” unresolved (EB 144057, Note 

A).

The Department o f Finance vigorously opposed the introduction o f  a 

Scheme o f  Unem ploym ent Assistance, even suggesting that the system be 

operated on a tim e limited basis, initially for two years (S84/38/33, Part II, 

Memo from JJ M cElligott ). M cElligott further stated that “The 

introduction o f  a scheme o f  free m oney is bound to attract a maximum 

num ber o f  applicants” (ibid). Finance held the view that provision under the 

Poor Law System administered by the Local Authorities was already in 

place and met adequately the needs o f  the able-bodied poor, a view shared 

by the Department o f  Local Government and Public Health which in one 

document makes the case that they should run an expanded Home

J J M cE lligott w as Secretary o f  the Departm ent o f  F inance from 1 927-1953 , as such he 
w as arguably the m ost pow erful public o fficia l.
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Assistance Scheme, as then operated by the Local Authorities (S84/38/33,

Memo from Department o f Local Government and Public Health to

Department o f Industry and Commerce). W hen this course o f  action seemed

futile it sought to present the new administration with the prospect o f some

200,000 small holders and their assisting relatives, as potential claimants

under the new program m e (S84/38/33, Department o f Finance file, Memo

from Revenue Com m issioners). The Department vigorously questioned the

assum ption that the registered unemployed (then standing at 100,000)

“affords some indication o f  the probable number claiming relief. There is no

justification for this assum ption” (S6242B). They go on to assert that:

It is essential to recognise that the hope o f  securing money without 
work will be a more cogent and more universal inducement to 
register and that the phenomenal increase in registration seen in 
some areas up to December, 1932, will become m arked over the 
whole country (S6242B)^**

In the face o f this concerted opposition, Lemass and his senior officials, 

prim arily John Leydon, Secretary o f  the Department and J.J. Keane, C hief 

Employment Officer, needed to ensure that the forecasts for uptake o f 

Unemployment Assistance were kept to an absolute minimum. Lemass went 

so far as to question the Committee estimate, o f  50,000 stating that in his 

view this was too high and that a figure o f 35,000 was more realistic 

(S84/38/33, Lemass M emo to Department o f  the President, 29‘*' M ay 1933.

A special clause was inserted in the Bill, addressed specifically at the issue 

o f  small holder claimants; this was the EPOs or Employment Period Orders. 

Under the EPO the M inister for Industry and Commerce could declare 

certain periods during the year, or indeed, specify certain regions o f  the 

country for the purpose o f  declaring an EPO, for the duration o f  the order, 

any given category o f  claimants specified were considered to be employed.

T he w as also opposition  from  the Departm ents o f  A griculture and L ocal G overnm ent and 
Public Health in relation to the funding structure for U nem ploym ent A ssistance  
(S 8 4 /3 8 /3 3 ).
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and therefore ineligible for Unemployment Assistance (S9537a, Memo for 

Executive Council, Proposal to Prescribe An Employment Period From The 

18* March To The 6*̂  or 13*'’ October 1936). As well as a practical m easure 

to address the concerns about potential claims for Unemployment 

Assistance from the small holder category, Em ploym ent Period Orders were 

the embodiment in legislation o f  the reality that for the most part the Irish 

State was attempting to address continuous underemployment and a 

“centuries-old problem  o f chronic poverty” (S8786), not unemployment in 

the conventionally accepted sense.

The introduction o f  the EPOs was in fact opposed by the Department o f  

Finance on the grounds that their very existence was a tacit acceptance that, 

outside the designated employment periods farmers and their assisting 

relatives and the rural labourers did in fact have a right to claim  

Unemployment Assistance. Despite this argum ent EPOs were inserted in the 

legislation and did perform a key function in managing the system.

W hile no EPOs were declared in 1934, this, the first year o f operation, saw 

pressure already m ounting to address the relentlessly rising num bers
29claiming Unemployment Assistance (S8786, Public W orks Com m ittee 

Report, Appendix V, p .59). The Department o f  Finance wrote a detailed 

Memo (S84/38/33, Payment o f  Unemployment Assistance for the Financial 

Year 1935-36), which is extremely pointed in its criticism o f the M inister 

for Industry and Com m erce concerning his forecasting o f  the potential 

claimants under the scheme. They highlight the fact that the M inister for 

Industry and Com m erce had asserted the view that no more than 35,000 

would be eligible, and the scheme would cost £ lm  exclusive o f  

administration, in reality by January 1935 some 86,638 were in receipt o f

The numbers claim ing Unemployment Assistance went from 4,761 in May 1934 to 
74,441 by the beginning o f  Decem ber o f  1934 S8786, Public Works Committee Report, 
Appendix V, p. 59)
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Unemployment Assistance and the programme was costing £1.6m. They

explain the discrepancy with reference to:

The fact that the num ber o f  recipients in the rural areas, mainly 
farmers and their sons and farm labourers, has proved to be much 
greater than was anticipated. It is understood that about 2/3rds 
o f the total recipients reside in rural areas. M oreover, the present 
average rate o f  about 7/3d. a week indicates that, in a very large 
number o f cases, the recipients o f  Unemployment Assistance have 
means o f a varying degree (S84/38/33)

The pressure from Finance paid o ff and a brief EPO was declared for 

Fanners from mid-April to mid-M ay and from mid-July to the end o f  

September 1935. In addition a second EPO was declared covering single 

men in rural areas without dependants, running from m id-July to the end o f 

September 1935 (S9537a, Cabinet Minute, 26.3.35). In the case o f farmers, 

only those with holdings in excess o f £4 valuation were covered by the 

EPO.

W hile the declaration o f  EPOs was clearly one means o f  addressing the 

problem o f  excessive encroachment by the class o f small holders, their sons 

and other relatives, other approaches to the problem  o f  excessive claims 

were also envisaged. A Department o f  Finance Memo (S84/38/33) examines 

all the options in great detail, including cuts in rates, reduced rates for 18-21 

year olds and more rigorous assessment o f  means, they even advocated the 

assessment o f meat given under a free beef scheme, then in place as a 

consequence o f  the economic war (884/38/33). However, it was Lemass 

him self who, in a Memo dated 7*'’ Novem ber 1934 (E B 162851), suggested 

that rural areas might be cut out o f  the scheme entirely. C learly feeling 

under some degree o f  pressure in relation to the m easure which he had so 

recently proposed, and piloted through the Oireachtas (Parliam ent), Lemass 

directed a memo to Departmental Secretary, Leydon and other senior 

officials. In the Memo Lemass is highly critical o f  the operation o f  the 

programme, bringing to the attention o f  his officials the views o f  the public
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as expressed to him, that the system was being abused by those who could 

not or would not work (ibid) The Departmental officials advocated allowing 

the system more time to settle. Leydon expressed the view that “any great 

measure o f  social reform is bound to give rise in its early stages to a large 

volume o f  criticism from one angle or another” (E B 162851). The three 

memos and the covering note from Leydon offer a very incisive view o f  the 

processes at work in the various critiques o f the programme highlighted by 

the Minister. The M emo from JJ Keane, C hief Employment Officer, the 

most senior official responsible for the Unemployment Assistance 

programme, is especially interesting. Keane questions in detail both the 

“facts” o f  allegations o f  bogus claims, and alleged refusals to accept work, i  

In the case o f refusal o f work Keane asserts:

The only case I can recollect in which recipients o f Unemployment 
Assistance refused to work for a farmer occuired near Athy. There a 
farmer who had, he said himself, 100 acres o f  beet ready for pulling 
and crowning found it impossible this year to obtain the necessary 
labour to do the work .... It has been stated that the em ployment 
was refused because the prospective em ployer was objectionable in 
some way which has not been clearly indicated. (EB 162851,
Keane Memo). i

Later in the memo Keane details cases where farm ers’ groups were 

advocating that the Unemployment Assistance payment be made over to 

them, or be made contingent on recipients performing work, for farmers, in 

lieu o f their assistance. Keane was in no doubt what the m otivating factor 

was, and saw the logical consequence as the subsidisation o f  all employers 

by government, and the end result, as the disappearance o f  all work for 

wages (ibid).

In relation to the inclusion o f  small holders Keane responded:

There is not, after all, so much difference between the small | 
uneconomic landholder in the country whose work on the land ' 
occupies but a fraction o f his working tim e and the labourer in the 
town whose occupation is rendered uneconomic by reason o f
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inteiTnittent unemployment: both are under-employed (S I62851, 
Keane Memo).

Another official o f  the Department o f  Industry and Com m erce states:

An em ployer who has a good reputation will hardly have any 
difficulty in getting workers at any time even without coming to the 
local office but the employer who may be disposed to underpay o f 
underfeed workers or who may be too hard a taskm aster may find 
difficulty and I think complaints emanate from employers o f  this 
type (162851, Dunne Memo).

All in all the memos amounted to a solid defence o f  the new programme and 

advocated a policy o f allowing the system time to settle down. Dspite this, 

the Finance assauh on the issue o f  rising costs was irresistible and EPOs o f 

increasing duration and coverage were to be introduced. In 1939 an EPO 

was introduced to deal specifically with the concerns o f  beet growers 

applying only to the beet growing counties o f  Carlow, Cork, Kildare, 

Kilkenny, Laoighis, Tipperary and W exford. It was applied to single men 

and widowers with no dependants for the m onth o f Novem ber 1939 

(S9537A); a degree o f scepticism was expressed at the time concerning the 

need for such an order and indeed this was the only year in which it was 

made (S9537A, M emorandum For Government, Proposal to Prescribe a 

Second Employment Period from the 7*'' June, 1939 to 3 1*‘ October, 1939).

In the previous year there had been some discussion about the possibility o f 

dividing the country up into an eastern and western area for the purposes o f  

declaring EPOs, while not preceded with, it foreshadowed what was to 

emerge a few years later (S9537A, M emorandum for Government, Proposal 

to Prescribe a Second Employment Period for 1939). As part o f  its 

development plans for agriculture Fianna Fail was promoting more 

extensive tillage farming, this traditionally had a higher labour content than 

livestock (Lee and O ’Touthaigh, 1982, p. 135). The Department o f 

Agriculture was becoming anxious that there would be insufficient labour to 

met demand and wished to have a more stringent EPO declared for 1939
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(S9537A, as above). They proposed that, in addition to the usual category 

covered by the EPOs in previous years, “that married men, unmarried men 

with dependants and widowers with dependents resident outside the same 

areas [outside the recognised urban areas] and outside the Congested 

Districts as defined in Section 46 o f the Irish Land Act, 1909” (S9537A, as 

above), should fall within the terms o f the EPO. The Department of Industry 

and Commerce opposed the proposals o f Agriculture strenuously, putting 

forward research, regarding the employment outcomes for those excluded 

from Assistance by previous EPOs, this analysis showed that o f the 18,984 

excluded under EPOs some “5,763 persons did not obtain any employment 

at all, that 7,606 received from 1 to 24 days work, 4,060 from 25 to 72 days 

work , 1,462 from 73- to 180 days work and that only 93 persons received 

employment o f 181 days or more duration” (S9537A, as above). While 

Industry and Commerce did go on to acknowledge that substantial number 

were working during this period on their own account, as farmers or 

assisting relatives, they asserted “nevertheless, the figures do not indicate 

that it is necessary or desirable to extend this year the scope o f the second 

Employment Period Order. The Department o f Industry and Commerce has 

no evidence o f an unsatisfied demand for agricultural labour in any part o f 

the country” (S9537A, as above).

The Department o f Industry and Commerce also questioned the rationale for 

the exclusion o f the Congested Districts, they contrasted the total lack o f 

resources o f the labouring class: “a small landholder on the other hand, 

though a poor man comparatively, has land, a house, and, probably, free 

fuel. He would have the fruits o f his land: milk, eggs, vegetables. His credit 

would be much higher than the labourer’s credif’ (S9537A, as above). 

Despite the efforts o f Industry and Commerce in 1940 a schedule was drawn 

up which attempted to refine the distinction between the Congested Districts 

and other areas o f the country, and in order to facilitate this process a 

detailed mapping process was undertaken, this was known as the “Poverty
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Factor (Valuation) Map No. 5." No map is in the file but what is on file is a 

detailed description o f  those areas which were considered to be experiencing 

the most sever and prolonged hardship, (S9537a, Proposed Third 

Employment Period Order, 1940). It should be noted that Industry and 

Commerce once again made the case for the greater hardships experienced 

by the “ landless” labourer, lacking as he did any assets and having to 

operate entirely in a m oney economy, this case despite undoubted cogency 

o f the arguments, fell on deaf ears^**. The m apping system was used to 

delineate the areas to be excluded under the EPOs for 1940^' (S9537a, 

Memo For The Government Employment Periods. 1940).

Wartime austerity and shortages were also giving rise to problems in the 

system, as small numbers o f  urban industrial workers found themselves 

excluded under the EPOs, while they were unable to secure employment 

because o f wartime shortages. Another issue concerning the delineation o f 

the urban mral divide was the problem o f  urban councils rehousing people 

into rural areas this also caused problems and necessitated further 

refinement o f  the EPOs in subsequent years.

A meeting, between Government and a Labour Party delegation, which 

included party leader W illiam Norton, took place in October 1940. Labour 

was concerned about a wages freeze affecting road workers, they were also 

anxious to protest against the hardships experienced under the “Third EPO” 

put in place that year. The recently appointed M inister for Industry and 

Commerce, Sean M acEntee, robustly defended the imposition o f the order

Perhaps it is not too  m uch to suggest that Fianna Fail, w hich had com e to pow er through 
the support o f  the western sm all holders, w as m ore a live  to their d ifficu lties than to those o f  
the Labour voting farm labourers o f  the m idlands and east.

The area covered by the exem ption  from this EPO is included in a detailed list o f  
electoral districts in C ounties D onegal, Leitrim , Cavan, S ligo , M ayo, R oscom m on , G alw ay, 
Clare, Lim erick, Kerry and Cork (S 9 5 3 7 a , Proposed Third E m ploym ent Period Order, 
1940). It should be noted that the inclusion o f  areas in Cavan and Lim erick encom passed  
areas not part o f  the designated C ongested D istrict, see  footnote 2 above.
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and stated that: “ the U nem ploym ent A ssistance A ct w as prim arily  intended 

to deal w ith  W in ter d istress in rural areas and to cut o f f  from  

U nem ploym ent A ssistance residents in these areas in the Sum m er m onths 

w hen sufficien t w ork  should  be available for them ” (S9537, M eeting on IS'*̂  

O ctober, 1940). W hile not the sponsoring  M inister, M acE ntee w as 

expressing  a c lear view  as to  the purpose and nature o f  the U nem ploym ent 

A ssistance A ct, a view , furtherm ore, w hich delineates its functioning in 

peasant, sm all ho lder Ireland, as opposed  to neighbouring industrial 

societies (E B 162851, D uffy M em o 23'̂ '̂  N ovem ber 1934)?

C learly  the rural sm all holders and their fam ilies had been  a key  

consideration  in the form ulation o f  a schem e o f  U nem ploym ent A ssistance, 

this fact had necessita ted  taking account o f  the reality  o f  their w orking lives 

on the land w hich, desp ite  efforts to conflate the two, w as substan tially  

d ifferen t in kind from  the experience o f  those “em ployed by o thers for 

w ages” (EB 162851, K eane M em o, 3“* D ecem ber 1934). O ne point, w hich  

so far has not been specifically  h ighlighted, is the substantial num bers o f  

sm all land holders (those w ith  a valuation  under £4) who did not fall w ith in  

the term s o f  the EPO s and w ere in fact in continuous receip t o f  

U nem ploym ent A ssistance. T hese people w ere  not in receip t o f  

unem ploym ent assistance i f  w e are to apply  any accepted understanding  o f  

the case; rather they  w ere in receipt o f  an incom e supplem ent, som e on  a 

year round basis and others ou tside the periods set by  the EPO s, and w ere 

acknow ledged  to  be, in the m ain, living in areas w here the prospect o f  paid  

em ploym ent w as, for all practical purposes, non-ex isten t (EB 162851, D unne 

M em o, p. 4). O nce again K eane dem onstrates an  acute appreciation  o f  the 

nature o f  the case w hen he questions the over zealous efforts o f  local 

em ploym ent officers to app ly  a ‘w ork  te s t’ to m ral people particu larly  sm all 

holders living in areas w here no paid em ploym ent w as readily  ava ilab le  

(EB 160720, A ssistance C ircu lar 2/5, see also EB 162851, D unne M em o, p. 

4)
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The importance o f the non-contributory nature o f  the programme was also 

emphasised by Keane. He took the view that any scheme involving the 

purchase o f  for social insurance o f  stamps would de facto exclude the most 

needy particularly in rural areas, while those who could afford to purchase 

stamps would benefit “ It is no test and is not capable o f being made a test” 

(E B 162851, as above).

At this point what can be concluded from this analysis o f  the introduction 

and operation o f the Unemployment Assistance Act 1933? Firstly, it should 

be clear that in so far as it covered the rural population and it did so in great
32  ■ • • ■*measure , it did not constitute a scheme o f  Unemployment Assistance in 

any recognisable sense. Most o f those dealt with under the scheme were 

never likely to be in employment. Some suffered “endemic poverty” 

(S8786); others suffered “winter distress” (S9537A, MacEntee);

employment by an employer, leaving aside Government W ork Programmes, 

was, in either case, a remote prospect.

In the case o f the former, payment was ongoing and the employment ‘test’ 

an entirely meaningless notion. In the latter case, o f  those who had some 

prospect o f  securing a living from their land, or in the case o f  those who 

were on the margins o f ‘econom ic’ farming, they could secure

Unemployment Assistance during the winter, continuing to occupy

themselves on their farms (EB 162851, Keane Memo).

The operation o f  the programme was made all the more complex by the 

reality that two other distinct ‘client’ groups were also catered for, the rural 

labourers, mostly resident in the m idlands and east, and the urban working 

class. Both groups were smaller and less politically coherent than the small

In February o f  1939 o f  those claim ing U nem ploym ent A ssistance 7 2 ,0 0 0  lived in rural 
areas and 2 8 ,9 0 0  lived  in urban areas, (S I 1644, A ppendix 1 U nem ploym ent and Em igration  
Statistic).
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holders, nevertheless some account o f  their interests had to be taken. The 

m echanism  for achieving this goal was the EPOs. Each year particularly 

during the m id-1940s the order was calibrated and re-calibrated, to address 

each anomaly which arose (see S9537A, also S9537B and S9537C).

In addition to dealing w ith the needs o f  its ‘client’ base, the Departm ent also 

had to appear, at least in some measure, to respond to the interests o f  ‘large’ 

farmers (those em ploying outside, non-fam ily labour). The concern o f  this 

interest group was with the cost and availability o f  labour. Their initial 

instinct would have been to oppose any form o f  payment by the State since 

it would potentially put a ‘floor’ under the price o f  labour. Once a 

program me had been put in place the secondary objective would be to “take 

advantage o f the Act to force down wages” (E B 162851, Keane Memo). 

Given this pressure from employers, and the fact that farm labourers, 

formed no part o f  Fianna Fail’s constituency it is perhaps possible to 

speculate that they were sacrificed in the interests o f  protecting the small 

holders o f  the west. This perhaps explains the failure to respond to 

Departmental argum ents on behalf o f  the labourers.

EPOs were to continue in operation throughout the 1950s and into the 

1960s, finally com ing to an end in 1967 (S98/6/93, Second M emo by the 

M inister for Social W elfare concerning EPOs). From the late 1940s the 

orders had been renewed annually with only m inor adjustments. The 

arguments o f the M inister for Social W elfare in advocating the abolition o f  

EPOs are quite interesting (S98/6/93, as above). It is asserted by the 

M inister that the orders sought to discrim inate between those who held land 

with a rateable valuation o f  over £4 verses those with land under £4. The 

M inister asserts that this distinction was entirely arbitrary and unjust and 

could not be justified  on the basis o f  the productive value o f  land over the 

£4 valuation cut o ff (S98/6/93, as above pp. 3-4). He also disputes the 

assertion, made in the Department o f  Finance M emo in the sam e file, to the
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effect that significant o f f  fann em ployment is available in the summer, in 

addition to the em ploym ent demands generated by fanning itself. In 

addition, it is clear that in a country with increasing industrial em ployment 

and a declining rural population the need to restrict claim s for 

unemployment assistance amongst the rural population had declined  

(S98/6/93, as above).

CONCLUSION

At the outset o f  this chapter the thesis sought to exam ine what were seen to 

be the three broad perspectives on the nature o f  h'ish social policy  

development. Firstly, the assertion that the Irish system  was largely, if  not 

entirely, the product o f  Ireland’s past and present relationship with Britain. 

Secondly, that it was the product o f  the power o f  the Catholic Church and its

”  PU BLIC W O RK S
W hile the use o f  public w orks as a m eans o f  relieving unem ploym ent had been 
com prehensively  criticised by both the C om m ittee on U nem ploym ent R elief (S84/38/33) 
and no less a figure than JJ M cElligott, Secretary at the D epartm ent o f  Finance 
(F200/25/37), it was once again resurrected in 1934 as the num bers on U nem ploym ent 
A ssistance clim bed relentlessly. Sean M cEntee M inister for Finance set up a com m ittee 
under Hugo Flinn his parliam entary secretary (Junior M inister), to  investigate (C ousins, 
2003, pp. 68-73). W hile the am bitious proposals envisaged by the C om m ittee on R elief 
W orks did not m aterialise, the actual reports and the responses o f  the various departm ents 
o f  governm ent provide an interesting insight into the efforts to com e to grips w ith the 
specific nature o f  “unem ploym ent” in rural areas. In a response from the D epartm ent o f  
Lands to proposals for inclusion o f  Land D epartm ent p rojects under the Public W orks 
program m e, the departm ent took the view  that such w ork had been traditionally  made 
available to the actual allotees (those w ho w ere to be ow ners o f  the land), their relatives 
a.ssisting, or to potential future allottees in the area. It was the view o f  the D epartm ent o f 
Lands that this w ork was best perform ed by those w ho w ere to  be the beneficiaries (they 
also state that the allottees paid at least, in part for the costs o f  the w orks undertaken. It was 
clear that in fact the w ork o f  the Land C om m ission, em ploying som e 6,000 field s ta ff was, 
itself a huge schem e o f  public w orks undertaken by the State for the benefit o f  the small 
holders, m ainly in the west o f  the country. Furtherm ore, that, farm ers w ere being paid by 
the State to undertake im provem ent w orks on their ow n land (S8786 also S8775, 
D epartm ent o f  Lands M inute, 7"' N ovem ber 1935).
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efforts, in alliance with a conservative post-independence leadership, to 

impose a Catholic social order on Ireland. Or finally, that the key to 

understanding lay with the process o f  modernisation and the centrality o f  the 

State in its achievement.

At this point it is hoped that some questions have been raised regarding each 

o f the three perspectives. The goal however, has not been to undermine the 

significance o f  the three perspectives, they rem ain vital components o f any 

account o f  Irish social policy development, rather the intention is to widen 

the context within which they may be understood. Before this work can 

commence, however, a further task must be completed. An attempt must be 

made to see how Ireland fits into the w ider comparative social policy 

literature. Indeed can this international literature provide some comparative 

insight into the Irish case? Despite the shift in focus o f  the next chapter the 

fundamental question remains, how might Irish social policy developm ent 

be theorised?
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE FAILURE OF AGRARIAN CAPITALISM AND THE 

TRIUMPH OF PEASANTRY: ITS CONSEQUENCES FOR

SOCIAL POLICY

Capitalist development is neither invincible nor inevitable. Indeed, 
contrary to the expectations o f  many nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century social theorists, characterizations o f  capitalism  as a mode o f 
production that can easily sweep aside all obstacles to its expansion 
have little validity in the light o f  the uneven developm ent o f  the 
modem world. ...w hen capital is unable to m odify or transcend 
certain natural barriers to its development, these spheres are left in 
the hands o f petty comm odity producers or other nonwage forms o f 
production. In this sense, the survival and revival o f nonwage forms 
o f production in the m odem  era are “anomalous necessities” that 
often reveal industrial capitalism ’s inability to subordinate nature to 
their own production requirements (Mann, 1990, p. 128).

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is intended to act as a bridge into material dealing with the 

implications o f  agricultural production for social policy development. The 

chapter is an attempt to detail the specific features o f agriculture which the 

thesis will suggest, have implications for the types o f social policy systems 

likely to emerge. The chapter has three parts, the first deals with the features 

o f  agriculture which appear to inhibit agrarian capitalism  and favour peasant 

or family labour farms. The second part will sketch the specific dynamics at 

work in the Irish case at the opening o f  the period covered by the thesis. It is 

hoped this may provide a theoretical context within which the narrative 

sections m ay be understood. The third part will attempt to offer a definition 

o f peasantry for the purpose o f  this work. A final section will situate the 

whole account within the wider frame provided by the rise o f  a globalised 

order particularly with respect to food production.
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FI G U R E 4.1

PUBLIC POLICY AND THE AGRARIAN DILEMMA

Public Policy

T h e  a g r a r i a n  d i l e m m a

P e a s a n t  Resolu tion

The overall goal o f  the chapter is to provide the theoretical components 

which both make the peasant non-com m odification strategy understandable 

and attempt to set out the dilemmas faced by the agrarian population in 

Ireland as an increasingly comm odified order took hold. Figure 4.1 

illustrates the process. As societies urbanise it becomes critically important 

to ensure security o f  food supply to populations which increasingly lack the 

means to produce their own food. Thus the advent o f substantial 

urbanisation makes security and continuity o f  food supply an increasingly 

important aspect o f public policy. Capitalist organisation o f  food 

production seems the most likely outcome and was traditionally assum ed to 

be such by most analysts o f  all persuasions. This has not proved to be the 

case however (M ann, 1990, M cLaughlin, 1998). The reasons why 

agriculture in m ost cases does not assume a capitalist form will be dealt with
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shortly. In the absence o f a resolution o f agriculture into a capitalist form 

public policy must engage with the peasant or family based producers, 

finding a way to secure public policy goals by addressing the needs and 

expectations o f  the peasant population upon which food security and 

availability must rest. The resolution o f this dilemm a can give rise to a range 

o f  public policy responses which can in many cases function as analogues o f 

conventional social policy but whose goals are in the main wider than those 

conventionally attributed to social policy. The Com m on Agriculture Policy 

o f  the EU is a case in point; this is by no means a limited case with the 

provision o f supports to agriculture also available in the USA (Sheingate, 

2001).

This is the agrarian dilemma how to ensure food supply in the absence o f  a 

capitalist market system. Pre-existing social formations are critical to 

understanding possible resolutions o f  the agrarian dilemm a and for this 

reason, given the nature o f  the Irish case peasantry is inserted into the midst 

o f  figure 4.1 to illustrate its central role. For reasons to be addressed shortly 

a pre-existing peasant population presents a particularly difficult aspect o f 

the dilemm a which faces potential agrarian capitalism.

As the thesis will attempt to show, the ‘Landed’ peasant model (the 

emergence o f  which the next two chapters outlines), represented a particular 

peasant attempt to resolve the dilemma o f agriculture. However, peasantry 

in attempting to arrive at it own preferred resolution was to find itself in 

direct conflict with the efforts to impose a capitalist agrarian solution. 

Britain in line with the interests o f its growing urban population became 

increasingly committed to vigorous cheap food policies. Clearly a cheap 

food policy well suited to the needs o f an urban Britain was utterly ill suited 

to the needs and interests o f  an overwhelm ingly mral Ireland. By pursuing 

this policy the British authorities were to come into direct conflict with the 

interests o f the Irish peasantry. As later chapters will attempt to show the
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peasant response was to attempt to insulate themselves from the effects o f  

public policy by securing their control over the land. Before addressing the 

specifics o f  the peasant resolution, however, it is necessary to address the 

detail o f  the agrarian dilem m a and the barriers which confront agrarian 

capitalism.

WHY HAS AGRICULTURE FAILED TO BECOME CAPITALIST?

If, as Esping-Andersen, asserts “com m odification and the cash nexus are the 

“mainsprings o f  m odem  social policy” (1990, p. 35) then a difficulty arises 

with respect to a society such as Ireland since the full com m odification o f  

labour was not achieved. Given this assum ption it will be clear that both a 

theoretical as well as practical challenge arises in a society, such as Ireland, 

which has until recently remained prim arily agrarian. The theoretical 

challenge is this: why has agriculture failed to resolve itself into a capitalist 

form i.e. why has a capitalist em ployer and a com m odified, waged labour 

structure not become the dominant form in agriculture, as it has in industry?. 

The following section will attempt to lay out what seem to be elem ents o f  an 

answer to this question. The practical policy implications will be worked out 

in the following chapters.

The ‘failure o f  agrarian capitalism ’ (Koning, 1994) has been an issue o f  

great interest to many social scientists over a long period (M ann and 

Dickenson, 1978, Mann, 1990, M cLaughlin, 1998). Both Classical and 

Marxist political economy held that capitalist systems o f  production would 

rapidly become established in agriculture as they clearly did in industry. 

Indeed the British model o f  mid 19*'’ century agrarian capitalism , upon 

which both schools relied, seemed to amply support these assertions (Gray, 

2002, 2004^'*). Classical political economy influenced as it was by the social

Both o f  G ray’s articles (2 0 0 2 , 2 0 0 4 ) provide a very valuable gu ide to the debates both  
within establishm ent as w ell as em erging nationalist c ircles, regarding Ireland’s ‘p rogress’.
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and economic structures in Britain, its country o f  origin, assumed that the 

capitalist form o f  agriculture would rapidly take hold everywhere. British 

agriculture had long ago resolved itself into a tripartite form with a 

comm odified labour force (M acfarlane, 1978, pp. 35-61), capitalist tenant 

farmers, with a small num ber o f large landholders at its apex.

Later, M arxist writers (particularly those addressing the issue o f  the 

persistence o f peasantry in Russia and Eastern Europe) began to outline a 

range o f  ways that peasantry might postpone its demise, but the assumption 

persisted that resolution into capitalist fonn would eventually occur. It was 

assumed that a process o f class differentiation would lead to the 

proletarianisation o f the lower peasantry with the middle peasantry forced 

downward or upward toward membership o f an upper peasant class which 

would extend its land holdings, employ the proletarianised lower peasantry, 

and increasingly becom e capitalist.

M arx’s prim ary focus was on the then emerging forms o f  factory based 

production. His work in the main assumed that agriculture would rapidly 

take this form also dispensing with what were seen as ‘petty-com m odity’ 

producers (M cLaughlin, 1998, p. 25).

Evidence from other societies, particularly those with significant extant 

peasant populations quickly demonstrated that the dissolution o f  peasantry 

and the establishment o f  capitalist agriculture were proving a more complex 

process than originally conceived. Lenin (1982) and Kautsky both applied 

themselves to the ‘agrarian question’, but while Lenin held to a capitalist 

account Kautsky allowed for the possibility o f peasant survival under certain 

conditions.

He particularly h igh lights the evolu tion  o f  establishm ent opin ion w hich can be tracked in 
the articles o f  the Journal o f  the Statistical and Socia l Inquiry S o c iety  o f  Ireland, 
particularly from its inception in the m idst o f  the Fam ine in 1847 up to the 1870s. B lack  
provides a very valuable account o f  these debates over a m ore extended period (1 9 6 0 , 1972, 
1995).
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Classical political economy had assumed that capitalism  would triumph in 

agriculture. This assum ption was based on the theorists o f the classical 

period being overly influenced by the peculiar social structure o f England 

which is generally recognised as a critical com ponent in facilitating the 

emergence o f capitalism  in the first place (M acfarlane, 1978). W hile these 

remain matters for scholarly debate there is strong evidence that 

commodified waged rural labour, and therefore the absence o f a landed 

peasantry, had been a feature o f  rural England for many centuries. The 

reliance on this peculiarity which was for the m ost part absent in much o f  

the rest o f  Europe resulted in the belief that agriculture would resolve itself 

into a capitalist forni in all cases sim ply because within the framework o f  

English society it had done so^^.

Thus the two m ajor traditions within political economy, classical and 

M arxist both took the view that peasantry would in course o f time resolve 

itself into a capitalist comm odified form.

An alternative perspective also based on the Russian experience was 

developed by Chayanov (1986). In Chayanov’s view peasants have a range 

o f advantages over capitalist enteiprises which, in his view make their 

continuation in agriculture likely. O ther later works have also attempted to 

account for the factors o f  peasant persistence and capitalist failure. 

Chayanov’s work has been critical in grounding much o f  the later theorising 

regarding the nature o f peasant agriculture and the reasons for peasant 

persistence (Shanin, etc)

A s the thesis w ill attempt to sh ow  in later chapters this theoretical assum ption and the 
political com m itm ent to it w ou ld  have profound co n seq u en ces for how E nglish  p o licy  
m akers w ould respond to the eco n o m ic  and social issu es in Ireland.
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This work seems to be important in providing the groundwork for 

understanding the fonn which social policy may take in countries or even 

regions where agriculture remains the dominant productive enterprise.

BARRIERS TO CAPITALIST DEVELOPMENT IN  AGRICULTURE

It is important to appreciate that it is not being suggested that the obstacles 

to capitalist agriculture are pennanent and insurmountable, they clearly are 

not. Both historically and in contem porary terms capitalism  has found ways 

to address the obstacles to its progress in agriculture. However, the 

circumstances where agrarian capitalism has become dominant seem to hold 

only in particular and limited cases, plantation slavery in cotton and sugar 

production in the Southern USA and the Caribbean (Mann, 1990) or ‘High 

F anning’ in m id -19"’ century Britain or Prussia (Moore, 1965, Koning, 

1994, Patriquin, 2004). Following these ‘m oments o f  agrarian capitalist 

‘success’ processes akin to what might be term ed re-peasantisation have 

frequently occurred (Koning, 1994). Thus, while it is clear that agrarian 

capitalism  is possible, it is also clear that sufficient obstacles remain to 

provide peasant farming with an ongoing, but not necessarily permanent, 

‘advantage’ over capitalism. Such ‘advantages’ o f  peasantry appear to be 

both regionally and historically specific. The next two chapters will attempt 

to use the Irish case as a particular instance o f  the survival o f peasantry, 

detailing its implications for public policy. They will flesh out this historical 

instance o f peasant persistence focusing on the social policy implication 

which arise. Before moving on, however, the following sections will detail 

more fully the various elements which appear to stand currently as obstacles 

to agrarian capitalism.

Key characteristics o f agricultural production which appear to favour 

peasant or family enterprises and inhibit the emergence o f agrarian 

capitalism:

162



Agriculture is dependent on nature

Land is a rival good,^^ it is also a requirement for most forms o f 

agriculture

Labour demand in agriculture is lumpy

Specialisation is difficult and further drives the lumpiness o f 

labour demand

Demand for food is inelastic but supply is variable, and as a 

result food com m odity m arkets have a tendency to be much more 

volatile than those in industry

AGRICULTURE IS DEPENDENT ON NATURE

It is perhaps difficult for a mainly urban population to appreciate that 

agricuhure involves a m ajor rational im position on the pre-existing 

landscape. Agriculture is dependent on nature and natural processes but it is 

not in some pre-existing sense ‘natural’ (Aalen, 1997). Fannland and farms 

are the product o f  intense human engagem ent with the natural world. The 

rural landscape the field patterns, hedge system s, visible to us are the 

product o f human action. Thus farmland is not a natural landscape but rather 

it is a landscape which has been intensively transform ed by human activity.

W hile agriculture represents a reshaping o f  nature to human ends, 

agriculture nevertheless remains dependent on a range o f  natural features, 

climate and weather - wind sun and rainfall, averages as well as actual 

amounts in a given year -, soil quality, land elevation and drainage as well 

as animal and plant disease (Nolan, 1988, p. 307). Each o f  these factors is 

critical for the production possibilities open to agriculture, in a particular 

region, but also the production out-turn in a given year (Lafferty et al, 1999,

Rival g o od s im ply e x c lu s iv e  ow nership . Thus ow nersh ip  by som e necessarily  im p lies  
non-ow nership by others.
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68-69). Stonns excessive rainfall or drought can all have a major impact on 

production.

By contrast industry is considerably less subject to the constraints and 

vagaries o f  nature and where it has been it has developed new technologies 

which eliminate those constraints which have arisen, steam replacing water 

power, oil replacing coal etc (Mokyr, 1990, Landes, 2003). Clearly 

technology has also been extensively applied, with significant 

transfonnative effects in agriculture. However, so far it has been unable to 

remove the fundamental constraints which the natural world imposes on
37agricultural production (Mann, 1990) .

LAND IS A RIVAL GOOD

Land is a rival good, its possession by some necessitates its non-possession 

by others. Equally important, all land is not o f  equal value since in 

agricultural terms some land is o f little value, thus possession o f  a large tract 

o f  poor land may, for agricultural purposes be less valuable than a smaller 

piece o f  good land. Though clearly the m onopolisation o f  large tracts o f 

good land is the ideal outcome and indeed may represent the ‘necessary’ 

starting point for most forms o f  agrarian capitalism  (Mann, 1990).

In efforts to secure the best land a range o f  strategies may be pursued. 

Coercion, legal or physical, colonisation or in some cases reclam ation may 

also be possible. The basic point is that good land must be assem bled in 

large tracts for capitalist agriculture to become possible. The presence o f  a

’^The advent o f  antib iotics after the Second W orld War has proved critical a llow in g  the 
intensification o f  som e form s o f  livestock  farm ing and reducing land dependence. In this 
situation a gravitation toward capitalist forms appears to take hold (M ann, 1990, p. 54). 
H ow ever, even in this system  lum py labour dem and rem ains a problem  (M ann and 
D ickenson , 1978). Cattle production, the principle activ ity  in Irish agriculture, has not 
conform ed to this pattern.
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significant pre-existing population, currently occupying land sought for 

capitalist enterprise, present a clear challenge for the potential capitalist 

farmer. In such situations it may be possible for this pre-existing population 

to m ount a successful resistance to their expulsion. Given the potential for 

sustained and bitter conflict it is clear that those who wish to pursue agrarian 

capitalist enterprise, in contrast to industrial capitalism  m ust find a means o f  

addressing this problem, finding a m echanism  to expel or exclude others 

from land is vital.

Nor are all the requirem ents met by mere possession o f land. Rather to fit 

the requirem ents o f  rational and efficient capitalist production landholding 

should, as a rule, be contiguous. Thus, to be successful the agrarian 

capitalist must hold land in substantial consolidated holdings. There are a 

variety o f  ways to achieve this goal, expulsion or attraction, push or pull. 

Both are frequently at work. Expulsion requires the ability to enforce a land 

claim  successfiilly in the face o f  rival claims; this may necessitate resort to 

legal devices or state or other coercive machinery. It requires one claimant 

to make a property claim which is seen to take precedence over all other 

claims As part o f  this process rival claims to land either as ‘property’ claims 

or as ‘traditions’ o f  use or access must also be extinguished.

Such a process must be achievable at a cost which will make the enterprise 

worthwhile in capitalist terms. Thus the costs o f  expulsion or land assembly 

must not be so high as to entirely consume the profit which might arise. This 

is a very important consideration since if  the established population can 

raise the costs above a certain level or make the risks to capital, or indeed 

life or the person o f  the capitalist so great then the return ceases to justify  

the risks involved. Clearly, resistance by the established population can 

form part o f  a rational, if  perhaps personally costly strategy to prevent their 

expulsion (Mokyr, 1985, pp. 139-149). Given the model it will be clear that 

the best quality land is likely to be most sought after since it is the greatest
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prize in an agrarian context and this is as true for those resisting expulsion 

as it is for those trying to achieve it (Campbell, 2005, pp. 17-18).

What this thesis suggests is that the process being described here is the 

working out o f  the dynamics o f com m odification in an agrarian context. 

Land is being converted from its status as a natural ‘elem ent’ in peasant 

society into a com m odity the use or ownership o f  which can be traded on a 

market. Part two o f this chapter will detail the features o f peasantry and its 

engagement with the dynamics o f commodification.

Such a radical transfonnation in the nature o f  economic and social relations, 

to be ‘successful’ and free o f conflict tends to require a slow and apparently 

evolutionary process which opens it to ‘construction’ as ‘natural’ or 

‘developm ental’^̂ . Even in such an ‘optim al’ scenario, change on this scale 

is seldom entirely free from conflict nor is it generally possible without the 

explicit use o f  state or other m achinery o f  coercion (M acfarlane, 1978). 

Britain -  England and Lowland Scotland - appears to have been unique in 

having achieved such change with minimal conflict. In the British context a 

long evolution toward comm odification o f  people and land would appear to 

have been at work over many centuries and did not result from some brief 

period o f  upheaval (Polanyi, 1944). England entered the 19*'’ century with 

peasantry already historical remote. Such was not the case in m ost o f  the 

rest o f  Europe and it certainly was not the case in Ireland. In a context o f a

Land law  is a co m p lex  and arcane area this is  unsurprising since in a real sense  it 
in v o lves the State g iv in g  its sanction to c la im s to particular portions o f  the earth’s surface  
which is se lf-ev id en tly  a legal ‘fic tio n ’. Y et in a real sen se  c la im s to private property are 
fundam ental to the realisation o f  a m odern market order (Rodrik, 20 0 3 , A cem o g lu  et al, 
20 0 5 , pp. 3 9 7 -4 -4 ). G aining clarity regarding the processes at work is m ore readily  
achieved  in the context o f  c la im s to property in land, since p ossession  o f  it can readily be 
seen as the societal ‘san ctification ’ o f  an arbitrary historical m om ent (M acpherson, 1978, 
H orw itz, 1977. pp. 1-62, 2 5 3 -2 6 6 ). In Ireland, unlike Britain, it was not p o ssib le  to 
su ccessfu lly  conceal this process (B u ll, 1996). In Britain im m em orial custom  could  readily 
be called  on to support the idea that ow nersh ip  o f  landed property w as in som e sen se  fixed  
and ‘natural’. Critical to the ach iev ing  this o f  course w as the absence o f  a peasantry still 
tied to the land and w illin g  to make a stand regarding their rights o f  ‘property’ in the land 
(C am pbell, 1869, M acD onagh, 1983, C am pbell, 2 0 0 5 , M acfarlane, 1978).
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strong and enduring peasantry in Europe and elsewhere, such 

transfonnations would be neither simple nor free from conflict. Indeed 

peasantry and their resistance to comm odification and its corollary 

expulsion from the land has been at the heart o f  some o f  the 20*'’ century’s 

most bloody upheavals (M itrany, 1961, W olf, 1969, Barrington-M oore, 

1966, pp. 453-483).

LABOUR DEMAND IN AGRICULTURE IS LUMPY

Labour dem and in agriculture is lumpy and not continuous (M ann and 

Dickenson, 1978). Crops and animals take time to grow and mature. It is 

difficult to shorten these processes o f  m aturation such that labour tim e and 

production tim e might more closely correspond (Mann, 1990). In the 

absence o f such correspondence labour demand remains lumpy with 

seasonal, w eekly and in some cases daily peaks in labour, depending on the 

type o f  agriculture.

Clearly, in capitalist terms, it is not viable to have a workforce which is idle 

for substantial periods o f  the productive cycle. For capitalist agriculture to 

succeed in such circumstances a supply o f  readily accessible cheap labour is 

needed. Various historical and regional resolutions o f this problem  have 

been established. Reference has already been made to the plantation systems 

o f the m id-19*'’ century in the USA and elsewhere. Slavery represents one 

means o f addressing the labour demand problem  in agriculture, various 

forms o f  bonded or indentured labour have also been historically 

‘successful’ in addressing the labour issue. The m odem  counter part o f  such 

solutions is the employment o f  a racially or ethnically differentiated 

workforce frequently in the form o f  seasonal migrants, flexible, available as 

necessary, and low cost (Schierup et al, 2006, pp. 185-186, Koning, 1994,

A  defin ition  o f  peasantry w ill be outlined shortly.
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pp. 88-89, 119-120). The next chapter will show how a particular Irish 

resolution o f  this problem was in place at the opening o f the period; the 

elements o f  this ‘solution’ were to provide the critical context for all future 

efforts at agrarian capitalism.

SPECIALISATION IN AGRICULTURE IS DIFFICULT

Specialisation and the advantages which accrue to it are difficult to achieve

in agriculture as they tend to further drive the lumpy nature o f  labour

demand. M ono-cultivation, o f crops or livestock will further focus the

demand for labour. By contrast peasant mixed farming enterprises are well

adapted to smoothing out the lumpy demand for labour by shifting labour

use from one activity to another as required (Chayanov, 1986). Equally

peasants have the flexibility to take up m igratory work on larger farms or in

towns and cities whilst still retaining their holding. Thus the peasant or

small family producer is a more efficient and flexible user o f available

labour. However, the scale advantages and skills acquisition associated with

specialisation are lost in a peasant mixed farming system:

A farm worker can only plough, harrow, and harvest the crops at the 
right season o f  the year and m ust be able to perform all o f  these 
operations. Cows must be milked twice a day and pigs fed; but the 
stockman cannot spend all o f  this time on these tasks (Cohen, 1940, 
p. 53).

Thus specialisation in the absence o f  a flexible labour supply is wasteful o f 

labour and cannot be justified, while failure to specialise results in lower 

efficiency in agricultural production.

FOOD COMMODITY PRICES TEND TO BE HIGHLY VOLATILE
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In food production it is more difficult to achieve a match between supply 

and demand. Food com m odity prices are generally more volatile than those 

for industrial products (M ann, 1990). A critical component is the relatively 

fixed nature o f demand coupled with the highly variable, nature dependant 

factors affecting supply, the natural components already dealt with. The risk 

factors thus arising cannot be either entirely eliminated or effectively 

m anaged (M ann and Dickenson, 1978). Thus from a capitalist perspective 

agriculture is a risky form o f  venture, requiring substantial initial outlay and 

resulting in a wide range o f  risks many o f  which are difficult to eliminate. 

By contrast peasant producers have some degree o f flexibility since they can 

withhold production or withdraw into production for own use. A lternatively 

they can adjust their production to m eet changed market conditions. By 

contrast a capitalist in agriculture may have their entire enterprise and their 

capital at risk. Undoubtedly, price collapse can have dire consequences for 

peasant producers. However, if  they have a secure hold on their land they 

can turn to other forms o f production or can for a time withdraw from the 

market producing for own use, or seek employm ent o ff the land while 

nevertheless retaining their holding. By definition these options are not open 

to the capitalist in agriculture; the costs o f  land, capital, and labour m ust be 

met whether a return is achieved or not. W ithdrawal into production for own 

use m ay also be possible for the capitalist producer, but by definition in 

choosing this option they have abandoned, even if  tem porarily, their 

capitalist status, having adopted a peasant strategy.

The demand for agricultural produce is more or less fixed, since, unlike the 

consum er goods produced by industry, food consum ption is largely fixed. 

As a consequence o f  this prices in agriculture are subject to m ajor swings, as 

oversupply generates price collapse (Mann, 1990, pp. 65-71); see also the 

chart for grain prices which m irror the stages o f  agrarian conflict in Ireland.
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The forgoing factors seem to provide reasons why agriculture has tended not 

to attain a consistent capitalist fonn. Once again it must be stressed that 

capitalist agriculture is by no means precluded; rather, the barriers to 

capitalist enteiprise and the advantages o f  the small producer seem greater 

in agriculture. Agriculture tends to favour the continuation o f  peasant 

producers even after capitalism  has triumphed in most other areas o f 

production. However, as the next chapter will show, one version o f  the 

capitalist solution to the problem o f labour demand in agriculture did arise 

historically in Ireland. However, the conditions under which this was 

possible were artificial and once they ceased to exist the resolution o f 

agrarian capitalism  into a radically different foiTn was to fail principally 

because o f the land, labour and production m ethods required for its 

achievement.

All o f  the forgoing factors make the emergence o f  a capital-labour split in 

agriculture problematic to achieve. This agrarian problematic has clear 

consequences for social policy. W hat is important from the social policy 

perspective is that commodification, the ‘m ainspring o f  developm ent’ is 

absent in an agrarian society. The question then is, what, if  anything, in 

public policy terms, emerges in its place?

THE RESOLUTION OF AGRARIAN CAPITALISM IN IRELAND

Following from the factors detailed above it is important to appreciate that

different production systems in agriculture support different fonns o f  land

use, population settlement patterns and social structure. This is critical to

understanding the nature o f  the Irish case and the reasons why land

redistribution would become such an important issue:

Population distribution in rural Ireland bears a very close relation to 
the type o f  farming practiced. At one end o f  the scale, M eath has 50 
persons per square mile o f improved land; at the other western
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Donegal has 400‘**’. In other words, a square mile o f  the congested 
areas has as m any as 60-80 tann  households while Co Meath has 4-6 
with a few labourers depending upon them. In between lie the 
medium-sized farm areas with 10-20 fann households, a few 
labourers on the more prosperous holdings, and a population density 
o f around 80-120 per square m ile ...In  Eire‘S 1000 acres o f  tiny 
farms (under 15 acres) “supports” 141 workers, o f  large farms only 
18 workers. Even allowing that m any o f  the holders o f  the small 
farms work on them only for part o f  the year and have various other 
resources, the contrast remains sharp” (Freeman, 1947, p. 51).

Certain forms o f  agriculture are highly labour intensive. Before the advent 

o f  machinery the growing o f  crops was particularly labour intensive. By 

contrast most forms o f  livestock rearing are land but not labour intensive. 

Cattle rearing for meat is an example o f  a particularly land extensive system 

o f agriculture which makes very limited use o f labour. This form o f  

production carried on as a capitalist enterprise results in very sparse 

population settlement patterns; as detailed above, Co Meath with a long 

history o f cattle ranching is a case in point. Historically Irish agriculture has 

been dominated by livestock production, cattle in particular. However, at the 

opening o f  the period with which the thesis deals a prolonged period o f 

war"*^ had distorted production and trade, resulting in a substantial re

orientation o f  Irish agriculture toward the production o f  grain.

In order to understand the dynamics at work it is essential to appreciate the 

significance o f  these two production systems and their consequences for 

population and social structure. As the thesis will attempt to show, it would 

be the interaction o f  these two production systems, -cattle and grain- which 

would determine the m anner in which the agrarian dilem m a would be 

resolved in Ireland. In simple terms the legacy o f  one system -  grain 

production- raised the ‘costs’ o f putting the second system -livestock- in 

place, making transform ation back to Ireland’s traditional production regime

It is a lso  important to appreciate that the regions with the poorest land had the greatest 
agricultural population to support; greater detail on this issue will be g iv en  later.
■" Eire w as the nam e g iven  to the Irish state before it becam e a republic in 1949.

The European wars o f  the period. A  full account w ill be provided in the next chapter.
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an extremely costly and difficult process. It is also important to appreciate 

that one o f  these systems, tillage or grain production, only ever prospered in 

Ireland under artificial conditions, in periods o f wartime or under 

government subsidy. By contrast, livestock production was Ireland’s natural 

production system in agricultural tenns. Ireland has a natural advantage in 

livestock due to its damp mild climate which ensures almost continuous 

grass growth through much o f  the year. Grass is the critical input for 

livestock production particularly cattle (Freeman, 1947, pp. 50-51). The 

mild climate also ensures that animals do not generally require winter 

housing which is necessary in harsher climates. Due to all these factors 

Ireland has an economic advantage in the production o f  livestock, in 

particular cattle. Ireland can produce at lower cost and higher quality than 

many other producers. Thus, in market terms Ireland is an efficient low cost 

producer o f  livestock. For largely the same reasons, however, high rainfall, 

mild climate, limited sunshine, Ireland is an inefficient, high cost, producer 

o f  most types o f  grains, or other crops which require extended periods o f 

dry, sunny weather in order to mature.

As the next chapter will attempt to show, before the artificial conditions o f 

wartime drove tillage in Ireland, livestock rearing specialising in live cattle 

and butter production and export were dominant over much o f  the country 

(see Map One in the Appendix also O ’Donovan, 1940, Freeman, 1950, 

Gillmor, 1969, 1977). As we have ju st seen an examination o f the social 

structure, population and settlement patterns o f  areas where dry cattle'*^, in 

particular, was the dominant activity, make it possible to understand the 

radical difference between the two production systems and their 

consequences for the social structure. Large scale cattle rearing requires vast 

tracts o f  open land over which cattle can roam in search o f pasture. Under 

such production systems land was under pem ianent grass w ith little or no 

cultivation taking place. As a result labour demand was reduced to a few

‘D ry c a t t le ’ is  the  term  u sed  for a n im a ls reared for the ir  m eat rather than miii<.

172



herdsm en to care for the cattle. Settlement patterns were light, hundreds o f 

acres might require only a single herdsman, and social stm cture was sim ple 

and shaiply divided. In such regions urban settlement was small scale and 

widely dispersed. The evocative descriptions o f  the Irish peasantry capture 

well the landscape and settlem ent structure, for the peasantry these were the 

‘manless lands’ ‘wildernesses o f  grass’ (Durkan, 1999). The characteristic 

features o f the social system which livestock raising gives rise to are still 

visible in areas where this form o f agriculture has been dominant for 

centuries. Despite later forms o f settlement, not least the action o f  peasantry, 

upon which the thesis focuses, these characteristics o f population settlement 

and social structure are still clearly discem able. Maps Five A, B and C in 

the series on the area o f Golden (see Appendix)'*'* illustrate the pattern very 

well. Map Five A with its large fields with only four herdsm en’s cottages is 

particularly illustrative o f  the impact o f cattle production on the settlement 

pattern. Indeed the sequence o f  three maps show the social stm cture literally 

etched in the physical patterns o f  the landscape. The only feature absent is 

the home o f  the grazier”*̂  and even this is illustrative since in most cases 

graziers did not live on the land they farmed since generally it was held on 

short-term  rental (Jones, 1995). This method o f  land holding allowed for 

rapid disposal when there was a market downturn, a not infrequent 

occurrence in the cattle trade, as Jones details (1995).

THE COTTIER SYSTEM

At the opening o f  the period with which the thesis deals a system o f  cottier 

land holding was widespread in Ireland. This system represented a viable 

resolution o f the problem o f  lumpy labour demand in the contem porary 

context. At that time intensive grain production was at its peak. The early

The total area was nearly 700 acres, (Whelan, 1997, p. 96). 
This is the name given to large commercial cattle farmers.
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19‘’’ century cottier system grew up during the ‘tillage revolution’/^  Cottiers 

were given access to a small garden plot usually little more than an acre 

sometimes less. This system allowed them to be active on their own piece o f 

land during the long periods when their labour was only intermittently 

required for the grain crop. In general they grew potatoes, kept a pig and 

may also have grazed cattle on commonage. Together these elements 

provided for their subsistence. In return for access to the land farmers got 

ongoing access to a readily available cheap workforce. See Map 5, the first 

in this series m arked 1845, illustrates the cottier pattern with the clustering 

o f cottier housing and the tiny plots.

At the opening o f  the period under discussion Ireland had t'lve regional 

production systems, (see Map One in the Appendix); a tillage region which 

had come to dominance under long-term wartime conditions, a specialist 

livestock region and a dairy and livestock products region, a small fanning 

semi-subsistence fringe at that time very extensive, and a proto-industrial 

area in the North-East. Map One in the appendix shows the agricultural 

regions. However, as already stated, Ireland’s long-standing form o f 

agriculture was livestock and livestock products, principally cattle and 

butter production. However, under prolonged wartim e conditions the tillage 

system had been greatly extended. Tillage required large inputs o f labour in 

a particularly lumpy form, namely at sowing and harvest and at intermediate 

periods to tend the crop. As a consequence an extensive supply o f  cheap and 

readily available labour was required. The cottier system made this possible 

(Goldstrom 1981, pp. 166-171).

Thus the system required an extensive supply o f  cheap labour. However, 

this labour was needed in concentrated period o f  m ajor activity. The m anner 

in which this labour supply problem was addressed was through the

‘T i l la g e  r e v o lu t io n ’ is  the term w id e ly  used  b y  Irish h istorians to d esc r ib e  the  p er iod  from  
1 7 5 0 - 1 8 1 5 ,  d ur ing  w h ic h  grain or t i l lage  b e c a m e  d o m in a n t  in Irish agr icu lture  (G ray ,  
1 995) .

174



provision o f garden plots for the labourforce. These garden plots served a 

num ber o f  functions; they provided activity for the workforce during periods 

when they were not needed; it fixed the workforce in place so that they were 

imm obile and therefore on hand as needed. The potato, the chief crop o f  the 

cottier classes, greatly facilitated this strategy, since it could produce 

sufficient food for the peasant family from a small garden plot, so that the 

farmers engaged in commercial tillage did not have to sacrifice too much 

land in order to secure their workforce.

A final component necessary to understand the Irish peasant capacity to 

resist expulsion must be detailed. As already alluded to the potato was a 

central component in peasant diet. The potato is an ideal crop for the poorly 

drained soils and damp mild climate. The varieties in use during late 18*'’ 

and early 19*'’ century were extremely prolific, responding well to intensive 

labour which a burgeoning peasant population could lavish upon them. Very 

small amounts o f  land were needed in order to feed a family, with little 

more than a large garden perhaps no more than an acre was required. By the 

tim e the Famine occurred in 1845 three million, o f the eight and half million 

population were almost entirely dependent on the potato for food (Donnelly, 

2000). Potato dependence was at its most extreme on the Atlantic fringe, 

potato dependence was at its lowest in the North-Eastern zone o f  proto

industry where oats were grown.

The potato has certain features which set it apart from likely alternatives 

such as grains. Potatoes require no additional processing before 

consumption, as is the case for grains, which require processing into flour or 

meal before they can be consumed. As a consequence potatoes do not 

require the involvement o f  specialist millers. Therefore a potato dependent 

population is more immune to processes o f  com m odification than one fed 

on grains.
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Other features o f the potato make it less amenable to commercial 

production. It is a bulky food with a high weight to value ratio and for this 

reason it afforded limited market possibilities but lent itself readily to direct 

production for own consumption (O 'G rada, 1989, p. 112). The cost o f road 

transport at that time meant that the market for potatoes did not justify  the 

likely return. Another feature o f the potato is its limited keeping qualities. 

Unlike grains it will not survive from one season to the next. In an Irish 

context this gave rise to the ‘hungry m onths’ o f  July and August as the 

peasantry awaited the new harvest. Given all these features, potato 

dependence necessitated direct access to land, rather than the purchase o f  

foodstuffs in the market (Salaman, 1949, Lee, 1973, pp 33-34, Mokyr, 1981, 

1985, 279-280). Thus those consuming the crop were not reliant on 

intermediaries. All o f these factors made a potato based system not only less 

open to comm odification but actually highly resistant to commodification. 

As long as the Irish peasantry had the key elements o f survival; land, 

potatoes, tu rf for fuel and basic materials for housing they could remain 

highly resistant and indeed immune to full commodification. Land was the 

critical component. Once they lost access to and control over land the 

system imploded (W helan, 1997).

Part II

COMMODIFICATION PEASANTRY AND THE GLOBAL ORDER

This thesis concurs with Esping-Andersen’s assertion as to the role o f 

com m odification in driving social policy (1990). However, it has also been 

suggested that the m anner in which comm odification is expressed may 

differ substantially in a society where agriculture remains the dominant 

productive activity. The reasons for this appear to lie with the failure o f 

agriculture to take a capitalist form, peasantry is frequently central to 

accounting for this. Several references have already been made to the term 

peasantry and its relationship to agrarian capitalism. Before the argument
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can be advanced further it is now necessary to provide a definition o f this 

term. At the outset it should be acknowledged that using the term peasant 

brings with it a particular legacy o f  popular and imprecise usage which 

makes definition more difficult (Shanin, 1973, 1987, Ellis, 1993, pp. 3- 

16)"̂ .̂ Peasant is frequently used as a term o f  abuse, for ‘dull rustics’, or 

alternatively as a term having its sole application confined either to rem ote 

time periods or geographical locations. This, as Shanin (1980) points out, is 

particularly prevalent in an Anglo-Saxon academic discourse. By contrast 

the use o f  the term and indeed its application in academic work is a 

commonplace o f  the social science and history literature o f  m any countries 

in Continental Europe, particularly Eastern Europe and Russia (W arriner, 

1939, Mitrany, 1961, Chayanov, 1986), but also in France and indeed other 

countries o f  Southern and W estern Europe (Paxton, 1997).

Another, related problem and one which has presented difficulties for 

previous attempts to utilise the concept in an Irish context (Arensberg and 

Kimball, 2001, Gibbon, 1973, Hannon, 1972, 1977, 1979, W helan, 1994), is 

the danger that it can conjure up visions o f  a timeless, classless, and conflict 

free rural order (Ellis, 1993, pp. 6-7), in short an unhelpful perhaps urban- 

influenced romanticisation o f  rural life. Peasantry neither is tim eless, 

classless nor conflict free. However, it is important to appreciate that while 

class is not absent from peasant societies the m anner in which it is 

constructed is different (Stinchcombe, 1961, Fitzpatrick, 1982). As the 

narrative sections will later attempt to show, no small holder along the 

Atlantic fringe"** in Ireland would have been in any doubt as to the social

M any scholars w hen referring to agriculture in m odern capitalist so c ie tie s  have adopted  
the term ‘sm all com m odity  producers’ to describe system s o f  farm ing w hich  rem ain  
dependent on fam ily  as the so le  or primary labour unit (Friedm ann, 1980, 1986, 1987, 
Curtin, 1986). H ow ever both for purposes o f  clarity across the period w hich the thesis  
covers, and to express the aspects o f  continuity betw een peasantry and ‘sm all com m od ity  
producers’, particularly in an Irish context peasantry w ill be used throughout..

T he term A tlantic fringe is taken from W helan, 1997 it is applied to the coastal zone  
along the western seaboard o f  Ireland.
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gulf which separated him from the substantial dairy farmers o f  North 

M unster or the ranchers o f the M idlands and East (Freeman, 1947, p. 44). 

Land, its extent and quality, was the arbiter o f  status and the deteim inant o f 

social class (Smyth, 1983). However, it could be finely grained in its 

determinations. Land holding, no matter how small in extent, could provide 

the possibility, however remote, that one might rise up the “pyram id” and 

achieve greater ‘landedness’ (Fitzpatrick, 1982). In this way, the dichotom y 

which is so critical to classical understandings o f  the capital-labour divide 

are muted in a society which has until recently remained largely peasant 

dominated.

Land therefore was the core o f the peasant status and as the next chapters 

will attempt to show securing ongoing control over land was the central 

component in the peasant response to the dynamic o f  comm odification. 

Thus peasant demands for recognition o f  their landed status and the lower 

peasantry’s demands for more land, greater ‘landedness’, can indeed be read 

in class terms, but it was not the class politics o f the comm odified 

proletarian, it is the politics o f peasantry in search o f  a way to secure their 

ongoing grip on the land as the critical com ponent in their status. The 

dynamic o f  comm odification in an agricultural context involves driving 

peasantry o ff the land, this in turn is met by fierce peasant resistance, since 

in the absence o f  land peasantry ceases to have control over their mode o f 

production and have been reduced to the status o f  mere hands; in other 

words, they have been commodified.

Thus the thesis suggests in a peasant dom inated society the battle over land 

is the core struggle with respect to commodification, the peasant goal is not 

to ameliorate the impact o f a comm odified order but to prevent the dynamic 

o f  comm odification taking hold.
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The battle over land centres on conflicting definitions o f  claims to 

‘property’ in land:

The meaning p f  property is not a constant. The actual institution and 
the way people see it, and hence the meaning they give to the word, 
all change over time. The changes are related to changes in the 
purpose which society or the dom inant classes in society expect the 
institution o f  property to serve....w hen these expectations change, 
property becomes a controversial subject: there is not only argument 
about what the institution o f  property ought to be, there is also 
dispute about what it is ... The facts about a m an-m ade
institution which creates and m aintains certain relations between 
people- and that is what property is -  are never sim ple... How 
people see the th in g ... is both effect and cause o f  what it is at any 
tim e... property is both an institution and a concept and ... over time 
the institution and the concept influence each other (M acpherson, 
1978, p. 3).

This battle over land and the attempts to determine who should have access 

and ownership and what rights ownership conferred was the great epic 

struggle o f  19*'’ and 20'*’ century Ireland. It was in the context o f a peasant 

dom inated agricultural society that the battle to preserve a non-com m odified 

order was f o u g h t . T h u s  the struggle o f  the Irish peasantry was not to 

ameliorate an already established market system (Esping-Andersen, 1990), 

which is the struggle o f  a waged labour force, but rather their struggle was 

to secure the land and in doing so to ensure the survival and indeed 

advancement o f  a “ landed peasant” order built on non-com m odification and 

not de-commodification.

As the chapter has already attempted to show land was a rival good as a 

rival good the search for landedness did not by any means always express 

itself in class tenns. Rivalry for land was as likely to be between neighbours 

and families (Fitzpatrick, 1982) but also, and frequently as the later chapters

See A ppendix Four w hich cata logues the extent o f  land legislation in Ireland. O ver the 
period from 1848 to  the present several conflicting  view s regarding property righ ts can be 
identified in the d ifferent statutes.
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will attempt to show, it would also become a m atter for substantial conflict 

within families themselves, as they deteiTnined who would receive the 

benefits o f  landed status. Therefore, while class was present it was not the 

sole or often the most important line o f conflict. Rivalry for land was a 

feature o f local life as such given the regional divergences in farni size (see 

Map Three in the Appendix), It was as likely to pitch one or more small 

holders against each other as it was to unite them, which clearly it did, in 

their comm on desire to ‘expropriate’ the lands o f  larger land holders. The 

battles o f peasantry were seldom the great class stm ggle o f  the proletarian 

property-less workers but rather the endless m inor struggle for advancement 

in the never ending battle to hold a firm grip or better still to extend one’s 

grip over land^°. Regarding the substantial peasant farmer from another 

region, a small holder from a different region, was more likely to see him as 

a supplier o f or a market for livestock, rather than an immediate rival for 

land. These factors are critical to understanding the social stm cture in 

peasant society. Social class is present but it is ordered around land. Land, 

its amount and quality and the firmness o f the hold over it which the peasant 

maintains, these are the critical factors in understanding the intersection o f 

peasantry with commodification.

Chayanov (1986), the Russian theorist o f  peasantry, asserts that peasant 

survival is predicated not just on control o f  land but also on peasant control 

o f labour. The labour in question is not waged labour (Chayanov, 1986), but 

rather the ‘free’ labour o f the peasant family. In Chayanov’s view (1986, 

Thom er, 1966, xi-xxiii) it is the ability to combine control o f  land and 

control o f ‘free’ family labour which is central to providing the peasant 

‘advantage’ over capitalism  in agriculture. It is the peasant ability to direct 

the ‘free’ labour o f the family which makes it possible to successfully 

compete with, and indeed, in many instances undermine, capitalist

Clearly the Irish had a genius for raising the struggle for land to the national plain, 
m aking it into the great epic struggle o f  nationhood. In a real sense this w as their gen ius  
and their undoing sin ce  it becam e the great untouchable for the new  state.
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agriculture. In order to succeed capitalist agriculture must utilise wage

labour at prevailing rates o f  pay and return a profits on the capital employed.

By contrast peasant family systems m erely need to secure their subsistence

and can if  necessary ‘self exploit’; increasing the use o f its ‘free’ labour to

secure its subsistence. By contrast if  capitalist agriculture needs to apply

more labour it must do so by paying additional wages thus increasing its

costs. In this situation capitalism  must either accept lower profits, attempt to

control or restrict wages or labour, or pursue an alternative application for

its funds. It sim ply cannot compete against a ‘se lf exploiting’ peasant

system. This com petitive advantage remains with the peasant system only

whilst the peasant household can maintain control over its ‘free’ labour

resources. If this control is lost then the peasant system m ay disintegrate.

The control o f  the ‘free’ labour o f  the family is m aintained through a

strongly patriarchal system. The head o f the peasant household has control

o f  all o f  the land and labour resources o f  the household and makes all key

decisions regarding their m anagement and disposal:

Peasants are households which derive their livelihoods m ainly from 
agriculture, utilise mainly fam ily labour in farni production, and are 
characterised by engagem ent in input and output m arkets which are 
often imperfect or incomplete (Ellis, 1993, p. 13)

‘Peasants’ are defined by their relation to overlord, market and state. 
The ‘peasant econom y’ cannot therefore be analysed as a self- 
sufficient ‘natural econom y’, independent o f  its relations to 
com m odity exchange” (W illiams, 1982, p. 383).

This latter point brings us to the final theoretical component necessary for 

this account, globalisation.

GLOBALISATION A N D  PEASANTRY

A final com ponent will now complete the theoretical framework informing 

subsequent chapters. G lobalisation is normally associated with the 

transform ations brought by the fall o f  the iron curtain, the disappearance o f  

restrictions on capital flows, foreign direct investment and perhaps most
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recently the emergence o f  China into the market economy (Kynge, 2006). 

These are generally viewed as recent phenomena, no more than two decades 

old. However, a growing literature (O ’Rourke and W illiamson, 1999, 2000, 

O ’Rourke, 2002, Bourguignon et al, 2002, Findley and O ’Rourke, 2003) 

increasingly highlights the extent to which many o f  these phenom ena are 

not recent, or indeed new, but rather, represent the re-emergence o f  trends 

which were well established, and indeed in key areas, such as migration, 

further advanced in the 19*'’ century than they are today. The work dealing 

with early processes o f globalisation, particularly the 19*'' century has 

resulted in a shared view that the ‘First global century’ can be fairly clearly 

located with the ending o f  the Napoleonic war and the rise o f  Britain to the 

status o f  global hegemon.

W hile globalisation is a complex phenomena it will be taken here to mean

simply the growing integration o f productive factors, capital, land and

labour on a global scale. In the simplest terms globalisation can be viewed

as the commodification process, or the rise o f  market society, on a global

scale. Clearly this unitary definition is not without problem s but given the

focus in this thesis is on the impact o f  comm odification it seems the most

useful approach to adopt (for an account o f the many strands o f the

phenomena see Held et al, 1999):

An account o f the rise and decline o f  globalization from 1815 to 
1945 would therefore go something like this: In the afterm ath o f  a 
catastrophic world war, the great powers agreed on a system o f 
interstate politics that largely kept the peace for a hundred years. 
This interlude coincided with a transport revolution that, together 
with the telegraph, led to the greatest increase in the integration o f  
the international economy which the world has ever seen. The 
globalization o f the late 19*'’ century was due to technology rather 
than economic policies...the First W orld W ar uhim ately undid much 
o f what had been achieved (O ’Rourke, 2002, p. 17, see chart 6.3, at 
the end o f  chapter six).

CONCLUSION
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This chapter has tried to detail the factors o f  agricultural production which 

appear to make capitalist agriculture difficult and peasant survival possible. 

It has also attempted to detail the key com ponent o f  Irish agriculture at the 

opening o f the period covered by this thesis. Now that these theoretical 

components are in place the next two nairative chapters will attem pt to 

illustrate how these processes and the dynam ics o f  an em erging global order 

were to impact on the Irish peasantry and how they would respond.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

METHODOLOGY

How you choose to look for things depends heavily on what you 
think you are looking for.^'

INTRODUCTION

So far this thesis has sought to clarify a num ber important issues, firstly, 

Ireland’s poor fit with cross-national typologies, secondly, the inadequacy 

o f standard accounts, and thirdly the under theorisation o f  the Irish case. 

Two consequences appear to follow, the first theoretical and the second 

methodological. The previous chapter has begun the attempt to provide a 

theoretical reworking o f  the Irish case. This chapter will address the 

question o f  which m ethodology might be best suited to assist this task.

LARGE SCALE CROSS-NATIONAL STUDIES

The social sciences are generally concerned with establishing patterns and 

regularities which m ay in turn give rise to theoretical insights potentially 

applicable to a wide range o f cases across time and space (Rueschem eyer, 

2003). Such research o f  necessity is variable orientated since variables avoid 

the need to have a detailed knowledge o f individual cases (Esping- 

Andersen, 1990, p. 2). As a consequence however, the choice o f  variables is 

central, since they must capture the essential attributes o f  the class o f  cases 

being studied. Clearly there is a critical and indeed ongoing interaction 

between theory and method since one’s theoretical assumptions necessarily 

inform the choice o f variables: “how you choose to look for things depends 

heavily on what you think you are looking for” (Pierson, 2004, p. 7). A 

difficulty m ay arise however, if  it appears that variable choice fails to 

capture key attributes o f  some or more o f  the cases being studied.

Pierson, 2004, p. 7
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As already stated this thesis has looked at the difficulties which have arisen 

for efforts to situate the Irish case in a com parative context. This section will 

now examine some o f  the methodological assum ptions which inform such 

cross-national studies and which may generate problem s in understanding 

Ireland.

One o f  the central constraints faced by cross-national studies is the 

availability o f  data. Thus, as Timonen points out “there are no reliable 

longitudinal and cross-national data on total social expenditure that includes 

service expenditure. There are however, comprehensive data on transfers” 

(2003, p. 35). Clearly this critical gap in data has resulted in a tendency to 

skew research toward the analysis o f  transfer payments policy sim ply 

because data is available on this issue (Esping-Andersen, 1990). However, 

the existence o f  data may be a poor guide to the importance o f  the policy 

which it represents. Key policies m ay indeed be focused in areas where 

reliable cross-national data is unavailable. Take for example, Britain, which 

has strongly favoured service provision, in the shape o f  universal health 

care, as a central component in its welfare mix, or the USA which has 

favoured fiscal policy in its (Howard, 1997), or Australia which had a 

system o f  employment regulation which underwrote strong job  security 

(Castles and Mitchell, 1993). None o f  these welfare focused policy choices 

are captured in cross-national data-sets which utilise transfer paym ents to 

make their judgem ent about welfare regimes (Castles and M itchell, 1993, 

Esping-Andersen, 1990). Thus the limitations o f  data availability may 

determine what is ‘tested’ rather than the policy priorities o f  the regim e 

being analysed.

Not only does the data availability problem  set bounds regarding what can 

be ‘testing’, it also sets the bounds regarding who can be ‘tested’. “The rich 

are rich in data” , as a result a small number o f  the rich ‘advanced nations’
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constitute the totahty o f cases which are ‘tested’, rarely more than twenty 

countries, sometimes less (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 50). Yet, as Amenta 

asserts, the “the history o f  rich capitalist democracies from 1960 through the 

early 1980s is far too restricted a pool o f experience, and social spending is 

far to narrow an outcome, to make strong generalisations about social 

spending policy” (1993, p. 758). This, however, is the narrow ground upon 

which much o f the comparative data rests, and as a result it may frequently 

conceal as much as it reveals about the nature o f  social policy in a particular 

country.

Moving on to deal with the specifics o f  the Irish case, it appears that m any 

o f  the variables ‘tested’ for in the quantitative cross-national studies have 

tended to be weak or absent in the Irish case (O ’Donnell, 1999) examples 

will illustrate the point.

Critical underlying assumptions informing the large-scale cross-national 

studies are the following:

A fully marketised society

- A commodified waged workforce, strongly industrial in 

character

- Political mobilisation along class lines 

A left-right political divide

Each will be examined in turn. In Ireland the working class were small, 

politically weak and geographically and sectorally divided. In 1926 only 13 

per cent o f the workforce were employed in industry (Kennedy et al, 1988, 

p. 8). The bulk o f  the workforce, some 53 per cent, were in agriculture 

(Gillmor, 1977, p. 27), the vast majority were owner farmers using only 

family labour. Thus, the largest single element in the workforce were not 

waged workers but rather peasant land owners controlling their own means 

o f  production. They did not act like commodified labour because their
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labour was not commodified. Unsurprisingly, in ternis o f  public policy they 

supported policies which would advance their prospects o f viability as 

peasant farmers; by contrast, they demonstrated limited interest in policies 

focused on the de-com m odification o f  labour.

Similarly, in the area o f  politics no m eaningful left-right divide existed, or 

indeed exists, in Irish politics, thus the use o f  left cabinet representation as a 

tool for analysing public policy in Ireland is, as O ’Donnell (1999, p. 76) 

points out largely irrelevant. Before independence politics was organised on 

ethico-national and not class lines. Thus the pro and anti-independence 

movements were cross-class coalitions. Following independence the 

dominance o f  agriculture and the extent o f  small land holders ensured that 

all political parties were strongly rural and peasant in character. Even the 

Labour Party, seen as the quintessential party o f  the industrial working 

class, in Ireland was the party o f  the rural labourer; a class, which it will 

become clear was in long-term and ultim ately terminal decline (Fitzpatrick, 

1980, Hannan and Com m ins 1992). Indeed before the mid 1960s the Labour 

Party had little by way o f  an urban base (Sinnott, pp. 131-134). In reality it 

was Fianna Fail, the larger o f the two parties to emerge from the 

independence movement, which came to dominate the representation o f  the 

urban working class. Indeed it would be Fianna Fail policy in governm ent 

which would begin the slow and faltering growth in the urban working 

class, as it pursued industrialisation during the 1930s. The origins o f  the 

party, however, were in the independence m ovem ent and its support base 

was strongest amongst the poorer peasantry o f the Atlantic fringe; indeed, 

they were to remain a core component in its support base for m any decades 

(Prager, 1986, pp. 194-198).

From this brief survey it may be clear that the methodological tools and 

variable choice predicated on assum ptions which are applicable to the 

‘advanced industrial nations’ seem somewhat problematic when addressed
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to the Irish case. As Carey (2003, pp. 25-27) contends, questions must arise 

as to the applicabihty o f  Ireland’s inclusion amongst the ‘advanced 

industrial nations’. In this regard it is important to note that for the greater 

part o f the 20*’’ century Ireland remained predom inately rural, agricultural 

and, by the standards o f  the rich ‘industrial nations’, poor.

A further illustration o f the difficulties o f the quantitative approach is 

provided by recent research on the Irish welfare regime. A study by NESC 

(National Economic and Social Council, 2005) highlights many o f  the 

problems o f  the quantitative cross-national approach. The NESC study 

found that on a range o f  large aggregated measures o f  social expenditure 

Ireland’s status as a welfare ‘laggard’ is generally confm ned. However, 

closer scrutiny o f  the case results in a substantial m odification o f  this 

judgem ent. Several issues are highlighted, firstly, the use o f gross rather 

than net measures o f social expenditure tend to exaggerate the gu lf in 

spending between the Nordic countries and Ireland. In the Nordic countries 

social transfers are subject to taxation while in Ireland most transfers are 

untaxed.

Digging deeper into the specifics o f  the Irish case, it becomes clear that 

several central attributes o f  the case also fail to register in the quantitative 

studies. Thus the scale o f recent economic development, the nature o f  the 

Irish labour market and a demographic history which puts Ireland 

significantly out o f  step with its EU and other rich country comparators, 

have a substantial impact on how social expenditure may be judged and 

what types o f social expenditures take priority. These specific features o f  the 

Irish case do not lend themselves readily to capture by the m ethodologies 

currently used by quantitative cross-national studies.

For example, the recent scale o f  economic growth in Ireland (exceeding 10 

per cent in some years during the late 1990s) has been such as to render
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many standard m easures o f  expenditure based on ratios o f GDP/GNP 

problematic. During tiiese years Ireland has substantially expanded its 

expenditure in all areas o f social policy, but this has not kept pace with the 

scale o f  economic growth during these years.

In the area o f  demography, Ireland has a substantially younger population 

than most ‘advanced industrial nations.’ This has clear consequences for 

both the mix and the scale o f  expenditures in areas such as health and 

pensions, two critical aspects o f  m ost welfare regimes. Given Ireland’s 

current demographic profile it would be difficult to justify  health 

expenditures comparable to those o f  Sweden, for example, with a much 

older population. Finally, Ireland’s unprecedented recent economic growth 

has driven down the numbers in receipt o f unemployment transfers, thus 

expenditure in this area is low by comparison with other EU states currently 

experiencing higher unemployment.

W hile the specifics o f  the argum ents raised in the NESC (2005) paper are 

clearly interesting, while open to challenge, (Timonen, 2003), the point at 

issue here is m ethodological, namely Ireland’s anomalous fit in standard 

cross-national studies and the discrepant picture which these methodologies 

generate.

Table 5.1 below makes the point regarding the role o f taxation o f  income 

transfers. Denmark and the USA are particularly interesting cases to 

compare with a 14.5 per cent gap separating them in the gross figures but 

only 0.5 per cent separating them when the net figures are used. Even the 

Irish case is also interesting since a gap between Ireland and Demnark o f 

15.4 per cent falls to 10 per cent when the net figures are used. M aher and 

Jesuit focus particularly on the num ber o f  studies on the welfare state and its 

distributive effects which “rely on such proxies as the share o f  social
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benefits in gross domestic product” (2006, pp. 2-3, see also Fen'arina and 

Nelson, 2003).

It must be acknowledge a consensus is building amongst m any researchers. 

M any now consider that Ireland is increasingly resolving itself into a liberal 

case, with some Continental corporatist components, not the least o f  which 

is the system o f  national social partnerships, which some researchers 

highlight as a factor m aking for tensions within the system, pulling between 

elements o f a Continental model and a strongly neo-liberal core (Boucher 

and Collins, 2003).
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TABLE 5.1 FROM GROSS PUBLIC TO TOTAL NET SOCIAL SPENDING  

SELECTED COMPARATOR COUNTRIES (2001)

Per cent o f  GDP at market prices

Countiy
DK NL IRL USA

G ross public social expenditure 29.2 21.4 13.8 14.7

Net current public social expenditure 21.8 18.0 12.2 15.9

N et total social expenditure 

Adapted from Adema and Ladaique (2005)

22.5 22.1 12.5 23.1



HISTORY PATH-DEPENDENCY AND THE VALUE OF THE 

SMALL N

Ireland is by no means alone in proving a difficult or anomalous case, 

indeed many scholars who have attempted to address the richest o f the rich, 

the USA, have found the best approach to understanding its welfare regime 

lies with a single case approach (Hacker, 2002, Hacker and Pierson, 2002). 

These studies have provided critical insights into issues o f  timing and 

sequencing as well as institutional structures which have greatly aided 

understanding o f the American case. Indeed, there is a well developed 

tradition o f using this approach to studying the origins o f  the American 

welfare system (W eir et al, 1988, Skocpol, 1992).

The problematic features o f  the Irish case appear to point toward the value

o f a similar methodology. A m ethodology which is attentive to the details o f

the case and is prepared to allow theory and m ethod be guided by those

features o f the Irish case which appear to make it a poor fit for quantitative

methods. The small n or single case seems to represent a useful way to

proceed in dealing with the Irish case. The small n can draw on a wide range

o f sources to infonn its understanding o f  a case:

Most variable oriented research assumes a world without positive 
feedback, where history washes out and sequence is irrelevant. We 
only need to know the values o f variables at the m oment o f interest, 
not the sequence through which these factors developed. In path- 
dependent processes, however, positive feedback means that history 
is “rem embered” (Pierson, 2004, pp. 44-45).

As Rueschemeyer (2003) points out the examination o f  a single case, 

particularly if  undertaken over an extended time period can be viewed, as a 

multiple ‘testing’ and ‘retesting’ o f  theoretical ideas. Thus the single case 

should not be seen as a single event or ‘experim ent’, but rather as multiple 

events to which theoretical tools are applied and refined as historical events
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unfold and the detail o f  the case is examined: “ In reality, it might be argued, 

these studies agglom erate congeries o f  explained phenomena into what is 

then presented as one case” (Rueschemeyer, 2003, 319).

As Carey (2003) points out, the small n approach also allows a w ide variety 

o f  data sources inform an understanding o f the case: thus contem porary 

accounts, governm ent files, can all inform the small n approach. Another 

critical component in the small n approach is the opportunity to ‘take history 

seriously’:

Actors do not inherit a blank slate that they can rem ake at will when 
their preferences change or the balance o f  power shifts. Instead, they 
find that the dead weight o f  previous institutional choices 
seriously limits their room to manoeuvre (Pierson, 2000, p. 810).

The Irish case appears to illustrate well path dependent features which 

seriously constrained the options which politicians and policy m akers had 

open to them. Choices made at critical junctures resulted in path dependent 

outcom es which seem to have a strong enduring effect on policy. For 

example the possibility o f  state health provision did lie open to the US 

regime at the time o f  the New Deal but was not chosen and resulted in path 

dependent outcom es which continue to reinforce the current system.

The current efforts to refonn the Continental Corporatist regim es show 

strong path dependent features which have had a serious impact on efforts at 

reforni. Thus the choice o f  historical pathw ay has critically impacted in the 

options which the various actors and interests are prepared to contem plate. 

The factors o f  crisis, demographic and global, which have been brought to 

bear on the reform  processes seems thus far to be having only a lim ited 

impact in bring about reform. Though clear as the Irish case m ay be in 

demonstrating path dependency, this can also be challenged or at least new 

pathways can be opened up if  the nature o f  the crisis in the regim e is
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sufficiently severe to provoke a rethink. Even then, however, policy makers 

are forced to take account o f  the current actors and perhaps maintain the 

established pathway until a viable alternative has becom e established. 

Shifting to a new path is not impossible rather it is difficult and costly and 

those whose interests were protected and supported under the old regime 

will seek to be compensated under the new.

This thesis through close examination o f  the Irish case using the tools o f 

social science attempts to show that a peasant welfare regime was 

established in early 20'*’ century Ireland, that this regime was concerned 

with the distribution o f  land as a way o f  securing welfare, and that the Irish 

state committed substantial resources and much energy to its achievement. 

As the thesis will attempt to show, this landed peasant welfare regime would 

ultimately fail and in so doing was in tim e superceded by an ‘advanced 

industrial’ welfare system. However, the old regime has left an enduring 

legacy which still impacts on the welfare policy choices as well as other 

decisions o f the Irish State.

THE LIMIT A TIONS O F  THE SINGLE CASE

Understanding the starting points o f  the Irish case and thus the pathways 

which were subsequently travelled is central to the m ethodology which is 

being adopted in this thesis.

However, the pure search for particularity is not what is being sought, rather 

it is hoped that it may be possible to reinsert Ireland into w ider experience. 

This, however, will be the task o f  later work. W hat is hopefully clear now is 

that looking at the Irish case through lenses honed to the task o f  examining 

the ‘rich industrial nations’, are inadequate to understanding the Irish case, 

since by the standards o f the rich, for most o f the 20*'̂  century, Ireland was
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poor, rural and agricultural. The use o f  such tools m ust inevitably lead at 

best to confused and at worst to misleading interpretations o f the Irish case.

Those who seek to understand the Irish social policy system must take the 

nature o f  the Irish case seriously and this means above all else taking the 

predominance o f  peasantry in that society seriously in both theoretical and 

methodological terms. A small n approach seem s more appropriate to the 

case, as it is a m ethod which ‘takes history seriously’ and it is hoped that 

this approach will yield greater insight into the Irish case. Perhaps in time it 

may also lead to new ways o f  viewing public policy and new approaches to 

other societies, like Ireland, which have been on the European periphery. 

The basic point m ay indeed be quite simple: perhaps Ireland merely needs to 

find country comparators outside the confined group o f  the ‘advanced 

industrial nations’; in this context it should be noted that some scholars are 

suggesting the concept o f  a European ‘green’ or agrarian ‘ring’ o f which 

they consider Ireland may be part (Granberg et al, 2001). Perhaps also the 

re-integration o f  Eastern Europe and Russia into the market economy may 

extend the range o f comparators. Despite the com m unist odyssey these 

countries may yet share features in their developm ent experience and in 

their social policy systems with countries outside the former communist 

bloc.

CONCLUSION

In a paper assessing the value o f  large quantitative studies o f  welfare states 

Amenta (1993) relates the old story o f  the man searching under the lamp to 

find his lost keys who admits to a bystander that the keys were in fact lost 

elsewhere but that the light here is better. He then concluded with the 

following comment:
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In the future, scholars o f the welfare state will have to generate more 
o f their own light in more empirically shadowy places, by
way o f data collection in different tim e periods and settings and by 
innovative research using all techniques in order to find the 
answers to questions about the origins, character, and quality o f 
public policies (Amenta, 1993, p. 760).

Given the under theorisation o f the Irish case already identified, coupled 

with the difficulty in situating it easily w ithin standard comparative studies, 

it seems appropriate that the detailed analysis which the small n approach 

brings may provide some help in understanding the Irish case. To focus the 

search concepts o f  path- dependency, critical junctures and positive 

feedback will infonn this work:

Path dependency has to mean, if  it is to mean anything, that once a 
country or region has started down a track, the costs o f  reversal are 
very high. There will be other choice points, but the entrenchm ent o f 
certain institutional aiTangements obstruct an easy reversal o f  the 
initial choice. Perhaps the better m etaphor is a tree, rather than a 
path. From the same trunk, there are many different branches and 
smaller branches. Although it is possible to turn around or to 
clamber from one to the other -  and essential if  the chosen branch 
dies -  the branch on which a climber begins is the one she tends to 
follow (Levi, 1997, p. 28).

The following chapters will now attempt to chart the emergence, progress 

and ultimate fate o f  a public policy pathway instituted at the behest o f  the 

Irish peasantry. As the thesis postulates, the goals o f  this policy were in 

many ways strongly analogous to those o f  decomm odified welfare. 

However, the policy machinery utilised in their pursuit lay outside the 

conventional terrain o f  welfare as it has been conceived for the ‘advanced 

Industrial nations’. This ‘fact’ has so far rendered a critical aspect o f  Irish 

social policy in the 19‘̂  and 20*'’ centuries largely invisible as long as one 

continues to view policy through the lenses provided by conventional 

welfare state.
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CHAPTER SIX 

PEASANTRY AND THE FIRST GLOBAL CENTURY

“This revenge about the ground” '̂̂

1815-1914

“He who has not a spot o f  ground to cuhivate dies o f  famine”

(de Beaumont, 1838, p. 126)

INTRODUCTION

The Ireland o f  1815 had a footing in both the world o f  em erging global 

markets and in the world o f  semi-subsistence farming. It had a footing in 

agriculture both commercial and semi-subsistence, and in proto-industrial 

production. The following century and more was to change all o f  this 

radically. By the early 20*'’ century, that part o f  Ireland which would gain 

independence from Britain, would be a smaller and a more profoundly 

agricultural society than the one which had entered upon the 19'*’ (see Chart 

6.1). Proto-industrial decline, mass emigration (Fitzpatrick, 1984, p. 4, see 

also Chart 6.2 which details the process o f  emigration in the post

independence period) and peasant consolidation would produce an 

independent Ireland which had little by way o f  industry or industrial 

workforce (Garvin, 1977, pp. 171-172).^^ W hat industry there was, was 

small scale and employed few workers: “The industrial labour force was 

only 13 per cent o f the total” (Kennedy et a\, 1988, p. 8). M ost o f  those who 

could be classified as members o f  the urban working class were far rem oved 

from the skilled industrial workers, the ‘cream ’ o f the industrial age, 

employed in the great industrial cities o f  W estern Europe and the North- '

Taken from a w itness statem ent g iven  to the D evon C om m ission , (1 8 4 5 )  quoted in Knott, 
1984 , p. 95

B rew ing is perhaps the so le  sign ifican t exception; at its peak it em p loyed  5 ,0 0 0 . In 1926  
the exports o f  a s in g le  com pany G uinn ess constituted 30  per cent o f  total m anufacturing  
value added in Ireland (K en nedy et al, 1988 , p. 47 ).
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Eastern United States. The Irish working class, were, in the main unskilled 

workers. Many “engaged in low-grade service activities” (Kennedy et al, 

1988, p. 130), and took whatever work was available in the depressed 

context of cities and towns that were small, stagnant or in long-term decline 

(O ’Malley, 1981, Daly, 1984).

Chart 6.1 : Population of Ireland, 1841-2006 ('000)
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Periods of employment were frequently interspersed with 

underemployment, unemployment or migration to the industrial centres of 

Britain which, despite independence, retained an open labour market with 

Ireland (Drudy, 1982, McAleese, 1982). As for the mral working class, if 

they could be clearly differentiated from the lower peasantry, were few and 

scattered, their numbers

198



C hart 6.2: E stim ates of Net Migration, 1926-2005

Source: NESC, 1991 and CSO. 2004



decimated by the Great Famine and subsequent mass emigration. They were 

ahnost on the point o f extinction by the tim e independence was attained 

(Fitzpatrick, 1980, Boyle, 1983, p. 312). Rural labourers, as they were 

known, were a demoralised class whose best prospects seemed to lie with 

the acquisition o f land and full integration with the peasant order, or, failing 

this, the more likely prospect o f  emigration. There was quite simply no 

future for waged rural labour and by the end o f the 1950s the rural labourer 

would be largely extinct (see Chapter Four for theoretical background). 

Overarching all was the ever present reality o f mass emigration, ebbing and 

flowing in intensity, but never fully ceasing except in time o f  war 

(Fitzpatrick, 1984, Delaney, 2000, 2002).

The class which had come to dom inate this quieter, smaller, and more 

agricuhural Ireland were the landed peasantry (Connolly, 1995, p. 49). It 

was they who formed the ‘nation building class’ (Larkin, 1993, Lee, 2000) 

and, as the thesis will attempt to show, they built a new state set to pursue 

their ideals.

It is in this context that this thesis will attempt to show how social policy, a 

uniquely peasant form o f  social policy, was to emerge. It is a context 

radically removed from the one nonnally  associated with the emergence o f 

m odem  welfare systems. It is an account o f  how the Irish peasantry tried to 

manage their engagement with the global market and how they eventually 

succeeded in compelling state intervention to aid them in that struggle. It is 

an account o f  comm odification and global market integration not as 

experienced by waged labour, but as it was experienced by peasantry. As the 

thesis will attempt to show, this engagem ent brought a social order in which 

the State became a key, if  initially reluctant, partner o f  peasantry.

200



THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CONTEXT

Having ruled Ireland at antis length through the colonial ascendance since 

the land confiscations o f  the 17'*’ century, Britain took direct control o f  the 

governm ent o f  Ireland with the Act o f  Union in 1800 (Gray, 1999, pp. 1-17, 

2002, pp. 141-142). The Act o f Union made the two islands a single 

economic and political unit and over the following years full economic 

integration was to take place. The two treasuries were united in 1817 and 

there was complete comm ercial union in 1825 (Black, 1960, pp. 3-11, 

Moykr, 1985, pp. 278-281). However, the full implications o f  these new 

responsibilities only became clear with the end o f the Napoleonic W ars in 

1815. Britain now had direct responsibility for a mass o f poverty stricken 

and seem ingly menacing hum anity on its western shores (Kinealy, 1997, pp. 

35-36, Gray, 1999, pp. 2-4).

Through the decades o f  war with France, Britain had been extending her 

global reach, and building the foundations for an increasingly integrated 

global economy. Britain’s victory in 1815 represented the culm ination o f 

this rise to unrivalled dom inance (M addison, 2001, pp. 94-101). M any 

economic historians now refer to this as the opening o f the ‘first global 

century’ (O ’Rourke and W illiamson, 2000, Frieden, 2006). The Irish 

peasantry had played their part, during this period, as the provisioner o f  

armies and emerging colonies (O ’Donovan, 1940, pp. 103-139). The long 

decades o f  war as well as the colonial trade had transform ed the Irish 

economic and social order. A country which for most o f  its history was 

sparsely populated saw a population explosion. High wartime prices had 

helped to generate a boom  in both grain production and population. The end 

o f wartime conditions generated a serious crisis for the Irish economy.

In order to facilitate market demand Ireland’s econom y had undergone a 

complete re-orientation during the second half o f  the 18‘̂  century. This re-
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orientation had generated huge population expansion and the population 

rose from 2 million in 1700 to 6.8 m illion in 1821 (Vaughan and Fitzpatrick, 

1978, pp. 2-3), peaking in 1845 at close to 8.5 million. Population density 

rose in some parts o f  the country to levels found in few other parts o f 

Europe at that time. By 1841, the last census before the famine, Ireland 

constituted almost one third o f  the population o f  the two islands (Kinealy, 

2002, pp. 18, 19-20). Following the famine, population declined rapidly. 

The lowest point was reached in the census o f  1961 when the independent 

Irish state registered a population o f  just 2.8 million.

As the previous chapter has attempted to detail the Irish economic system o f 

this tim e can be viewed as somewhat hybrid. Ireland was a deeply 

commercialised economy, which had a substantial non-wage ‘paid ’ 

workforce. Grain production had come to depend on the labour o f  a class 

known as ‘cottiers’ who in return for their labour were given the use o f  land 

to grow a crop, generally potatoes, which provided their subsistence. Thus 

even the lowest level o f  the peasantry retained direct, if  precarious, 

attachment to the land (Black, I960, pp. 3-11).

In addition to the cottier class living on the margins o f  the commercial 

farms for which they provided the labour (see Maps One and Three in the 

Appendix), the scale o f population growth had promoted extensive 

movement onto land o f marginal agricultural value, land which prior to this 

time had been only very sparsely settled (W helan, 1997, p. 79). This was the 

process o f  colonising the Atlantic fringe which took place from the 1700s up 

to the Great Famine. This process gave rise to a substantial population 

somewhat more remote and less fully integrated into the commercial 

economy, but by no means entirely subsistence (Lee, 1977). As the thesis 

will attempt to show, the emergence o f  this population precariously perched 

on the largely barren land o f  the Atlantic fringe would fonn a critical 

component in Irish economic and social history over the period with which

202



the thesis deals. The Irish economy was becoming increasm gly land 

dependent; as part o f  this process a critical disjuncture between the quality 

o f land and the population dependent upon it now arose. The land o f  greatest 

agricultural value supported the least population while the land o f  least 

agricultural value supported the greatest (see Map Two). Addressing the 

needs o f  this population would form a critical component in shaping the 

public policy response which later emerged.

This whole economic order was fundam entally dependent on the potato. 

Both the cottier class o f  peasants as well as those who colonised the Atlantic 

fringe were almost entirely reliant on the potato. The potato could be grown 

in poor soils and rewarded the intense and unrem itting labour which whole 

peasant families lavished on it. Very little land was required for the 

cultivation o f  sufficient potatoes to feed a family. A tiny micro-holding, as 

little as an acre o f  land, was sufficient to feed a fam ily (M itchell and Ryan, 

1997). Therefore, an entire family could be supported on the product o f 

what was little more than a garden plot. Com bining potato cuhivation with 

the ready availability o f tu rf for fuel and stones, earth and other m aterials for 

housing meant that a simple peasant existence could be carved out o f  a 

landscape which was otherwise harsh and unproductive. The period before 

the Great Famine was perhaps one o f  the supreme m anifestations o f the 

peasant effort to make land fit the requirem ents o f population (Connell, 

1950, W helan, 1997, pp. 82-83, 88-89); “the vulnerability o f  this system in 

retrospect is quite clear” (O ’Grada, 1989).

In order to maximise the value o f  the land o f  the Atlantic fringe it was 

necessary to apply vast quantities o f  human labour and ingenuity (W helan, 

1997). A form o f  jo in t or comm unal agriculture grew up in the region. It 

represented an attempt to share the very limited arable land which was 

available. Known as rundale it was analogous to the open- field-system  in 

parts o f  Britain before the land enclosures. Clusters o f  housing developed
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with open intleld and outfield systems. The tiny pockets o f arable land were 

rotated w ithin the comm unity to ensure an egalitarian distribution o f limited 

resources. The potato was fundamental to the viability o f  the whole system. 

The system o f agriculture was hugely reliant on large amounts o f  human 

labour. G iven the willingness to divide the land all the essentials o f  a basic 

peasant life were available and so m arriage took place relatively early and 

families were large.

The peasant way o f  life was w idely perceived as primitive both by the 

governing authorities as well as the legions o f  curious travellers, who visited 

Ireland during this turbulent period, (Inglis, [1843], quoted in Bull, 19% , p. 

13, Bicheno, (1830), De Beaumont, [1839], 2006, De Tocqueville, [1835], 

(1990)). British Parliamentary Debates during the pre-famine years are filled 

with details o f  Irish peasant unrest, violence and poverty (Hansard, 2"‘' 

and 3'̂ '* Series various years).

Potato dependence was fundamental not just to those on the Atlantic fringe 

but to the whole cottier and small fanner elements who formed the labour 

force for the commercial tillage region; potato dependence was much less 

pronounced in the North-East. Just before the Great Famine struck in 1845 it 

is estimated that some 3 million o f  the 8.5 million population were almost 

entirely potato dependent (Donnelly, 2000).

THE CRISIS

The end o f  the Napoleonic war brought a crisis for grain production, prices 

came under increasing pressure and the economic system which had been 

built on grain and the colonial provisions trade came under severe pressure 

(O ’Donovan, 1940, pp. 285-286). An entirely new post-war economic 

reconstruction was required. The m ost obvious market opportunity, one 

familiar in Ireland was the cattle trade (O ’Donovan, 1940, Jones, 1995).
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Despite the rise o f  tillage, cattle had never disappeared but had m erely taken 

a less prominent role as the market opportunities afforded by grain were 

exploited (Jones, 1995). However, the huge population o f  potato fed cottiers 

had grown up on the back o f  the production o f  grain. A move back to cattle 

would have made them redundant. Furthermore, as the thesis has already 

attempted to show in the previous chapter, cattle raising was an extensive 

land user. Thus the move back to cattle would have required the wholesale 

expulsion o f  the cottiers. The peasantry had a different view o f  matters and 

were not about to facilitate their removal. The economic and social order 

which had grown up around the tillage revolution would not allow itself to 

be so readily dispensed with. The cottier classes were not about to be 

declared redundant at the whim o f  market forces. Efforts to re-orient the 

econom y began on the best land. Peasant resistance was at its fiercest in 

these zones o f transition (Hurst, 1974, Beames, 1978, Lee, 1980).

As Gray points out, agrarian ‘outrage’ was comm onplace in these years, 

along with seasonal food shortages and regional famines (2002, p. 141). 

“Sharp downward plunges in com  prices occurred between 1813 and 1816 

and from 1819 to 1822, and again in the early 1830s. Each o f  these plunges 

provoked a m ajor agrarian rebellion”^'*(Clark and Donnelly, 1983, p. 31, see 

also Chart 6.3 at the end o f  this chapter).

The sheer scale o f  the economic and social transform ation required, 

combined with a peasant population long practiced in resistance, resulted in 

deadlock: “nearly one hundred policemen were killed and five hundred 

wounded in suppressing secret societies in the twenty years before the 

Fam ine” (Lee, 1973b, p. 32) Something o f the scale o f  the required

P lease see  Chart 6 .3  w hich illustrated the m ovem ent in grain price differentials betw een  
Britain and the U S A  during the period, S ee  a lso  Chart 6 .4  w hich is how  O ’Rourke (2 0 0 2 )  
concep tualises the m ovem ent o f  g lobalisation  over the full period. In the Chart T is 
intended to represent notional outer lim its o f  g lobalisation  during the period. P on the other 
hand is take to represent what w as politica lly  achievable; see  O ’Rourke 2 0 0 2  for a fuller  
account.
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transfonnation may be captured if we note that in its previous phase as a 

livestock economy Ireland had supported no more than 2 million people. 

Even with emigration already underway, the population was still climbing in 

the decades before the Famine (O ’Grada, 1989, p. 118). To further underline 

the scale o f the challenge it may be noted that W illiam Petty, an early 

proponent o f  Political Economy writing on Ireland in the 17*̂  century, 

suggested that a resolution o f  the Irish question would involve the transport 

to Britain o f one million o f  the population, leaving a residual population o f 

300,000 “herdsmen and dairy-wom en” (Petty, 1689, p. 555). Petty m ay have 

overstated his case for polemical purposes but there was little doubt that 

agriculture based on cattle not only did not need an extensive labour force, 

but it had a clear commercial incentive to remove as much o f  the ‘surplus 

population’ as possible. A cottier system which had been integral to the old 

production system was now redundant and so were the peasantry who lived 

by that system.

PROTO-INDUSTRIAL COLLAPSE

Despite the intensity o f  land dependence in many regions, not all were 

entirely land dependent. As Map One shows there were two substantial 

areas o f  proto-industry extending outward from the North-East, but reaching 

into South Ulster, North Leinster as well as the Eastern fringes o f Connacht. 

These proto-industries provided a vital source o f  income to the 

smallholdings o f  these regions (Mokyr, 1985, p. 281).

During the 1820s this system went into decline as production was 

increasingly consolidated into factories. The collapse o f the Proto-industries 

further increased the vulnerability o f an already highly precarious economy, 

more importantly it further intensified land dependence (Moykr, 1985, pp. 

281-285, Gray, 1995, pp. 21-26, W helan, 1997, pp. 76-87)
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In an Irish context, globalisation was driving industrial consolidation and 

proto-industrial collapse, at the same time as it was driving Irish agriculture 

back toward livestock production. The return to livestock was the mere 

reassertion o f  ‘norm al’ economic forces as Ireland took up its clear 

economic advantage in the production o f  cattle. The potato-fed peasantry 

were not readily susceptible to the logic o f  global markets, equally 

im portantly their overwhelm ing numbers and traditions o f  resistance made 

them a formidable enemy for those brave or foolish enough to attempt to 

challenge them (M oykr, 1985).

In addition the peasantry had the capacity to insulate them selves from all 

efforts at their transformation. Even if  they were successfully excluded from 

the better land their potato- dependent and undemanding lifestyle ensured 

that access to land, even bog or hillside, was sufficient to secure their 

subsistence.

AGRARIAN PROTEST: ENFORCING THE LOGIC OF A NON

COMMODIFIED ORDER

The term ‘property’, as loosely used in nineteenth-century Ireland, 
carried a double meaning. But the dualism was not imm ediately 
apparent. This was so because one version was clearly articulated 
and expressed precisely in legislation, whereas the other was
only to be inferred from agrarian conduct and the coarse cliches 
o f  a peasantry. The difference, however, was m erely one o f 
accessibility and exactitude o f  definition. Really, two world-pictures 
(or at least two societal pictures) o f  great power and range 
were in collision, w henever property, and in particular landed 
property, was being considered (M acDonagh, 1983, p. 34).

Despite the crudity o f  their ‘cliches’ the peasantry had no lack o f  clarity as 

to their perception o f  their rights regarding land nor any reluctance to 

enforce them once they were infringed by efforts at their expulsion. W hile 

they grudgingly accepted the landlord’s right to an income from the land,
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this right was clearly subordinate to their rights o f  occupation and use

(M acDonagh, 1983, pp. 48-49). In effect, the peasantry were giving

expression to an alternative social and economic order to that sanctioned by

the State and the landlords. The agrarian secret societies, long a feature o f

Irish mral life which flourished during this time, could be viewed as the

judicial m achinery the peasantry applied to those who infringed the peasant

code (Knott, 1984). According to this moral order the peasant fam ily’s need

for land as a means o f  securing a livelihood took precedence over any

notion o f economic efficiency or claims to exclusive rights in property.

Taking Solow ’s image (1981), the peasantry accepted the obligation to pay a

fishing licence but they vigorously and sometimes violently opposed all

those who might claim the right to decide who might fish. Once they had

paid their licence they had the right to fish. In their view no assertion o f

property rights on the part o f the landlord or indeed com m ercially minded

fellow tenants could justify  the attempt to exclude them. M embership in the

peasant com m unity represented the sole requirement for access. This was

the clearly expressed will o f  the peasantry demonstrated by the wide ranging

and increasingly intense protests o f the period (Hurst, 1974, Lee, 1980,

Knott, 1984, Gibbons, 2004). JS Mill was to put the matter well some years

later when he said:

Even the W hiteboy and the Rockite^^, in their outrages against the 
landlord, fought for, not against, the sacredness o f  what was property 
in their eyes; for it is not the rights o f the rent-receiver, but the right 
o f the cultivator, with which the idea o f  property is connected in the 
Irish popular mind (Mill, 1869, p. 513.

THE SEARCH  FOR ‘SOL UTIONS  ’

The state o f  Ireland is one which is notorious. W e know the ordinary 
condition o f that country to be one both o f lawlessness and 
wretchedness. It is so described by every competent 
authority... Ireland is the one weak place in the solid fabric o f  British 
power: Ireland is the one deep (I had almost said ineffaceable) blot

T w o o f  the many nam es g iven  to the various agrarian secret so c ieties in Ireland
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on the brightness o f British honour. Ireland is our disgrace (Lord 
Grey^^ quoted by Kinealy, 1997, pp. 35-36).

By contrast with the peasantry, the ‘improving’ landlords and their 

supporters in government saw matters entirely differently. The question was 

a simple matter o f those who held rights o f property exercising those rights 

and responding rationally to market forces. While one market was in 

decline, another was opening up. The land owners needed to take account o f 

the new market and adjust ‘their’ land accordingly. If this adjustment 

involved the expulsion of vast numbers o f peasants then this was the right of 

the owner since ownership conferred absolute rights o f disposal.

Given the gulf in perceptions the governmental search for ‘solutions’ 

necessarily turned on efforts to break peasant resistance either by coercion, 

conversion or the judicious mix of the two. It is important to note, given that 

the ruling elite were, at this time, in the process of raising non-interference 

by government to the level of an article o f faith, the extent to which they 

were prepared to ‘interfere’ in the economic and social order o f the Irish 

peasantry to convert them to the benefits o f \aissez faire. Significant state 

funds were expended and whole new developmental, propagandist and 

coercive state machinery were set in place: the Bogs Commission, 1809- 

1814 (Homer, 2002), a national paramilitary police force (completely 

unknown elsewhere in the Union at that time), 1822 (Broeker, 1970), the 

Board o f Works, 1831 (Black, 1960) and the National School system 1831 

(Boylan and Foley, 1992, 1996a, I996b)^^. These were undertaken in an 

effort to coerce or convert the peasantry to a commodified order and put an 

end to their control over the land. Despite this, mass expulsions, where they

M em ber o f  P arliam ent and future Cabinet m em ber o f  the W hig adm inistration during the  
Great Fam ine.

T he establishm ent o f  the N ational School system  w as an exp lic it attempt to convert the  
children o f  the peasantry to com m od ification . School texts w ere sp ec ifica lly  produced to  
teach political eco n o m y , periods o f  instruction on the subject were m andatory. The  
N ational School system  w as m erely one d im ension  o f  a w ider project o f  national re
education spearheaded by E stab lished Church A rchbishop o f  D ublin Richard W hately  
(A k en son , 1970, 1981 , B oylan and F oley , 1992, Scally , 1995, pp. 154-158).
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were attempted, proved very costly in ternis o f the violence and upheaval

which they caused as well as the amount o f public resources required for

their enforcement. Peasant sui-vival was increasingly dependent on access to

land and they were prepared to use all means to ensure that access;

It is not enough to say, that land is desired in Ireland; it is envied and 
coveted; it is tom  to pieces, and the fragments are fiercely 
contested: when it cannot be occupied by fair means, it is seized by 
crime. I need not inquire if  the Irish people are anxious to become 
proprietors o f  land, when I see them risk their own lives, and take 
those o f  others, to becom e tenants o f half an acre o f  ground (de 
Beaumont quoted by Gibbons, 2004, p. 17).

As Chapter Three has attempted to show, it has been the norm  for accounts 

o f  Irish social policy developm ent to focus on the establishment o f  the Poor 

Law system in 1838, viewing this as the foundation o f ‘m odem ’ social 

policy in Ireland (Burke, 1987, Powell, 1992). The Poor Laws were to form 

a critical instrument o f  the govemm ent drive toward peasant 

commodification during the famine. However, in the decades leading up to 

the famine they represented merely one o f a wide range o f  ‘solutions’ 

canvassed for the resolution o f Ireland’s economic difficulties. The thm st o f 

this thesis is to decentre Poor Laws as the heart o f  the search for welfare in 

Ireland. Poor Laws in an Irish context represented simply part o f  a vast array 

o f  public policy projects and proposals all aimed at Irish economic and 

social transformation. Poor Laws, either o f  the ‘new ’ or the ‘o ld’ English 

type, were only part o f this wider transfonnational effort in Ireland. The 

thm st o f  public policy was clear, the conversion o f  the vast bulk o f  the
58peasantry into wage labour .

English debates on Poor Laws can, in contrast, be viewed as merely the 

removal o f  a public policy ‘im pedim ent’ in the path o f  an econom y already 

far advanced in the comm odification and marketisation process (Polanyi,

Som e idea o f  the sca le  o f  p o licy  concern regarding the ‘state o f  Ireland’ can be captured  
from the fact that in the period from 1800-1831 114 G overnm ent C o m m ission s and 61 
C om m ittees reported on Irish affairs. T he focus o f  m ost w as on how  the transform ation o f  
the agricultural econ om y and the conversion  o f  the peasantry to w aged  labour m ight be 
achieved  (Prenderville, 1932, p. 82).
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2001, [1941], Besley, et al, 2001). In Ireland the challenge was to find the 

key which m ight unlock the dynamic o f  commodification^*^. Peasantry was 

viewed as the block to progress to be cleared out o f  the way.

The Irish Poor Law comm issioners appear to have taken this wider view o f 

the Irish problem. Their proposals for reform represented an even more 

radical schem e o f national developm ent than any attempted. They proposed 

a range o f  publicly funded infrastructural projects and other schem es o f  

public works set in place to drive economic developm ent and the emergence 

o f a fully com m odified waged workforce. They proposed a range o f 

governm ent and landlord-funded initiatives to drive developm ent, 

ameliorate the intensity o f  land dependence and convert the vast bulk o f  the 

Irish peasantry into a waged labour force. They explicitly rejected the notion 

o f applying the English Poor Law system to Ireland. In their view poverty 

and destitution, mass unemployment and under em ployment were simply 

too widespread to make such a system workable. They judged  that at certain 

seasons, the ‘hungry m onths’ before the potato harvest, a Poor Law system  

might find itself trying to meet the demands o f  as many as three m illion 

starving people seeking assistance. In their view Ireland required nothing 

less than a widespread program me o f  economic developm ent to kick-start 

m odernisation and a fully- waged economy.

The Com m ission’s proposals fell foul to English resistance o f such 

extensive public policy intervention, so utterly out o f  keeping with 

m ainstream English classical thought regarding the role o f  governm ent. 

Furthermore there were widespread fears that Irish paupers would be an 

increasing charge on English parishes -  the Irish were already arriving in 

increasing numbers- unless a Poor Law system was introduced into Ireland.

Later the th esis w ill attempt to sh ow  that the poor law  did play a role in the desperate  
efforts at radical com m od ification  during the worst period o f  the Fam ine.
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This opinion won the day and a m odified version o f the ‘new ’ English Poor 

Law was introduced. By the eve o f  the Famine Ireland had an extensive 

network o f  workhouses, most “were far from full” as the peasantry 

continued to cling to the land and struggle for survival (Kinealy, 1997, p. 

40).̂ *̂

DEADLOCKED

In simple terms, Ireland was locked into an economic system which had 

once made sense. The collapse o f  the war economy was followed by the 

collapse o f  proto-industry and these elements, combined with the 

precariousness o f the population on the Atlantic fringe, resulted in an 

economy which needed to change but was blocked from doing so by its vast 

peasant population determined not to be removed from the land that was 

their only source o f a living.

Nor could the economic problems be construed as short-term downturns, 

rather they were the early features o f  long-term economic transformation. 

The global sorting o f production was underway. Ireland was being pressed 

towards increased reliance on agriculture, yet the form o f  agriculture which 

its economic integration into world m arkets was driving could not support 

its peasant population. M arket integration and globalisation were on a direct 

collision course with peasantry. The result was deadlock. The road o f 

pursuing Ireland’s ‘economic advantage’ lay with livestock production, thus 

the mass o f  peasants whose labour and growing numbers had been an 

integral part o f  the old production system, were now redundant.

W hately, chair o f  the C om m ission  had based part o f  his resistance to a provision  for the 
able-bodied on his b e lie f  that the three m illion  potato fed peasantry w ould  b ecom e a charge  
on the ratepayer, in this assessm ent he w as proved to be w rong. O nly the extrem e  
conditions o f  the Fam ine drove the peasantry to seek  assistance under the poor law
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Some efforts were made to address peasant grievance but the scale o f  need

was huge. The Devon Com m ission was set up in an attempt to see what

possibilities existed. It provided a most astute summ ation o f  the

predicament, but little else:

There can be little doubt... that the real original source o f agrarian 
outrage, as well as m ost other national disorders that exist in Ireland 
is the disproportion between the demand for and the supply o f  
labour... The possession o f  land, however small its extent, has 
become the only security for a supply o f  food; and to lose that 
security is, in fact, to risk the very existence o f  the family from 
which it was taken (Digest o f  the proceedings o f the Devon 
Com m ission quoted by Mokyr, 1985, p. 128).

Despite the Com m ission’s acuity to the problem, little happen to address it. 

Property interests, as defined along accepted English lines were quite simply 

too entrenched to entertain the strange claims o f  the Irish peasantry. W hile 

the Com m ission was clear on the causes o f the problem it could offer little 

by way o f  resolution. The peasant grip on the land would not be 

relinquished. Since this was the assurance o f  survival and the sole guarantee 

o f what limited security there was to be had. There matters rested at the time 

the famine struck in 1845.

Peasantry had succeeded in m aking the risks o f  clearing them o ff the land 

too great. Only a small num ber o f  ‘im proving’ landlords were w illing and 

able to take the risks necessary to drive the peasantry off. For the m ost part 

the system was deadlocked. Commercial transform ation blocked by the 

sheer scale o f peasant power and protest (Mokyr, 1985, pp. 144-149). Those 

who might have pursued an opportunity in commercial livestock production 

were reluctant to do so because o f  the threat to life and the challenge to 

‘property’. Claims to ‘property’ in land had little security; the authorities 

could not guarantee either their observation or enforcement. All claims to 

exclusive title to ‘property’ which opened the door to expulsion o f  the 

peasant smallholders installing in their place comm ercial cattle ranching 

were vigorously and in the main successfully opposed.
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The peasantry had successfully prevented change but the economic system 

which had previously underwritten their perilous survival was now gone. 

The forces o f economic globalisation were already beginning to open up 

other and cheaper sources o f  grain. W ithout high grain prices the system 

could not continue yet there did not appear to be a way out.

Globalisation was impacting in other ways with growing numbers from the 

declining proto-industrial areas leaving for the new territories (Miller, 

1985). In the main these were from the western and southern fringes o f  the 

North-East and their departure did little to relieve the pressure for change in 

the agricultural heartlands in the South and East nor the ever growing 

precariousness o f  the economic order on the Atlantic fringe.

Throughout the period o f  crisis and deadlock, during the pre-fam ine

decades, the government had hoped that some way could be found to

modernise the Irish peasant system. W hat they sought was the establishment

in Ireland o f the English tripartite system o f large ‘im proving’ landlords,

substantial commercial tenants coupled with the great mass o f  peasantry

converted to the status o f  wage labour (Black, 1960, Gray, 2002, 2004).

However, as Mill pointed out, even as the famine raged the peasantry were

far from convinced o f  the merits o f  the comm odified order;

At that time there were not many people to whom the reflection 
occurred, that a population might be fed on wages and still be 
wretchedly ill off; nor was it doubted but that the self-indulgent, 
san-souci Irish potato-digger would rush eagerly to change 
places with the anxious, care-worn and not much better fed 
Dorsetshire labourer, the very instant that the blessed opportunity 
was afforded to him (J.S. M ill, M orning Chronicle, 13‘ October 
1846).
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THE DESTRUCTION OF THE ‘OLD’AND THE RISE OF THE

‘NEW’ PEASANTRY

1845-1870

THE GREAT FAMINE

Before the famine the peasantry had successfully prevented the desired 

transform ation along English lines. They had applied, with ever increasing 

ferocity their traditional methods, and in doing so had successfully blocked 

their conversion into waged labour.

The proxim ate cause o f  the Famine was the failure or partial failure between 

1845 and 1850 o f the potato crop, the staple o f  the cottier and small farmer 

classes. W hen it came the Great Famine was widely perceived in 

governm ent and policy circles as a ‘providential’ intervention in this 

deadlocked system releasing the floodgates o f  change (Gray, 1994, 

O ’Rourke and O ’Grada). Government was quick to grasp the opportunity on 

offer. ‘Providence’ had provided the means by which the non-commodified 

peasant order could be ended. Public policy must bring matters to their 

proper tenninus:

God, the all-wise and all-powerful m ler o f  the earth, has stopped the 
growth o f  ignorance and crime, by suspending for a time the laws o f  
vegetable life, and the potato will no longer grow to feed an 
uneducated and wicked population... we m ust be content with the 
wise arrangements o f  Providence, and adopt our course o f  action to 
the altered circum stance o f society (quoted by Gray, 1999, p. 178).

Thus, the general view was that the famine represented a heaven sent 

opportunity to effect the change which peasantries’ obdurate clinging to the 

land had prevented. The role o f  public policy was now clear; it must do 

everything to assist the action o f  ‘providence’ in bringing transform ation. 

Key officials and many in the political establishment saw their role as aiding 

this great work o f  transform ation. In their eyes the Irish peasantry were
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required to become a grain-fed and therefore a ‘w aged’ labouring class. 

Breaking the hold o f the potato was critical to this process since so long as 

the peasantry remained potato fed they were insulated from change and 

could continue to cling to their scraps o f  land, refusing transform ation to 

waged status. Once the potato was destroyed, replaced by grain and 

therefore wages, so the theory ran, peasantry’s grip on the land would 

finally be loosened. Such views fundam entally shaped the thinking o f  the 

key players during the course o f  the disaster. Swift and decisive 

com m odification o f  the bulk o f the Irish peasantry was the clear goal o f 

public policy. Breaking potato dependence meant breaking land 

dependence. This would drive the Irish peasantry toward markets, wages 

and comm odification. In the earliest stages peasant resistance was as fierce 

as in prior crises. Agrarian outrages were widespread and violent resistance 

was extensive. However, as the famine continued, resistance declined, as the 

strength o f  the population was increasingly ravaged by starvation and 

disease (Kinealy, 2002, pp. 117-148).

Gray offers a detailed account o f  the thinking o f  several key politicians and

policy m akers including Peel and Russell, the prime m inisters o f the period:

Underlying Peel’s response was a belief that the potato failure o f 
1845 heralded the beginning o f  a profound social transform ation in 
Ireland, and that the repeal o f  the Com  Laws created a new context 
for Irish developm ent (Gray, 1995, p. 94, 1999).

According to Gray, Peel saw the Famine as a means o f  freeing the 

deadlocked Irish economic system. Indeed his approach to relief was 

directly influenced by his desire to see the Irish decisively moved to the 

status o f grain-fed waged labour in line with the English system ((Peel, 27*'’ 

January 1846, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 3'̂ ‘* Series, Vol 83 Column 

261, Gray, 1997, p. 96, W helan, 1997, p. 89).
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Peel’s W hig successors were even more radical in the pursuit o f  

comm odification. By 1846 the sheer scale o f  the disaster had resulted in 

direct relief, with soup kitchens now feeding three million or more form erly 

dependent on the potato (Kennedy et al, 1999, pp. 135-137). This policy 

came to an abrupt end in 1847. The authorities asserted that the harvest o f  

that year would be adequate to meet the needs o f the population. As it 

turned out the harvest was w holly inadequate; no policy reversal followed^'. 

Emergency provision was ended and the peasantry were now prim arily 

reliant on locally-funded Poor Law relief in a country ravaged for two years 

by famine.

The strategy o f  the authorities was twofold; to force the rem aining cottiers 

o ff the land, incentivising the landlords to set about the task or face ruin 

themselves. Two key legislative provisions provided the dynamic for this 

process. The first was the ‘Gregory clause’ which prohibited relief to all 

those continuing to hold land o f  a quarter acre or more (M oykr, 1985, p. 

124, Donnelly, 1995, pp. 155-161). The second was an alteration in the poor 

rate which made landlords responsible for the payment o f  the rates on lands 

with a valuation o f  £4 or less; these were the micro holdings o f the cottiers 

and small farmers. Together these elements were the catalyst for the next 

phase o f transformation. Mass forced evictions o f some 500,000 people with 

all the coercive m achinery o f  the State array in support (Donnelly, 1995, p. 

156). One clearance in Ballinrobe, Co Mayo, one o f  the areas worst affected 

by famine, saw the eviction on one estate o f  2,000 people and the 

destruction o f 300 homes. M ost o f  them were little more than earth and 

straw huts (Donnelly, 1995, p. 159). Here surely was the logic o f  

com m odification in its m ost brutal foiTn. The peasantry finally appeared to 

have succumbed:

Fam ine due to potato failure w as com m on during these years in several other parts o f  
Europe, including Scotland and B elg iu m , but “O nly in Ireland w as a broadened poor law  
m ade virtually the so le  resort o f  the starving poor from 1847” (G ray, 1997 , p. 95).
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The Final irony is that when these ideologues played fast and loose 
with people’s lives they did so not out o f  genocidal intent-far 
from it -b u t from a comm itm ent to their own vision o f a better 
world (O ’Grada, 1993, p. 128“ ).

CATHOLICISM AND NATIONALISM: CRITICAL SUPPORTING

DISCOURSES

By 1855, some years after the famine had ended, one m illion people were 

dead and two million had emigrated. Thousands more were leaving annually 

(Fitzpatrick, 1984, p. 4). It appeared that the small tenants and cottiers had 

finally been driven o ff the land and the structural ‘weaknesses’ o f  the Irish 

system had been resolved. The legacy o f  its ‘achievem ent’, however, was to 

arm peasantry in a renewed, if  substantially transfonned struggle to assert 

their landed status (Connelly, 1995, p. 49). In the name o f ‘progress’ a bitter 

legacy had been produced (Grada, 1993 pp. 125-133). It was, however, 

Nassau Senior^^who presciently, if  brutally, declared that a million deaths 

“would scarcely be enough to do much good” (quoted by O ’Grada, 1993, p. 

127).

Com m odification and waged status, always viewed by the peasantry as 

nothing more than a euphemism for expulsion ‘improving them o ff the land’ 

now become a by-word for annihilation (Mitchel, 1861).

The Ideology, which the new peasantry were to forge out o f the famine 

experience was built on their ethnic status as an Irish Catholic peasantry

“W e are to have com m ittees in each H ouse on the Irish poor laws. T hey  w ill contain  
illustrations valuable to a political econom ist. Experim ents are m ade in that country  
[Ireland] on so  large a scale, and pushed to their extrem e co n seq u en ces w ith such disregard  
to the sufferings w hich they inflict, that they g ive  us results as precious as those o f  
M ajendie” (N assau Senior quoted in O ’Grada, 1993, pp. 12 7 -1 2 8 )

Senior w as a prom inent political econom ist and m em ber o f  one o f  the factions o f  the 
British W hig Party. H e w as a key backroom  p o licy  actor. H e had been a key figure in the  
process o f  introducing poor law s in Ireland. H e wrote on Irish issues for several Journals o f  
the day (L evy , 1970 , O ’Grada, 1993, pp 127-128 , Gray, 1998, 1999, pp. 8 -9 , 6 3 -6 4 )

218



within an avow edly Protestant British and capitalist state. They were to mix

this with their ow n version o f  the contemporary rhetoric o f  anti-m odem ising

Nationalism  then sw eeping much o f  Continental Europe (M olony, 1995,

Lalor^'*, 1847). Catholic Nationalism  was to be w ielded by a ‘new ’

peasantry in a renewed struggle for the land (Donnelly, 1996a):

In the post-Famine years a hegem onic struggle over the 
interpretation o f  the catastrophe and its consequences was waged  
within and beyond Ireland. Nationalist writers such as Gavan D uffy  
and John Mitchel constructed the Famine as the product o f  British 
sins o f  com m ission or om ission, and characterized the post- 
Famine period as one o f  high forced emigration and landlord 
depredation. For members o f  the Dublin school, [o f  Political 
Economists] in contrast, the Famine demonstrated the 
unsustainability o f  previous Irish socio-econom ic structures in the 
face o f  immutable natural or providential econom ic laws. A  
combination o f  mass voluntary emigration (circumventing the 
problem o f  state intervention) and the innovation o f  ‘free trade in 
land’ had initiated the required reconstruction along ‘British’ lines 
(Gray, 2002, p. 149).

The writings o f Lalor were to be particularly critical to later peasant rhetoric and strategy. 
Far from achieving a great ‘improvement’ for Ireland, in Lalor’s view the reduction o f the 
class o f small farmers to the despised status o f wage labourer represented the degradation 
o f a sturdy and independent people to pauperism. Thus the very strategy which had been so 
long set forth for Ireland’s betterment, and now in process o f achievement, represented, in 
Lalor’s view the fmal annihilation o f the Irish people and the final conquest o f Ireland:

“For England is now actually winning her crowning and DECISIVE victory over 
us and ours for ages coming. To prevent this result, and at the same time achieve 
independence -  the only form in which Repeal can ever be carried -  there is, I am 
convinced, but one way alone; and that is to link Repeal to some other question, 
like a railway carriage to the engine; some question possessing the intrinsic 
strength which Repeal wants; and strong enough to carry both itself and Repeal 
together -  if any such question can be found. And such a question there is in the 
land. One ready prepared - ages have prepared it. An engine ready -  made -  
one too that will generate its own steam without cost or care -  a self-acting 
engine, if once the fire is kindled; and the fuel to kindle -  the sparks for kindling, 
are everywhere. Repeal had always to be dragged. This I speak o f  will carry itself 
-  as the cannon ball carries itself down the hill” (Lalor, 1947 p. 83). All emphasis 
is in the original.

The ‘Repeal’ which Lalor refers to was repeal o f the Act o f Union the widely espoused goal 
o f many Irish Nationalist at that time.
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The ‘new ’ peasantry were discipHned and ordered, in contrast with the 

popular perception o f their allegedly carefree ‘sans-souci’ predecessors 

(Connolly, 1985). They looked to their Church for the disciplinary apparatus 

o f ‘adjustm ent’ and to Nationalism  for rhetorical weaponry (Larkin, 1993).

This thesis has much to say about peasantry and their struggle with 

comm odification and globalisation. It will have less to say about, either 

Catholicism  or Nationalism. This is not to undennine their importance but 

rather it is to achieve what seems a necessary rebalancing (O ’Callaghan, 

1994, p. 5-10). It is the contention o f the thesis that it was peasantry and its 

response to globalisation and the threat o f comm odification which was the 

critical driver. Important, and indeed critical, as Catholicism and 

Nationalism were, their roles were supportive and subordinate. This view, as 

the earlier chapters have attempted to show, runs counter to much o f  the 

accepted account o f  Irish social policy development, which sees both 

Nationalism and in particular Catholicism  as critical components in 

understanding Irish social policy. This thesis attempts to contest this view, 

setting forward the evidence to support a view which sees peasantry and its 

struggle for the land as the prim ary shaper o f  the social order as well as the 

prim ary driver o f  the public policy which eventually they made amenable to 

their demands. Catholicism and Nationalism  were congenial allies for a 

range o f  reasons which deserve fuller exploration, the focus o f  explanation 

will here rest on peasantry. Catholicism  and Nationalism  were tools in the 

peasant war to hold onto the land.
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THE BIRTH OF THE ‘N E W ’ PEASANTRt^:  

‘POST-FAMINE ADJUSTMENT’

There was no doubting the transform ation which the famine and 

governmental responses to it brought about. However, the scale and 

suddenness o f  change belied key aspects o f  continuity. Not all o f  the 

peasantry had been affected equally, and the death and emigration o f so 

many opened up opportunity for those who had survived to consolidate their 

hold on the land. Far from delivering the tri-partite structure o f the English 

rural order, the famine opened up the prospects for a ‘new ’ middling 

peasantry to consolidate itse lf The prospects for the emergence o f  a waged 

workforce, if  they had existed, were actually dealt an alm ost fatal blow, not 

simply by the famine, but by the fonn o f  land- extensive cattle ranching 

which increasingly took hold across much o f  the country. This form o f 

agriculture needed no more than a few herdsmen to oversee vast num bers o f 

animals, and there was little prospect o f  building a sturdy rural labouring 

class on such a poor foundation. Ireland would never gravitate toward the 

English ‘high farm ing’ system (Moore, 1965) since this system rested on 

grain cultivation and Irish grain production had now entered a long period o f  

decline (CSO, 1997, pp. 10-18).

Peasant survival was by no means simple. It was achieved by the adoption 

o f a strategy frequently resorted to in other peasant societies’ if land could 

no longer be adjusted to peasant need then peasantry would adjust itse lf to 

land. The adjustm ent o f  land to the demands o f peasantry had been brought 

to its logical extreme in the pre-fam ine order, now the ‘new peasantry’ 

sought to adjust the other side o f  the land-population equation. In short, they

T he term ‘new  peasantry’ has been adopted to capture the degree o f  change w hich tooi< 
place. In real term s this w as not so  m uch the rise o f  a ‘n e w ’ peasantry but rather the rise to  
dom inance o f  an established elem ent within the peasantry. D uring the rem aining course o f  
the 19*'’ century their m arriage and property transm ission practices becam e generalised  
across the w h ole  peasantry. T his is a subject upon w hich there has been som e controversy  
am ongst Irish H istorians and S o c io lo g ists  (G ibbon, 1973, Hannan, 1977, Hannan and 
Hardiman, 1978, G ibbon and Curtin, 1978, 1983a, 1983b, Fitzpatrick, 1983).
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would systematically and ruthlessly adjust themselves. They would adjust 

themselves and in doing so bring about a complete transfoiTnation in the 

population land equation. From now on access to land would be strictly 

policed. This transform ation spread from the most commercial regions who 

adopted it first moving across the country in the following decades until by 

the close o f the 19*'’ century it had become the norm o f  rural life almost 

everywhere (Fitzpatrick, 1983).

In the simplest o f  tenns the peasantry were coming to terms with change

and were attempting to secure their position in the new emerging world

order. Perhaps peasantry in Ireland and elsewhere, were the first to dawn

their own self-imposed version o f  a not so ‘golden straitjacket’ which

current theorists o f globalisation refer to regarding the choices open to

policy makers in the global age (Rodrik, 1999, pp. 9-11,16, 22):

Marriage was a microcosm o f  the singular society which developed 
in Ireland after the famine. In its rigidity, its restrictiveness, and 
ultimately its inefficiency, the marriage institution embodied 
broader economic and social relationships. It was in some
senses an ‘archaic’ institution, incorporating many elements o f  a 
social and spiritual order which had been rocked but not quite 
wrecked by the famine experience. M ainly by virtue o f  getting rid o f  
the majority o f  each generation through emigration, the residual 
population managed to preserve far more o f  its previous way o f  life 
than most observers o f  the famine catastrophe had expected 
(Fitzpatrick, 1985, p. 116)'’̂ .

This peasant adjustment was to generate a complex new social order o f 

which marriage procreation and succession to land were the central fulcrum. 

The goal was to preserve and to hand on a viable land holding.

Ireland m ay perhaps be considered much less singular w hen v iew ed  a longsid e other  
peasant soc ieties  rather than com pared to an A n glo -S axon  ‘norm ’.
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THE REPEAL OF THE CORN LA WS AND GROWING GLOBAL MARKET 

INTEGRATION

The repeal o f the Com  Laws is widely viewed as a key symbolic moment in 

Britain’s rise to dom inance in world trade (O ’Rourke, 1997, pp. 777-779, 

Findlay and O ’Rourke, 2003, p. 37). Repeal took place in 1846 during the 

Famine and indeed famine conditions were invoked in partial justification 

(Gray, 1995, p. 94). However, the real matters at issue were the 

consolidation o f  Britain’s trading and industrial interests now to be 

underwritten by a policy o f  cheap food for its industrial workforce. Cheap 

food was to becom e a cornerstone o f British policy in the years ahead. 

Increasingly integrated world markets would henceforth be used to secure 

cheap food for its urban industrial workforce. In an Irish context Repeal 

merely drove the decline in tillage. Ireland was sim ply unable to compete 

with regions better endowed for grain production. Global markets were now 

more decisively dictating the terms o f  Ireland’s integration into the world 

economy. The peasantry seem ed poorly positioned to resist the tenns o f  its 

integration into global markets. However, this is to assume the priority o f 

economics over politics.

The fate o f the ‘o ld ’ peasant order seemed to be sealed, not just by famine 

and the collapse o f  resistance but also by the logic o f  ever advancing 

globalisation. Britain was consolidating itself as the pre-em inent industrial 

and trading power. Ireland was increasingly being integrated into the global 

order as a simple com m odity producer, a supplier o f live cattle to the British 

market. Ireland was becom ing a peripheral agricultural region o f  an urban 

industrial core.

Throughout the period, grain production was gravitating toward land rich 

North America. Rail and steam ship transport were advancing rapidly and in 

consequence the costs o f  moving goods across land and sea were declining.
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Productive factors were coming into increasingly direct competition for the 

first time. In 1860 trade agreements between Britain and France marked the 

beginning of greater integration across Europe as well as with North 

America (Findlay and O ’Rourke, 2003, pp. 37-39, Landes, 2003). As the 

century advanced this trade would encompass much of the globe. Trade was 

no longer about luxury goods for the very rich; increasingly it was about 

basic commodities. The European peasantry was directly in globalisation’s 

pathway, none more so perhaps than the Irish. Globalisation was becoming 

a growing threat to those who depended on the land for their livelihood.

Applying the Held et al model (1999, pp. 21-28) all the key factors o f global 

integration were at play, the pace and the intensity o f integration were 

quickening, as were the impact and velocity o f change. In agriculture, as in 

infant industry, the process increasingly dictated the efficient use o f all 

‘productive factors’, not the least of which was the land. In practical terms, 

this dictated that a substantially reduced population should work the land 

and that production of agricultural commodities would be undertaken in 

whatever global location demonstrated the utilisation of productive factors 

most efficiently, this would be determined by the market. It was becoming 

increasingly clear that the land-abundant new world was to be this location. 

The logic o f globalisation was now dictating that agriculture should move 

outside Europe entirely. European peasantry in general, and Irish peasantry 

in particular, mounted a fierce resistance to this process of transformation.

The official view regarding Ireland was that the Great Famine had released a 

great dynamo o f progress and ‘improvement’. Emigration seemed to be 

rapidly drawing off the ‘redundant’ elements in the population and freeing 

agriculture to pursue a proper commercial course. In terms o f public policy 

the sole necessary interventions were those which would underwrite this 

process of commercial advancement, bringing to an end the final vestiges of 

the peasant claim to rights o f property in the land. The 1848 and 1849
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Encumbered Estates Acts were two such examples o f  public policy (Lane, 

1972a and 1972b, Gray, 2002). Each intended to quicken the process o f  

disposing o f  the broken and bankrupt landlords who had survived the 

famine. A quick sale o f  such estates would free them for developm ent by a 

breed o f  well capitalised newcomers who would fiirther advance the 

commercial revolution. Further legislation followed in the 1860s which 

sought to provide the final legislative break with the peasant claim  on the 

land (see Appendix One which details all the land legislation related to 

Ireland from the Post-Famine period).

AGRARIAN CAPITALISM AND THE PEASANTRY

Though famine had opened up a space in which agrarian capitalism , in the 

form o f cattle ranching, could prosper, it had also opened up a space in 

which a substantially transform ed peasantry could also consolidate their 

position. Thus, even as thousands continued to leave, those who rem ained 

strengthened their grip and improved their position. Indeed as Turner points 

out (1996, p. 92) once the dramatic decline o f  the famine and its afterm ath 

ended, the numbers o f  land holders remained rem arkably stable, declining 

only slowing over a prolonged period. The areas o f large holdings were j 

being further consolidated, but, along with the micro holdings o f  the 

Atlantic fringe, there were m any small holdings o f  less than 30 acres. This , 

group formed the core o f  the ‘new ’ peasant order (Turner, 1996, p. 92).

The problems o f  the Atlantic fringe were in reality being com pounded with j 
many peasants being cleared from what little good land there was to make 

way for cattle grazing. They were forced to cultivate the wastes and bog 

margins (Cousens, 1964, Jordan, 1997). The problem  o f very small holdings 

was at its most acute on the Atlantic fringe, though, as will becom e clear in
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the next chapter, small holdings existed in substantial pockets across much 

o f  the country.

The Post-Famine period was to be the heyday o f  agrarian capitalism  not 

sim ply in Ireland but across Europe, (Koning, 1994). In the context o f 

Ireland, agrarian capitalism  prim arily m eant cattle ranching and not grain 

growing. Grain still remained an important, if  declining, element in 

agriculture. Despite its spread, cattle ranching never displaced the peasantry 

and peasant opposition to its advance was never far from the surface (Lane, 

1972, Jones, 1995, pp. 42-88). A now much smaller peasantry continued to 

demand their rights to land and continued if less intensely than before to 

pursue their traditional means o f  enforcing those rights.

The translation o f  the ‘o ld’ peasant demand for ‘rights’ in land into a 

modern public discourse was to be the defining them e o f  public policy in 

Ireland during the remaining years o f  British rule. The British hoped in the 

initial post-famine period that, at last, a dynamic o f  transform ation along the 

lines they had long advocated was underway. Optimism in this regard 

abounded during the 1850s as thousands left annually, allowing extensive 

continued consolidation and the turn to commercial cattle production, with a 

growing British market for beef. Finally, it appeared, in the view o f many, a 

solution to the Irish ‘problem ’ along accepted British lines was in process o f 

achievement (Longfield, 1855, Pim, 1855, M acDonnell, 1856, Heron, 1862, 

Gray, 2004).

M IGRATION

M igration, that other great element in the sorting o f  global production, also 

played its part. W hile the British governing classes saw emigration as 

draining away the ‘redundant’ population, its actual role was much more 

complex. In reality, it came to be a critical factor in peasant survival. It was
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central to the population adjustment strategy that the post-Fam ine peasantry 

pursued. In addition to providing a key outlet for the ‘superfluous’ 

population generated by the peasant adjustment, it also provided a source o f 

much needed funds, in the form o f  remittances from the m igrants, further 

cementing peasant survival strategies. Thus, even as they were being 

groomed for expulsion by the peasant order, these unneeded children were 

being convinced o f  their critical contribution to their fam ily’s struggle for 

landed status (Millar, 1985). A vital supporting tradition grew up which 

convinced those who left that far from being expelled by their own family 

they were, in reality, victims o f a ruthless British oppressor. This account 

did much to cement peasant solidarity on either side o f  the Atlantic. Even 

those on the m icro-holdings on the Atlantic fringe could cling on to the land 

if  remittances were sufficient. As the later part o f  this chapter and the next 

will show this capacity to cling on would be crucial to later efforts to secure 

viability. As long as a holding existed, no matter how tiny, the assertion o f 

landed status could be upheld and the search for a viable future on the land 

could continue. Their capacity to cling on made it possible, once politics 

was turned in their favour, to have a base, however small, with which to 

stake their claim to the coveted status o f  farmer. Land was the key, and any 

stake no matter how small, opened up the possibility o f  advancem ent. In this 

context letting go o f  the land was the final surrender o f  the non- 

commodified peasant order, the extinction o f  the peasant fam ily’s claim  to 

landed status.

Thus globalisation, even as it was making the survival prospects o f  

peasantry relentlessly more problematic on one front, was also aiding those 

prospects on a second, draining away the unneeded ‘surplus’ while funding 

the survival o f  those who clung on. M ore than that the growing w ealth o f 

the Irish in America was creating a fertile constituency o f  bitter radicals who 

detested British rule in Ireland and would fund and support Irish peasant 

efforts for its overthrow. As in so many contem porary settings, it w'as the
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migrants who were the most radicalised component in such situations o f 

conflict, since they were immune to any ‘betterm ent’ which had resulted 

from their ‘expulsion’. Only those who had remained at home were better 

off. Those who had been pushed out only concerned themselves with 

avenging themselves with respect to the perceived enemy who had expelled 

them from their the “land o f  their birth’ (Mitchel, 1861, M aguire, 1868, 

Spalding, 1880). Thus globalisation was driving politics in directions which 

its contem porary proponents would not have favoured and in doing so it was 

sowing the seeds o f its own destm ction.

W hile the permanent mass migrations across the Atlantic and to Britain are 

quite correctly the focus o f most attention, a quieter process o f seasonal 

migration between Ireland and Scotland and the agricultural regions o f 

Northern England also formed a long standing element in peasant survival 

particularly on the Atlantic fringe (Handley, 1947, pp. 164-190, O ’Grada, 

1973, 1977). As the thesis will attempt to show later this strategy was to 

continue on a reduced scale right into the mid 20*'’ century 

(Interdepartmental Com m ittee on Seasonal M igration, 1938, Handley, 1947, 

pp. 187-190).

AGRARIAN GLOBAL INTEGRATION AND PEASANT BACKLASH 

1870-1914

THE 'GRAININVASION’

The next phase o f  global integration would be crucial from an Irish 

perspective. It would result in a determined peasant backlash which, in time, 

would critically reshape public policy.

1870 to 1914 was to be the most radical phase o f  globalisation, its impact on 

European agriculture was to be decisive (Landes, 2003, p. 242, Koning,
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1994, O ’Rourke, 1997). The gold standard was internationally established in 

1870 m aking trade and investment, across ever greater expanses o f the 

globe, increasingly assured (Bordo, 1981, DeLong, 1997). W ith the laying 

o f  the telegraph cable in the 1860s London and Paris, and later New York, 

were now in direct and imm ediate contact (O ’Rourke, 2002, p. 76). Where 

prior to that time it could take up to three weeks for infonnation to travel 

between London and New York it now took a day; by 1914 it was less than 

a minute (Bordo et al, 1999, p. 32). As the century advanced further regions 

were connected including South Am erica and Australia. The integration o f 

productive factors had now entered upon a radical phase. The transmission 

o f  goods, capital and labour were now largely unconstrained. International 

migration, which peaked at just over a m illion per annum by 1900, has 

never again reached comparable levels (O ’Rourke, 2002, p. 8). Capital 

m obility only attained pre- First W orld W ar levels in the past two decades 

(O ’Rourke, 2002, p. 17).

The Irish peasantry had, by their difficult project o f  reconstruction, 

attempted to constrain the forces o f  com m odification and globalisation and 

had appeared to secure for them selves a modest, if  by no means wholly 

secure, status in the global order (Donnelly, 1976, Turner, 1996, pp. 196- 

216); at least for those whom  the peasant system ‘allow ed’ to remain on the 

land. However, the next phase o f globalisation was to put all this in peril.

The ‘grain invasion’ o f  the 1870s saw the beginning o f  the successful export 

o f large volumes o f  cheap grain from the vast prairies o f  North America". 

Not just Irish but European agriculture as a whole was quite simply unable 

to cope (Koning, 1994). The peasantry had never imagined that land itself,

“Between the late 1860s and the 1920s, the average distance o f  world wheat production 
from London almost doubled” (Olmstead and Rhode, 2005, p. 25, see also Chart 6.3 at the 
end o f  this chapter which tracks wheat price differentials over the period)
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that seemingly fixed element in their calculus, could be exported.'" It arrived 

on the shores o f Europe threatening to destroy their whole painfully realised 

project o f  reconstm ction (Bull, 1996, p. 73, O ’Rourke, 1997).

The ‘grain invasion’ o f the 1870s heralded a protracted period o f  crisis and 

ultimate decline for agrarian capitalism  throughout much o f Europe 

(Koning, 1994). It represented the ultimate instance o f  rational global 

market integration (O ’Rourke, 1997, Findlay and O ’Rourke, 2003). Land in 

America was cheap and abundant. Transport costs which had been declining 

since the 1820s now reached a level which made long distance grain export 

viable; the ‘death o f distance’ was now a reality (Findlay and O ’Rourke, 

2003). Across much o f  Europe protectionist coalitions began to emerge; this 

was unsurprising given the continued importance o f  agriculture in most 

European countries. In G ennany the agricultural interest made comm on 

cause with infant industry in a protectionist pact which became known as 

the Iron and Rye pact (Koning, 1994).

The British response was to be utterly different. The availability o f  cheap 

grain advanced Britain’s now well established comm itm ent to cheap food 

for its urban population. Furthermore, as the leading industrial nation, at the 

centre o f  global trade and finance, there was no prospect that this status 

would be jeopardised and free trade abandoned to secure the interests o f  the 

Irish peasantry. Even those ostensibly landed interests remaining in Britain 

had long since diversified (Schonhardt-Bailey, 1991). As Britain’s global 

reach had extended, they had m oved into industry, global finance and trade. 

All o f  these factors made it quite clear that Britain would not adopt the 

agricultural protectionism which swept across much o f Europe. Ireland, as 

part o f the Union, was locked into these policies, it was, in the language o f

T his developm ent held a warning as to the potential o f  the forces o f  g lobalisation  to 
overturn hard w on local settlem ents. T he Irish peasantry at the tim e ch o se  to construct 
matters w ithin a political and not an eco n o m ic  d iscourse.
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economics, a small open economy, a price taker on increasingly competitive 

world markets.

The brief heyday o f  agrarian capitalism  in Europe was drawing to a close. 

The adjustment process would be extrem ely difficult right across Europe 

(Koning, 1994) in Ireland it resulted in an upheaval which ultimately 

generated a social and finally a political revolution. The slim viability which 

the peasant ‘adjustm ent’ strategy had achieved was now imperilled. The 

logic o f  even more rapid transform ation toward land extensive cattle 

production now seemed to threaten the total obliteration o f  the peasantry. 

The long established tactics o f  agrarian protest were now combined with the 

judicious use o f  Parliamentary politics, as the peasantry attempted to carve 

out a new strategy in their seem ingly unending war against commodification 

(Bull, 1996, pp. 176-192).

PUBLIC POLICY AND PEASANTRY

Given the paradigm  shift about to take place which would turn public policy 

on its head, perhaps now is a good point to review public policy and its 

approach to peasantry up to this point.

At this time the approach o f public policy had been clear-cut. The State 

wanted m arkets to replace land as the key to peasant subsistence. Ireland 

was to be m odernised and m odernisation necessitated the transform ation o f 

peasantry into a waged labouring class"'.

An important question  w hich m ight be addressed to the po licy  mai<ers w as w here w as the  
em ploym ent to com e for the m ass o f  peasantry thus to be exclud ed  from the land and 
transform ed into w aged  labour? A s the thesis has attem pted to sh ow , proto-industrial 
co llap se  and the decline o f  grain in the pre-fam ine period, coupled  w ith the rise o f  livestock  
farm ing in its aftermath all pointed to a situation w hich held little or no em ploym ent  
prospects for those ‘su cc e ss fu lly ’ exclud ed  from  the land. A s B lack  points out, public  
po licy  w as vague or silent on this critical issue presum ing that w aged  labour in agriculture  
coupled  w ith equally  vague h op es for the rise o f  industry m ight absorb the w orkforce. This 
could  certain ly be v iew ed  as a failure to engage with the sca le  o f  the issue. T he poor law
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As the thesis has attempted to show, as the intensity o f peasant opposition 

rose during the 1820s and 1830s policy was to become more clearly and 

openly coercive. However, other m ethods were also deployed and the 

creation o f a National School system was seen as a key component in efforts 

to modernise the peasantry and convert them to the benefits o f  waged labour 

(Boylan and Foley, 1992).

Some limited efforts were made to put the peasant case within a public 

policy arena (Steele, 1974, pp. 55-68, Bull, 1996, pp. 5-26). However, the 

sole concrete fruits o f this effort, had been the Devon Com m ission which 

failed to deliver an acceptable public policy response. The policy system 

was quite clear in its view that peasantry and not public policy was in need 

o f transformation.

During the Famine, policy took a more radical turn using the disaster 

directly as an instrument o f  transform ation, seeking to force the peasantry to 

relinquish their grip on the land. As the earlier sections in this chapter have 

shown The Poor Laws were amended to form a key component o f  this 

strategy o f transformation.

Following the Famine public policy and opinion formers generally, were 

very optimistic that the famine had delivered decisive change and that 

peasantry and Irish society generally would now resolve itself along 

accepted lines: “the old Irish howl has become faint and attenuated in its 

m odem  instances” was the widely shared verdict o f The Times (27'*’ 

December 1858, quoted by Black, 1960, p. 45). Ireland’s improvement 

along lines long postulated by the Political Economists was now seen as 

demonstrably and successfully underway. The peasantry were being

com m ission  had been one o f  the few  real attem pts to grapple with this issue and its 
proposals had been rejected (B lack , 1972, 1995).
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comm odified and Irish society was finally being m ade to conform to 

English noiTTis (Gray 2002).

The goal o f policy in the post-Fam ine period was to underpin this drive 

toward full com m ercialisation o f land (Pim, 1855). Thus, the Incumbered 

(sic) Estates legislation o f  1848 and 1849 sought to speed up the sale o f 

bankrupt estates, so that what was perceived as an incompetent ‘broken’ 

landlord class m ight be speedily replaced by the well capitalised 

com m ercially m inded (Lane, 1972a, 1972b). Equally, the legislation o f  the 

1860s (D easey’s and Cardw ell’s Acts) rather than give any credence to 

peasant claims to property in the land sought to definitively assert the rights 

and property o f the landlord. All matters were to be settled by contracts. 

Tenant claims based on traditions o f  occupancy were explicitly excluded. 

This however, as Bull points out, rather than putting an end to peasant 

assertions o f  their ‘property’ rights represented: “the ‘last hurrah’ o f  the 

confident English assum ption that the spirit o f  Irish native culture could be 

subdued to the letter o f  British law and the tenets o f  British economic 

ideology” (Bull, 1996, pp. 44-45).

A NON-COMMODIFIED LANDED PEASANTRY: SOCIAL

REVOLUTION and CRITICAL JUNCTURE

For the peasantry the com m odification issue had always turned on the 

question o f  land since from their perspective as long as they retained control 

o f  land they could not be definitively subsumed into the commodified order. 

Thus the Irish peasant obsession regarding land was a battle against 

com m odification, fought in the pre-famine period with the traditional 

weapons o f  peasantry, now increasingly accom panied by the new w eapons 

o f Parliamentary politics. All with the aim o f  ensuring continued control 

over the land. In the peasant view comm odification o f  land spelt the end o f  

the peasant order, the ferocity o f  their opposition to its achievement is
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therefore hardly suiprising. Once land had been comm odified peasantry 

would follow.

In the simplest and most basic terms, leaving aside the complexities o f 

legislation and the competing propaganda blizzard which ensued, the 

peasant claim  was quite straightforward. Peasant status depended on the 

capacity to control land. In the pre-fam ine period land control had been 

achieved by peasant protest which had successfully blocked change. The 

post-fam ine strategy had involved peasant adjustment to what land could 

‘offer’. Now the peasantry sim ply sought the recognition in law o f the rights 

which they considered had always been theirs, but lacking state sanction. 

M ultiple strategies had been adopted but with the same end in view. Control 

o f  land equalled a non-com m odified status, without such control peasantry 

would quite simply cease to be.

The ‘grain invasion’ represented the latest challenge to the non- 

com m odified order o f the peasantry. To settle matters Ireland was plunged 

into a period o f  revolutionary upheaval, which the thesis will attempt to 

show, would reach its terminus with the establishment o f  a peasant 

landholder state in the 1920s. However, before this point could be reached 

peasantry would wage a mass campaign o f protest which saw the 

governance structures o f the State substantially undermined, increasingly 

challenged by a peasant order, once more aggressively asserting that their 

conception o f  property and their rights to land took priority over all other 

claims regardless o f  what public policy, official discourse or law might 

assert to the contrary. In the end the “exertions and expenditure...necessary 

to hold even a little ground in m id-Tipperary and W est W aterford [showed 

that] the case was surely hopeless” (MacDonagh, 1983, p. 49); this 

realisation would come only after intense waves o f  conflict over the 

following decades.
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Despite the apparent strength and durability o f  the peasant Post-Famine 

adjustment there had been a growing realisation that without state 

recognition o f  peasant rights in the land matters were being resolved 

decisively in favour o f the land ‘ow ner’ interest. As long as the State failed 

to recognise their claim  to property in the land, peasantry remained 

vulnerable to expulsion at the behest o f  each renewed drive toward 

comm ercialisation. The old methods o f  agrarian ‘outrage’ still remained part 

o f the peasant arm oury but their frequency and intensity had greatly 

declined since the Famine (Clark, 1979, pp. 182-221). The pursuit o f  a 

political solution broadly w ithin the confines o f  the law and parliam entary 

politics had been attempted without success during the 1830s and 1840s. 

However, the Famine had intervened and the general consensus, as the 

thesis has already attempted to show, considered that a solution in terms o f 

the market had now become viable. According to this view, land was the 

property o f  the legal title holder without qualificationse and any claims to 

property by tenants were without foundation and could have no legal status. 

This policy had been vigorously pursued in the imm ediate post-Famine 

decades. It had been a partial success, but, as the thesis has attempted to 

show, while large farms emerged many small holders remained (Steele, 

1974, p. 6). In the face o f  established opinion and the widespread post- 

Famine optim ism  regarding Ireland little prospects seemed to exist for the 

pursuit o f  tenant claims. Despite this inhospitable context the m atter o f 

tenant rights was continuously, if  ineffectually, raised in Parliament (Steele, 

1974, pp. 43-72).

The peasant claim  to land rights was now form ulated in terms o f  three basic 

concepts, the Three Fs as they came to be known, fair rents, fixity o f  tenure 

and free sale. Fair rents in effect meant rents considered fair by the peasant 

com m unity (M acDonagh, 1983, pp 47-52). This had always formed a 

central component o f  the peasant claim. Rent in this context can be seen as a 

licence to fish not a market detennined optimal price (Solow, 1981). This
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was utterly at odds with the dom inant commercial view regarding the rights 

o f  property. The second claim, fixity o f  tenure, was in effect a claim to 

perm anency on the land. It placed an effective block on any attempt to expel 

a tenant except in the most extreme circumstances. According to this view, 

sim ple failure to pay the rent was considered inadequate grounds for 

expulsion. In effect, the tenants were claiming rights o f  perm anency on the 

land which could only be underm ined in circumstances o f  the most wilful 

and prolonged breaches o f accepted behaviour on the part o f the tenant; 

judgem ents on such matters m oreover would be the preserve o f the peasant 

comm unity. The result o f  the peasant claim was to assert a property right 

superior to that o f  the ‘legal title holder’. In short, those whom the law 

considered to be the owners were to be prevented from exercising a 

fundamental right o f  ownership, the disposal o f  ‘their’ ‘property’. The third 

and final o f  the Three Fs was free sale, and, given the forgoing claims, this 

final claim m ay be judged som ewhat ironic. The third o f  the Three Fs 

claimed for the tenant the right, in the unlikely event that he relinquished his 

tenancy, to sell ‘h is’ ‘interest’ to his replacement.

To describe the forgoing as radical in the contem porary context o f  British 

public policy would be a serious understatement. The rights o f the legal 

owner were, in the peasant view, subordinate to those o f  the tenant. Catholic 

Nationalism  was marshalled to provide the critical ideological component in 

the peasant assault on property. The peasantry asserted that their rights pre

dated those o f  the landlord who held legal title. According to the peasant 

view these ‘legal’ title holders were nothing more than the descendents o f 

those who had confiscated the land from the Catholic peasantry in the 17*'’ 

century. The peasantry began to build the legitimacy o f  their claims on the 

assertion that they in ‘fact’ represented the descendents o f  the original 

owners who had been expelled. It should come as no surprise that such 

radical ideas regarding property were to meet fierce resistance from property 

interests in both Britain and Ireland.
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As the previous chapter attempts to show, all landed property claims rest on 

a socially sanctioned, legally enforced ‘fiction’, one m oreover whose claims 

to legitimacy rest fundam entally and decisively on their acceptance as valid 

by those with the power to challenge them. The Irish peasantry which had 

ferociously challenged the legitimacy o f  those claims for decades had now 

embarked upon their definitive challenge.

In order to achieve their goal, the peasantry united across the social 

differences which existed between the large landholders o f  the South and 

East and the tiny impoverished semi-proletarian holders o f the Atlantic 

fringe (Clark, 1979, O ’Callaghan, 1994). From a policy perspective, what is 

interesting, as O ’Callaghan points out (1994, pp. 5-10), are not the 

differences between the various peasant landholders, which were great and 

self-evident to all at the time, but rather the degree o f  peasant unity which 

was achieved. Even the much weakened and confined rural labourers were 

co-opted to the cause with the assurance that their interests would also be 

addressed. This was to generate a series o f  Labourers Acts m nning parallel 

to the later Land Acts which provided housing for the labourers (Frazer, 

1996). The driving force o f  the movement, however, was the alliance 

between tenants, small and large.

Post-famine Catholic Nationalism  wedded to the peasant interest was a key 

component in uniting very disparate forces (Bull, 1996, p. 85). It gave an 

account o f the unified struggle o f the Catholic peasantry standing against an 

‘alien’ landlord class whose status had been built on confiscation o f 

Catholic peasant lands. Peasant unity was built upon these foundations. 

Catholic Nationalism  was becoming increasingly adept at providing the 

narrative o f  peasant integration (Sullivan et al, 1868, Sullivan, 1878)
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THE CREA TION OF THE LAND COMMISSION

Given the centrality o f  the rights o f property to 19'*’ century British public 

discourse and the theories o f classical political economy viewed as the 

intellectual foundations upon which British global dominance rested, 

opposition to granting the demands o f  the Irish peasantry were 

overwhelm ing (Steele, 1974, p. 285). It took many years and the sustained 

peasant challenge to the civil authorities, amounting to the widespread 

breakdown o f ordinary civil control during the late 1870s, (Bull, 1996) 

before legislation in 1881 came to fully reflect the elements o f the peasant 

claim. The legislation created a jo int or ‘dual ow nership’ between landlord 

and tenant. A fundamental policy shift had been achieved.

The Land Commission, the quasi-judicial cloak established under the 1881 

Act to enforce peasant land claims, in effect enshrined the peasantry as the 

holder o f  the superior interest in the land. Rents were set by the State and 

given this fact and the degree to which the whole system had been a product 

o f peasant protest, it was clear that the peasantry were now their own rent 

setting authority. Only the Land Com m ission created the fiction that things 

were otherwise. Thus, the setting o f rents which like every other m atter to 

do with land had always been susceptible to peasant pressure, had now been 

decisively and definitively removed from the market. This overtly political 

process was clearly now wide open to ongoing peasant pressure for further 

rent reductions. Land, which the State had so long asserted was a market 

commodity, was now a creature o f  politics

Thus, the peasantry seems at last to have gained not only the acceptance by 

the State o f their claim to ‘property’ in the land but also to have won over 

the ‘jud icia l’ and coercive m achinery o f  the State to the enforcement o f their 

claims. The peasantry now had their long sought after goal, a non

commodified landed order.
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From its inception the Land Com m ission was to form the central 

institutional expression o f  peasant welfare. Finally, rents were no longer a 

m atter to be determined by the market. Land was now legally enshrined for 

what it was from the peasant perspective, the fundamental com ponent o f 

peasant survival. The governing authorities which had expended so much by 

way o f resources in convincing the peasantry that land was a mere 

com m odity to be bought and sold on the market had in the face o f  mass 

peasant protest finally accepted the peasant viewpoint.

Much o f the rem ainder o f  this thesis will be taken up with the interaction o f  

peasantry with this key institution. The Land Com m ission was established 

under The Land Law (Ireland) Act, 1881, the thesis will attem pt to 

demonstrate that the Land Com m ission become, for the Irish peasantry, the 

key institutional expression o f  their welfare goals and came to represent the 

developing comm itm ent o f the State to the attainment o f  those goals. Over 

its long existence, the Land Com m ission would have several phases o f 

operation which the thesis attempts to show were closely attuned to the 

differing expectations, as well as the differing constituencies which 

comprised the search for peasant welfare. W hile its activities were to go into 

a slow process o f  decline from the late 1970s onward, its operations would 

only finally be wound up under legislation enacted in the year 2000. The 

activities o f  the Land Com m ission over the period were extremely varied. 

Some, such as the construction o f housing, fit neatly into accepted notions 

o f  social policy, others, while they fitted very well into peasant expectations 

o f welfare, sit awkwardly with conventional notions o f  social policy.

Land and the assertion o f  property rights in land will remain at the heart o f 

the account, just as they were from the outset. It will be suggested that in

™ A lon g  w ith its shorter lived sister bod ies the C ongested D istricts Board (C D B ) (1 8 9 1 -  
1923) and the Estates C om m ission ers (1 9 0 3 -1 9 2 3 ),
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many ways the Land Com m ission and the various policies it pursued were 

m erely the modern reconceptualisation o f  the long-standing peasant 

assertion o f rights in land as superior to pure commercial interests.

The Land Com m ission had three critical phases in its history. The first 

phase involved the fixing o f  non-market rents for the land, the second phase 

was concerned with the transfer o f land from the landlords to the peasantry 

by means o f  state subsidy. The final phase, to be dealt with in the next 

chapter, would see the effort to raise those with inadequate land holdings up 

to a minimal acceptable standard in order to secure a living from the land.

Understanding this process is cm cial, however, what is more crucial from 

the social policy perspective is specifying clearly what the Land 

Com m ission did and in what way its activities represented the achievement 

o f  a peasant order.

POLICY LOCK-IN: SELLING OUT TO THE PEASANTRY

A critical juncture had now been reached and a policy lock-in was underway 

which the thesis will attempt to show would shape not just the nature o f 

social policy in Ireland, but the nature o f  Irish society for much o f  the 20*'’ 

century. A peasant political and social order was now in the process o f 

taking its definitive shape. As the thesis postulates, it would be a social and 

political order which would have land at its very centre, providing the 

prim ary route both to status and to livelihood in 20*'’ century Ireland. The 

peasant goal o f a non-com m odified landed status seemed finally within 

reach.

Given its origins in political protest the dual ownership system had the seeds 

o f its own destruction built in since it was clearly open to renewed bouts o f
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protest in the search for further concessions. The more the peasantry 

protested, the more concessions they might wring from the system. M ore 

important than this, was the affront which it presented to the governing and 

propertied ehte who saw clearly its potential to destabilise property interests 

both rural and urban. Events in Ireland were being closely watched by 

radical elements in Britain. The radical destruction o f  property rights, which 

many viewed ‘dual ow nership’ to be could perhaps travel the short distance 

across the Irish Sea, with dire consequences for the propertied interest in 

Britain (Steele, 1974, p. 315).

Regardless o f  the m isgivings o f  m any in the governing elite the Land Act 

1881 seemed to deliver what the tenants wanted. Rents under the terms o f 

the 1881 Act were reduced by 21 per cent and under a system o f  review, 

after 15 years, they were further reduced in 1896-7 by 18 per cent (Kolbert 

and O ’Brien, 1975, pp. 35-37). Legislation in the following year (Arrears 

Act, 1882) resulted in the government repaying £2 m illion in arrears 

accumulated by the tenants during their protests. More importantly, the 

political system, o f  which the peasantry were now an increasingly powerful 

element, now had control. Land was now largely a matter for politics and 

policy, not the market.

However, while the role o f  the market had been greatly diminished it had 

not been entirely eliminated. The cattle economy had been constantly 

gaining ground in the post-fam ine period. Extensive tracts o f  land were 

required for this trade. To meet this demand many landlords in the post

famine period had evicted tenants (Donnelly, 1995, Campbell, 2005, pp. 13- 

14), making land increasingly available to cattle farmers, known as ranchers 

or graziers, who specialised in cattle fattening. Cattle fattening was a 

speculative trade with the potential for high profits but also substantial loses 

as prices for cattle could fluctuate significantly (Jones, 1995, pp. 74-84). It 

was also a short-term business with cattle fattening taking place over a
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period o f  months, after which the animals were sold to British fanners for 

final finishing before slaughter. Land was taken on short-term lettings, 

under 12 months to facilitate this trade. Such lettings greatly facilitated the 

short-term requirements o f  the ranchers, they also created an opportunity for 

landlords to make good their losses due to rent reductions. For example, on 

one estate the rents on tenanted land declined by the standard 20 per cent. 

However, untenanted lands were being rented for 500 per cent above the 

previous price, during the same period (Campbell, 2005, pp. 90-91). By 

1906 it is estimated that 13 per cent o f  the total area o f Ireland was 

untenanted. In the province o f  Connacht, which took in much o f  the Atlantic 

fringe, 18 per cent o f land was untenanted^' (Campbell, 2005, pp. 14-15). 

The existence o f  these sometim es very substantial holdings, hundreds o f  

acres (Campbell, 2005, pp. 17-18), was viewed as an affront by the small 

holders, particularly on the Atlantic fringe, who eked out a living on their 

micro holdings, crossing back and forth to Scotland for seasonal work, as 

they saw large tracts o f  the best land given over to the cattle trade.

The problem o f  small holders was an issue throughout the country; 

nevertheless, it had a particular regional dimension (see Maps One to Four 

in the Appendix). The legacy o f  the 18̂ ’’ and early 19‘̂  century population 

explosion on the poorest land had declined but it had not disappeared. The 

concentration o f  extreme poverty on land o f  little agricultural value 

continued. The W estern peasantry o f  the Atlantic fringe, like the country as 

a whole, had declined in absolute tenns. However, their relative significance 

remained. Furthermore, their numbers represented a major political and 

social force amongst the peasantry. They had thrown their lot in with the 

substantial tenants o f the South-East and they expected that their problem s 

o f tiny holdings on poor land would now be addressed (Campbell, 2005). 

The problem o f  building a viable non-com m odified order on such a base

For the purposes o f  the 1881 Land A ct a tenancy w as defined as any letting over 12 
m onths, as a conseq u en ce  all land let for less than 12 m onths was, in this strictly legal 
sense, untenanted.
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was the most unique and difficuh challenge which the peasant system would 

set itself. How could a viable future be hacked out o f  such poor resources, 

particularly where so m any were dependent on so little?

During the ‘euphoria’ o f the early post-fam ine period, as the small peasantry 

left the country it was w idely asserted that all the old problem s were being 

resolved. However, the persistence o f  the prim itive struggle for survival 

along the Atlantic fringe, did not fit the widely-shared establishm ent view 

that m odernisation was taking hold and rapidly resolving all the problem s o f 

the past.

The poverty and distress o f  the micro-holders o f  the west had been a critical 

catalyst in the tenant agitations o f the late 1870s (Bull, 1996, p. 70) but their 

problems could not be resolved by the provisions o f the Three Fs nor yet by 

any amount o f  rent reductions. They were to burst back into full public view 

with the advent o f  near famine conditions in the early 1890s (O ’Neill, 

1989). It became clear that the old potato-based economy still survived in 

substantial pockets o f  the most marginal land. A fragment o f  the ‘o ld ’ 

peasant order had continued with their land division and potato-dependent 

economy long after it had been swept away elsewhere. The long tradition o f  

seasonal migration from the Atlantic fringe to Scotland, England and the 

more commercial farm regions o f Ireland had persisted (O ’Grada, 1973), 

forming one component o f  a peasant survival strategy only m arginally less 

precariously poised than that o f  the pre-Famine period (Handley, 1947, 

Cousens, 1961, 1964).

The government only reluctantly become involved in the W estern ‘problem ’ 

following widespread reports o f  the famine conditions which were reaching 

the outside world in the early 1890s. The official view was that no w ay to 

viable agriculture was possible for the micro holdings o f  the Atlantic fringe. 

Instead, initial attempts to tackle the problem focused in the main on options
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72other than land. The Congested Districts Board was established; its b rief in 

m odem  terms was that o f  regional development, perhaps the first such body 

in Europe (Nolan, 1988). By 1909 it took in all the counties o f the Atlantic 

fringe, it set to work providing domestic and handcraft training for wom en 

(Breathnach, 2004) and fishing boats and equipment for the men. It 

conducted what came to be known as the Baseline Surveys, a unique 

assessm ent o f  the economic and social structure o f  the areas under its remit 

(MoiTissey, 2001).

Contem porary accounts, as well as the baseline reports, attest to the poverty 

and prim itive conditions o f  the people: “beds were a rear luxury; a truss o f  

straw or dried sedge on the earthen floor, usually takes the place o f  a bed” 

(Contem porary witness statement quoted in Campbell, 2005, p. 12, Micks, 

1925, Morrissey, 2001, pp. 91-97)

As already stated, in the early years little consideration was given to the idea 

that land distribution as a way to address the problems o f  poverty and 

‘congestion’. However, the W estern small holders were not to be dealt with 

by these means. The problems o f  the W estern ‘congest’ as they came to be 

known was underscored by the presence o f  large tracts o f  the best land in 

the region which was let for cattle farming. As we have seen already this 

system had come into its own with the imposition o f  the dual-ownership o f  

the 1881 Land Act. Landlords took advantage o f  this system, letting land for 

eleven months to ranchers. Both parties were agreeable to the arrangement, 

the rancher secured the short-term use o f  land without the responsibilities o f 

ownership, this suited his inherently speculative and short-term business, 

while the landlord could set a rent generally well in excess o f  that obtainable 

under the Land Commission. This system bred hostility and claims o f 

injustice as small holders, particularly in the W est, sat on the margins o f

T he term congestion  is perhaps som ew hat m islead ing, it w as used to capture the idea that 
the land resources upon w hich the p eop le  w ere alm ost entirely dependent w ere w h olly  
inadequate to their needs. See M ap in the appendix on the C D B  area.
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these vast tracts o f land with only their herds o f  cattle and perhaps a lone 

herdsman populating them, as they eked out a living on their tiny holding o f  

barren land.

The task o f  creating viable holdings was literally huge: “Congestion consists 

at its worst in the congregation o f dim inutive holdings held in Rundale, in 

intermixed plots, or scattered patches without grazing accom modation, 

undrained, unfenced, sometimes without roads, studded with squalid cabins” 

(W yndham Cabinet memo 1902, Cam pbell, 2005, p. 56).
73The law was inverted by the United Irish League . Business 

transactions which were legitim ate under the law o f the Crown 
(the letting o f  grazing land, for example) were declared by the 
United Irish League to be illegal. The ‘dread’ which consum ed the 
Mayo graziers who received deputations from the UIL in the spring 
o f  1899 arose not sim ply from a fear o f  crim e or even public 
denunciation, but from the knowledge that they were viewed by the 
leaguers as crim inals (Campbell, 2005, p. 38).

Peasant notions o f  property rights remained clear. No rights o f  property 

were acceptable in the face o f  peasant need, what they saw as their own 

right to derive a living from the land. In the face o f this moral claim, claims 

to the sanctity o f property were considered wholly without foundation or 

legitimacy.

For all o f  these reasons, the jo in t property in land which the 1881 Land Act 

had legislated was never likely to represent a final settlem ent o f  the issue. 

Indeed, the idea that sale o f  the land and the creation o f  a small peasant class 

o f  land owners had been discussed on many occasions in the past (Mill 

1846-47, 1869 and Thornton, 1848). There were to be several phases in the 

process. Initially it was viewed as purely a m atter o f  private purchase by 

tenants. However, in time the State, through the Land Commission, becam e

T he U nited Irish L eague w as on e  o f  several land organisations w hich w ere estab lished  in 
this period. It w as founded W illiam  O ’Brien w ho had been a key figure in the earlier Land  
League.
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heavily involved in setting the sale price and in the end subsidising the sale 

process.

Given the level o f opposition to the whole idea o f conceding the peasant 

claim to rights in the land coupled with the openness o f the system to 

continued peasant pressure it is hardly surprising that the system o f  dual 

ownership came under attack almost immediately. It seemed to embody a 

radical undermining o f all accepted notions o f  property rights.

W hile the peasantry had substantially achieved their goal, the view o f  many 

in British conservative circles was that some mechanism should be found to 

dispose o f  the land to the peasants entirely. To make them the actual owners 

or peasant proprietors and thus do away with the unstable and radical 

challenge which the dual-ownership system represented. The idea o f peasant 

proprietorship had been long canvassed as a way o f  addressing the Irish 

problem. However, the earlier ideas had been m ainly concerned with 

clearing the peasantry from the bulk o f  good land in order that a system o f 

agrarian capitalism  might take hold once the peasantry had been provided 

with small holdings on the wasteland which remained. The new ideas about 

peasant proprietorship were much more concerned with setting up the more 

comm ercially m inded large tenants as owners o f  their property seeing this as 

a better route to the full comm ercialisation o f  Irish agriculture. Little 

attention was given from this point o f  view to the interests o f the mass o f  

small tenants who still remained particularly in their most concentrated form 

along the Atlantic fringe.

The first sales to tenants had already taken place in the late 1860s as well as 

under the 1870 Land Act, but these had involved very small numbers o f 

tenants and had been entirely comm ercial transactions between the landlord 

and the tenant merely facilitated by the State. For sale to the tenants to be 

widespread the terms on offer must address the two interests. Tenants would
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only accept sale if  it was on the basis o f  a significant reduction on present 

rents. The landlords clearly wanted the best price. The British Treasury was 

forced to m eet the difference by underwriting the sales. The m ajor sale 

began with the 1903 Act and by the beginning o f the First W orld W ar fifty 

per cent o f  sales had been complete.

However, the sm aller holdings and, in particular, the tiny holding o f  the 

Atlantic fringe remained largely untouched. In order for these holdings to be 

brought up to a viable standard they needed more land. From a peasant 

perspective the solution was clear, the land o f  the grazier and the landlord 

must be taken from them and given to the small holders. W hile the legal 

fiction was that this land was given up voluntarily, the reality was that 

peasant agitation and intimidation would result in many landlords and the 

graziers they let to abandoning their land, allowing it to be purchased 

because o f  the degree o f peasant threat which they experienced. Here was 

redistribution o f  property and social equity peasant style. In the face o f  

poverty and need peasantry could no longer be resisted. Claim s to rights o f  

property could not withstand this overwhelming pressure. A peasant, not a 

capitalist order was being built.

BY WAY OF CONCLUSION: THE POST-INDEPENDENCE TASK 

AND THE IDEAL IRISH MAN

Before dealing with the post-independence period it would be useful to take 

stock o f  the ‘achievem ents’ o f  the peasant system thus far, exam ining the 

degree to which the social order and social policy had now been definitively 

locked into a particular peasant pathway. A pathway moreover, which the 

thesis will attempt to show in the remaining sections, would substantially set 

the bounds o f  policy for the greater part o f  half a century.
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The thesis has several times addressed the role o f  Catholic Nationalism  in

providing the unifying narrative for the peasantry, straddling the substantial

social divide between the different strata o f  the peasantry in the various

regions across the country. This unifying narrative had constructed an image

o f the ideal Irishman and the ideal Irish way o f  life. It had been initially built

on the ‘conservative’ ‘anti-m odem ising’ writings o f  key figures o f  the 1840s

such as Davis, M itchel and Lalor^”̂ (Molony, 1995, Lalor, 1847), whose

works were seminal influences on later nationalist leaders (Morash, 1998,

pp. 206-213). The concept o f the ideal Irish man was now fully specified.

Unsurprisingly, it constituted a sacralising o f  a landed peasant ideal. The

ideal Irish man would be a small farmer, and the ideal Ireland would be

filled with small fanns. Ireland would become a nation dominated by a

largely undifferentiated small holding landed peasantry. It would be a

classless society o f  rural comm unities (Prager, 1986, pp. 40-50). Land and

the rural way o f  life were the ideal to be striven for:

W hat I should like to see is the cabins o f Ireland full o f  contentment 
and quiet happiness; the country retaining its pastoral characteristics, 
its touch o f  perpetual spring ever young and fresh and bright and 
reposeful -  a land o f  sweet thoughts and quiet breathings; the home 
o f  happy agricultural comm unities tilling their fields and tending 
their flocks and herds, and the towns few and far apart, astir with a 
quiet but prosperous trade. This, I hope is the good fortune that time 
has in store for Ireland (Michael M acDonagh, 1900 quoted in 
Mulhall, 1999, p. 198).

Urban life was seen to represent all that was destructive o f  human society, 

com m unity and fellow feeling. It represented the ‘alien’ world o f Britain 

and it was to be actively opposed (O ’Farrell, 1971, pp. 169-170). It would 

have no place in the Ireland which the peasantry were now decisively 

building:

T hough a minor figure in his ow n lifetim e L alor’s w ritings on agrarian issu es w ere to be 
sem inal in the thinking o f  the later agrarian protest m ovem ents (D a ly , 1989).
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W hile our peasants say their beads, and meditate on the M ysteries o f 
the Rosary’ ,̂ they can never come wholly under the sw ay o f  the 
doctrine that men were sent into the world to be happy and to make 
m oney .... [this] moral poison that flowed after the triumphant 
chariot wheels o f  utilitarianism  as embodied in English pow er.... He 
[Davis^^] would have his countrym en not m erely politically free o f 
the English Parliament but he would have them morally and 
intellectually free o f  the English G ospel.... He wanted the social
organisation o f  Ireland to be based upon the H om e...H e saw in the
factory system a m onster that destroyed this ideal life, and he was its 
foe. He would have Ireland a nation o f  peasant owners. W e could 
find no better p roof o f  the spiritual-m indedness o f  the Irish people 
than the readiness with which they appreciated D avis’s teaching and 
the perm anence o f its influence over them. There was nothing in it 
that appealed to sordidness, selfishness, or sensuality (quoted by 
O ’Farrell (1971, p. 229) from an issue o f  the Journal Lyceum, 1890).

Such views were to become the comm on currency o f the new state. This

‘rural fundam entalism ’ (Me Cullagh, 1991, Peillon, 1982, p. 3) was to

become the w idely shared dominant ideology o f  independent Ireland 

(O ’Callaghan, 1981, Riordan, 1990, Ferriter, 1996).

The peasant world represented a static unchanging ideal which “ inclined 

towards worship o f an old vanished regime o f peasant virtues and econom y” 

(O ’Farrell, 1982, p. 12). It was set against the reality o f  a com m odifying 

global order perceived to have peasant annihilation at its centre. Against this 

reality, peasantry would set in its place a regime o f its own which sought to 

protect it from these destructive forces. These were the dom inant ideals o f  

the independence m ovement. They were peasant ideals. They encapsulated a 

peasant desire to find a way to shield themselves from the forces o f  

com m odification and globalisation. In a real sense the independence 

m ovem ent becam e synonymous with the struggle for the land. Taking back

A  C atholic form  o f  prayer hu gely  popular in Ireland during much o f  the 20"’ Century. It 
form ed the central im agery in an ideo log ica l iconography o f  the peasant fam ily  united in 
prayer.

Thom as D av is w as one o f  the intellectual leaders o f  the Y oung Ireland M ovem ent o f  the 
1840s. H is w ritings w ere high ly  influential am ongst later generations o f  N ationalists, 
including those w h o founded the new  state.
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the land and ‘undoing the conquest’ came to be viewed as one and the same 

(Bull, 1996).

The peasantry were by now long accustomed to the belief that political 

protest, and the actions o f  the State which followed from it, could deliver 

the stable peasant order which they craved. It now appeared that all that 

would be required was to use that state to achieve their goals. The control o f 

land was always at the centre o f  the peasant desire for security. Now they 

would have the ultimate expression o f  the control o f  the land in the form o f  

the state. The movem ent towards independence could be characterised as 

the ultimate expression o f peasant faith in the power o f  politics to hold 

markets and the global order at bay. Control o f  land is seen to provide a 

fundamental security for peasants since if  markets become too difficult or 

volatile the possibility o f market disengagem ent always remained possible. 

Thus production for own use provided a break in total market dependence.

By the time o f  independence substantial numbers o f  the peasantry had 

already been fixed in place with this ideal in mind. As the thesis will attempt 

to show, the society which emerged at independence was one not only 

constructed to reflect the interests and ideals o f  the peasantry it was one 

dom inated by them  (Garvin, 1986, pp. 470-473). An entirely new social 

order had been established dom inated by a numerous small peasant class. 

The ideals o f this class, and their pursuit would inform all aspects o f  public 

policy, economic and social policy and politics over the decades ahead 

(Daly, 1999, pp. 78-79). In a real sense the policies pursued by the State in 

all spheres over the course o f the period ahead represented an effort to 

‘reconstm ct’ an imagined peasant social order seen as having ‘predated’ the 

destructive forces o f  global capitalism.

The ideology which drove this new society was a peasant ideology based on 

peasant values (Daly, 1985, 1994, Devereux, 1991, Riordan, 1990, Ferriter,
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1996) It has been variously labelled ‘mral fundam entalism ’ and 

‘Fam ilialism ’ and both were intertwined to fonn the bulwark o f  that new 

society. It was an order which tried to mask the deep conflicts at the heart o f 

the peasant dispensation through the pieties o f familial devotion which was 

proclaimed at every opportunity, even as each generation expelled a quota 

o f its number, while endowing those who remained with the sacred family 

holding (Me Cullagh, 1991). Conflict between, and, all importantly, within 

families was at the very heart o f  the system. It was the necessary 

com prom ise with globalisation which peasantry had made in the post

famine adjustment.

This chapter has attempted to show the vital importance which the Irish 

peasantry attached to land. For the peasantry, land was the concrete 

expression o f  a non-com m odified order. For the peasantry, waged status 

came to represent the destruction o f that non-commodified peasant order.

Three phases in the peasant approach to the issue can be identified. A pre- 

Famine, a post-Fam ine and what might be styled an anti-globalisation phase 

from 1870 onward. Critically unifying all phases however, was the search 

for landed security. In the post-Famine period in particular all aspects o f 

society, most particularly m airiage, procreation and succession were 

critically reshaped in the pursuit o f  landed security.

By contrast the public policy stance can be seen as consisting o f  two phases, 

separated by a critical juncture, which saw prior policy turned on its head. 

The first phase o f  public policy represented a radical comm itm ent to the 

pursuit o f  peasant commodification. The process turned on the status o f 

land. Bitter conflict arose as the State attempted to enforce its capitalist 

comm odified view o f land. Peasantry continued throughout to assert the 

priority o f their non-com m odified landed status. In the final analysis the
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consistency and fcrocity o f  peasant resistance fatally undermined the public 

policy stance.

Public policy w as overturned and the peasant ideal becam e enshrined in 

legislation. T he State had now finally and definitively abandoned its efforts 

to com m odify  the peasantry. O nce this paradigm  shift in public policy had 

taken place a policy  lock-in would be achieved. The ne.xt chapter will 

attempt to show how faithfully, consistently and thoroughly this policy w as 

pursued by  all post-independence administrations until the w inding dow n  o f  

the Land C om m iss ion  in the 1980s. T he next chapter will also attem pt to 

show  that substantial public resources in personnel, funding and policy  

effort were expended  in the search for the peasant ideal o f  landed security.

A FINAL C O M M E N T

Those from a m ainstream  social policy perspective will undoubted ly  be 

concerned to see the links between the forgoing and the standard concerns 

o f  welfare policy, however, what the thesis has attem pted to show is that 

peasantry defm ed welfare differently. T he Irish peasantry  sought to achieve 

a non-com m odified  order in which they retained direct control over their 

m eans o f  production, the land. As far as they were concerned this w ould  

ensure their independence, security and welfare. Their  labour was not w aged  

labour and therefore they did not need or seek the securities which  a w aged 

labour force logically and necessarily sought. T he struggle in w hich  they 

were engaged was for the right not to be com m odified . By the beginning o f  

the 20''’ century  this non-com m odified  vision had begun to solidify into a 

strong and assertive social order. It would be this social o rder which 

provided the logic for all aspects o f  public policy, in the soon to emerge, 

independent, peasant dom inated state. As a result, social policy, indeed all 

aspects o f  public policy would be com m itted to the preservation o f  a peasant 

order.
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Appendix to Chapter 6

Chart 6.3 British-LISA Wheat Price Gaps
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Chart 6.4: “A Very Brief History o f Globalisation”
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CH APTER SEVEN  

CRISIS IN THE GLOBAL ORDER AND THE PURSUIT  

OF PEASANT VIABILITY  

1914-1973

“ Fmgal com fort or lavish austerity”v7 

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will be d iv ided into two parts. T he first part provides a 

narrative account o f  the m any elements o f  the land program me, taking the 

account from the outbreak o f  the First W orld  W ar to Ireland’s m em bersh ip  I 

o f  the European Econom ic C om m unity  in 1973. Ireland’s m em bership  o f  

the EEC or European U nion (EU) w ould utterly transfomi the context for 

Irish agriculture allowing the land distribution strand to reach its conclusion 

as other areas o f  policy  and other opportunities for em ploym ent took over 

the welfare burden that land had so long carried (Com m ins, 1982). A brie f  

first section will address the period from the First W orld W ar to 1923 when 

the civil war ended and the newly independent Irish state began  a m ajo r j 

administrative and legislative reform program m e on the land issue. The ; 

second section will deal with the first decade o f  independent administration 

up to 1932, focusing primarily  on the 1923 Land Act and its consequences. 

The third and m ain  section will deal first with the radical agrarian phase up | 

to the outbreak o f  the Second World War, then with post-war policy up to 

Ireland’s accession to the EEC in 1973. A concluding section will offer 

som e refiections on the period after 1973.

Daly, 1994
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The thesis will suggest that the key to understanding this whole period is to 

appreciate the continuity and uniformity o f  political and public policy effort 

regarding the question o f  land division.

Once peasant proprietorship had been locked-in, all administrations, 

reluctantly or wholeheartedly, supported the land distribution project. 

Indeed, the only substantial conflict over the issue was actually within the 

ranks o f the main party o f  government, Fianna Fail. These misgivings, aired 

largely in private discussion between ministers and officials, and detailed in 

governm ent files, as we will see, in the final analysis failed to alter the 

actual course o f  policy. Land division policy was to continue right up to the 

end o f  the 1970s when EU subsidies actually provided a renewed and 

clearly economic incentive for efforts to obtain land. In point o f  fact there 

was no division over land division. One politician, one o f  the few who 

would actually voiced doubts about the continued utility o f  the land division 

policy, Erskine Childers, M inister for Lands in 1959, said: “We disagree on 

m any matters in this house but for many years there has been virtual 

unanim ity on the fundamental principles o f  land settlement” (Dail Debates, 

Vol. 175, Col 1112, 9‘*’ June 1959 quoted by Dooley, 2004, pp. 201-202)

WAR AND REVOLUTION: POLITICS AND PEASANT

EXPECTATION

By the time the First W orld W ar began some fifty per cent o f tenants were 

in the process o f  becoming owner occupiers. Peasantry was on the verge o f  

gaining what seemed the ultimate security o f  tenure, ownership o f  the land. 

However, war now largely halted further progress (Nolan, 1988). M oreover, 

m any o f those who had benefited so far were the better-off members o f  the 

peasantry. Those best placed to purchase their holdings and in the process, 

m aking, in some cases, substantial windfall gains on the terms o f sale. They
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had achieved their goal, in the process “securing the full fruits of their 

labours” (Campbell, 2005).

The remaining tenants were on the smallest and least viable holdings, large 

numbers o f  them along the Atlantic fringe. In their present form these 

holdings could never provide a realistic prospect o f a livelihood for their 

occupants^*. M aking such tenants owners o f  their tiny scraps o f land would 

do no more than underline their plight. If they were ever to become viable, 

policy needed to shift decisively toward land redistribution.

The impact o f  the First W orld W ar was enormous. It brought to a close 

almost a century in which trade and globalisation had seemed increasingly 

entrenched. W ar cut trade links and m assively distorted production. It 

necessitated the liquidation o f European assets to meet the costs o f  warfare, 

later to have a critical destabilising influence (Frieden, 2006, pp. 29-34). 

W hole economies were put on a war footing. M any countries outside 

Europe particularly in South America, who had relied on European 

industrial imports, under the wartime conditions began to industrialise. All 

these developm ents were to have long-standing post-war consequences 

(O ’Rourke, 2002, pp. 17-18). Much o f the drive toward globalisation had 

taken place under the influence o f imperial regimes, within Europe and 

beyond (Ferguson, 2003). By the end o f  the war, several o f  these regimes 

had been toppled and Britain, the overarching hegamon, had been severely 

weakened, no longer able to perform its vital functions on behalf o f  the 

global order (W olf, 2005). In this context, post-war reintegration was to 

prove highly problem atic and ultimately unachievable. The old forces which 

had driven globalisation were now weakened and the USA, the putative 

heir, seemed unwilling to take up the manfle (Frieden, 2006, pp. 173-194).

A s the previous chapter attem pted to show  survival w as assem bled  from m any  
com ponents including em igrant rem ittances as w ell as seasonal m igration to Britain  
(M oran, 1988, p. 24)

257



Though Ireland did not suffer the direct destructive impact o f  war within the 

country, the consequences for Ireland were also profound. W ar once again 

drove a price boom in agriculture distorting production. Regulations 

requiring com pulsory tillage were introduced in 1917 and by the end o f  the 

war, grain production had jum ped from 2,327,000 in 1914 to 3,239,000 by 

1918 (Barrington, 1927, p. 257). W artim e boom quickly turned to post-war 

bust.

In the interim, the newly installed peasant owners could turn their attention

to the task o f  m aking profits under the artificial conditions o f  wartime. Their

less fortunate fellow peasants, those who remained tenants, could only look

on at these developm ents, locked out o f  a share in the boom. More than this,

war actually undermined key com ponents in the fragile economic order o f

the lower peasantry, preventing em igration to the USA, as well as the

seasonal migration to Britain. Both were critical components in peasant

survival strategies. Thus wartime conditions were creating a pressure cooker

o f  discontent. The tension was captured by a leading protagonist who

considered that w ar had:

damned back the great annual efflux o f  emigration, thereby 
enonnously increasing the num ber o f  young men in the country with 
no other outlet to look to but prim itive husbandry, ...cutting  o ff  the 
Scottish harvest fields, a source o f essential supplem entary 
income for the miserably poor Irish congest and his sons (O ’Shiel, 
1966)

Before the war ended, Ireland itself entered upon a period o f revolutionary 

political upheaval culminating in an independence movement and followed 

by a brief but bitter civil war. The ongoing conflicts over land settlement 

and, in particular, the question o f  land distribution were key com ponents 

during this long period o f  unrest. Direct agrarian action involving the 

destruction o f property and the threatening o f  land owners and ranchers 

were important features o f the period (Jones, 1995, Dooley, 2004,

258



Campbell, 2005, pp. 206-208). The following is a contem porary example o f 

the long tradition o f threatening letters as a prelude to agrarian outrage:

Dear Francis,
We hear you are sending the cattle to Doolin again we will have 
your blood instead o f  the cattles blood and it is not with the hazel but 
with the bulldog revolver Look out and mind your sweet life Signed 
by Captain M oonlight and m em bers o f  the society^"^ (Nolan, 1988, 
p299)

Turning the peasantry into landowners had latterly becom e the central plank 

o f British hopes that the Irish might be reconciled to British rule These 

hopes were now finally overrun (Gailey, 1987, Aalen, 1993). The peasantry 

which had done so much during the closing decades o f  the 19̂ ’’ century to 

form a ‘proto-state’ now took the final step moving from ‘proto-state’ to 

actual state (Larkin, 1975, Lee, 2000).

Land sales and division did resume following the end o f  the First W orld 

W ar and much was achieved. However, this was largely overshadowed by 

the revolutionary upheaval (Nolan, 1988, p. 301). Under the cloak o f  the 

political revolution, pressure for yet more radical action on the land issue 

continued to mount. The peasantry was once again taking matters into their 

own hands, dispossessing land owners and dividing the land them selves 

(O ’Shiel, The Irish Times, 23' ‘̂* Novem ber 1966, Dooley, 2004).

Before moving on to the post-independence period it is perhaps useful to 

offer a b rief sum m ary o f  the results o f  land reform up to this point. By 1923, 

316,000 holdings consisting o f  some 11 m illion acres had been vested in the 

tenants as owners. In addition some 750,000 acres had been divided up 

amongst 35,000 small holders. The bulk o f  the beneficiaries o f this land 

division were along the Atlantic fringe, with 600,000 acres allocated w ithin 

the Congested Districts (Kolbert and O ’Brien, 1975, p. 45). This process

T he Francis in the letter w as a cattle grazier from C o Clare (N o lan , 1988 , p299). T he use  
o f  the title ‘Captain M o on ligh t’ w as an evocation  o f  the long agrarian tradition dealt with  
already in Chapter S ix.
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had allowed the enlargement o f  3,000 holdings, as well as the provision o f 

6,000 houses, as part o f the rearrangement o f  m ndale holdings to create 

compact farms. 2,000 families were also m igrated to new holdings (W helan 

et al, 2005, p. 177). These migrations were short-range movements between 

neighbouring estates.

LAND AND THE NEW PEASANT STATE

In a very real sense, the easy part o f  putting the peasant model in place had 

been achieved: “The ‘relief o f  congestion’, then, became the second and 

much more diftlcuh problem o f  land settlem ent” (Commins, 1993, p. 3).

Defining the landlords out o f ‘their share’ in the land could be viewed as the 

long protracted peasant struggle for non-com m oditied landed status or 

sim ply a by-product o f the peasant effort to ensure their own viability as the 

latest wave o f  globalisation hit in the 1870s (O ’Rourke, 1994). The end 

result was to see the lock-in o f landed peasantry.

Following independence, the issue was far more complex and filled with 

potential for endless conflict. The landlords were substantially gone by 1923 

but the issue o f  land was far from resolved: “ Land hunger...seem s to have 

remained the only force which generated large-scale popular action” 

(Townshend, 1983, p. 339 see also Dooley, 2004). In the country as a 

whole, 250,000 holdings were considered to be below the standard o f 

viability (Commins, 1993). Furthennore, during the course o f  the century 

the amount o f  land required for viability would continue to increase.

Once the peasantry toppled British efforts to fix property rights in favour o f  

the landlords, they had uccessfully overturned a key pillar o f  the capitalist 

order (Acemoglu et al, Rodrik, 2003). This appeared to deliver what the 

peasantry themselves wanted, but it was to store up considerable problems
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for the future. The potential now existed for a ceaseless struggle over land, 

with each protagonist engaged in the effort to legitimise their own land 

claim while sim ultaneously delegitimizing the land claims o f  others. In such 

circumstances, no claims to property in land could be definitively secure. 

Thus, the peasant challenge had actually opened up landed property rights to 

an endless revision, by any and all, who could successfully assert and 

enforce a claim  to an interest in land. If  rights to property could be so 

decisively and fundam entally challenged, what was there to prevent that 

challenge continuing indefinitely? Some at least were alive to the anarchic 

potential:

A landlord ...w as walking through his estate, and he came across two 
poachers, to whom he said, “These are m y lands.” The two poachers 
asked him from whom he got the land. He said from his father. The 
poachers then asked, “ From whom did your father get the land?” and 
the reply was, “ From my grandfather.” The discussion went on until 
they came to the present owner's great-grandfather's great
grandfather. Eventually the poachers asked from whom he got the
land, and the owner's reply was, “ He fought for it.” One o f the

80poachers then said, “Take o ff your coat now and fight m e.” (W hite , 
1923 Land Bill, Dail Debates, Vol 3, Col 2008, 28"’ May 1923).

The bulk o f  politicians, and more importantly, the peasant populous at large, 

saw matters purely in terms o f  the peasant perspective and their hopes for 

non-com m odified landed status (Dail Debates on the 1923 Land Bill, Vol 3, 

28*'’ M ay 1923, 14*’’ June and Vol 4, 3‘̂‘̂ July). M ore importantly for the 

future, the substantial numbers who stood, tem porarily a loof from the 

political process, following their defeat in the civil war, held still more 

radical views on the topic o f land division; their time had not yet come.

On the face o f  it the new government had a simple task to perform, 

converting the final group o f  some 114,000 holdings to owner occupation 

(Kolbert and O ’Brien, 1975). However, matters were less simple than they

Dr V incent W hite w as a Cum ann na nG aedheal T D  for W aterford until 1932. H e had 
been a m em ber o f  the Dail sin ce  1921.

261



appeared. The main reason these holdings had not already been addressed 

was because o f  the an'ay o f problem s associated with them. Most were tiny 

and wholly inadequate to provide a living for their occupiers. M any 

particularly along the Atlantic fringe were still in rundale, with open fields 

and strips o f land scattered and intermixed. The task o f  turning these 

remaining soggy strips o f bog with their “squalid cabins” , as W yndham had 

called them (Campbell, 2005, p. 56), into viable farms now fell to the new 

Irish administration; the task was imm ense (Dooley, 2004, pp. 16-17) made 

all the more difficult given m ultiple other pressures for land. W hile 

‘congestion’ was at its most extreme on the Atlantic fringe it was also an 

issue in other parts o f the country. Furthermore, and critical in the long

term, was the problem o f  viability; driven by the rising standards o f  living in 

the urban centres o f Britain and the USA, coupled with falling world market 

prices for agricultural commodities. These two factors would exert constant 

upward pressure on the land requirem ent for viability.

W artime boom had already turned to post-war bust as Am erican 

agriculturalists resumed exports to Europe, once more flooding the world 

market with cheap foodstuffs. Thus, m any o f  those already installed as 

owners were them selves hungry for more land in order to secure their future 

prospects.

In addition to the demands o f  the ‘congests’ o f  the Atlantic fringe and the 

small holders across the country, there was also the clamour o f  the ‘landless 

m en’ as they were styled; all those in the rural com m unity who did not have 

land but who saw their prospects inextricably linked to its acquisition. 

Frequently they were the non-inheriting sons o f farmers, but they also 

included landless labourers who considered land ownership and peasant 

status represented a better and more secure prospect than their current 

‘low ly’ non-landed status. As the new m inister for land and agriculture, 

Patrick Hogan, obsei-ved, everyone in Ireland wanted to be a farmer.

262



Perhaps the issue was less that everyone wanted to be a fanner and more 

that they saw few prospects other than “prim itive husbandry” (O ’Shiel, 

1966). All im portantly m any were convinced that the m ere establishment o f 

native governm ent had instantly transform ed the situation, making landed 

status attainable for all those who sought it (Dooley, 2004). In the 

perception o f  m any o f the peasantry, vast tracts o f ‘manless land’ were 

available for division Thus, the perception existed that there was more than 

enough land to cater for all.

Non-com m odified landed status had now becom e the prim ary path to 

economic security in what had become an overwhelm ingly peasant society. 

In the new peasant state any other status would be subordinate or ancillary; 

even the urban population viewed largely a by-product o f  this rural world.**'

Land had been locked in as the prim ary generator o f  a living in the new 

state. Given this policy lock-in, the weight o f  expectation regarding land 

division was extraordinaiy. In the popular view land would and could be 

divided up sufficiently to generate a holding for all those who could present 

a legitimate claim. In the minds o f  some, this constituted the whole 

population o f  rural Ireland; indeed on several occasions it had been

suggested that the answer to urban unemployment in Ireland was not
82“expensive” system s o f  insurance but a return to the land .Dooley asserts 

limited horizons and naivety as explanations for the peasant belief that all 

could gain land. Perhaps it was also hope and desperation driven by the 

perception o f  the scarcity o f  alternatives. The direct action o f the peasantry, 

the political agitation for reform and the extent o f  political and

The so le  exception  to this w as D ublin a decaying hulk, a m onum ent to the pre-U nion  
period. It had fallen into serious decline during the IQ"" century. A t the A ct c f  U n io n  in 
1800 D ublin had been the second  largest city  in the Empire; by 1860 it w as a n-ere fifth  in 
the U n ion . B y the end o f  the century B elfast, the so le  industrial c ity  in the country, had 
overtaken D ublin in population term s (D a ly , 1984 , pp. 1-19). Indeed W helan speaks o f  the 
‘green in g ’ o f  D ublin  w hich he considers took place in the post-independence p erod  (1 9 8 8 ).

T hese v iew s had been expressed  by Irish representatives on the R oyal C om m ission  on the 
Poor L aw  (D aly , 1999 p. 6 9 )
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administrative effort expended on the issue, all pointed to the critical.

indeed, explosive potential o f  the land division issue:

This is a very old problem. It is the historic Irish economic 
question. It was our only economic question for the last 30, 40, or 
50 years, and, o f  course, it is even m uch older than that. A great 
number o f  vested interests have grown up around it. It is a sort o f 
comm on consent in the country that different considerations 
should apply to the land question than to any other economic 
question. That is the fact that is well fixed in people's minds. It is 
well fixed in the tenants' minds. The small farmer, or his son, who 
lives in the country thinks— and it has been taught to him— that he 
has some better title to the land that adjoins his boundary fence 
and which happens to belong to a landowner than, let us say, the 
workman in the docks, who sees the ships o f some big shipping 
company coming in every week, thinks in regard to these ships.
The workman in Dublin never dream s o f  going to the State and 
asking for the loan o f money in order to get a share in some ship 
that comes into the docks. It is altogether different. There is a 
totally different atmosphere, a totally different point o f  view.
(Hogan, M inister for Agriculture, Com m ittee on
Finance- Land Bill, Dail Debates Vol 4, Col 27, 3“* July 1923)

The wider situation was equally difficult. The conflict which had broken out 

within the independence movem ent led to a brief but bitter civil war. This 

followed quickly on the heels o f  an already lengthy period o f  conflict and 

widespread anarchy during which m any took the opportunity to address 

their land needs without reference to any authority, British or Irish. By the 

tim e the new administration finally gained full control in 1923, the years o f  

violence and anarchy had resulted in the widespread breakdown o f  civil 

authority.

De-legitimising the British administration and all its m achinery o f  

governance, legal, political, institutional and coercive, had been an essential 

part o f  the strategy o f  the revolutionary movement. In a real sense it could 

be viewed as the culmination o f  the logic o f  the many peasant movements, 

certainly from the 1870s; some suggest even earlier (O ’Donoghue, 1965, p. 

27, M acDonagh, 1983). The logic o f a peasant order which had constantly
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sought to subvert the official state, with its secret societies and rural codes 

o f  justice and morality, had finally followed through the logic o f  its stance 

and created a peasant state. The ‘state-building class’ had now built their 

state (Larkin, 1993).

The defeated opponents o f  the treaty had abandoned m ilitary action. 

However, they were to remain semi-detached from politics for several more 

years, taking part in elections but refusing to take their seats in the Dail (the 

lower house o f  the new Parliament). They, and their numerous supporters, 

represented a substantial threat as well as a destabilising force for the
83precarious new administration. Land was literally an incendiary component 

in this mix. The new administration was faced with a society substantially 

inured to violence, anarchy and the breakdown o f  civil authority, and 

despite the efforts o f the revolutionaries to provide some alternative 

machinery o f  administration during this interregnum (Campbell, 2003); this 

had been necessarily no more than a partial response.

The new administration made it clear that there would be no toleration o f 

land seizure and that those who engaged in the practice would be excluded 

from the land division programme. However, stamping their authority on the 

issue required more than the use o f  force, a clear program m e o f  land 

division which might relieve the ongoing pressure was vital. In its absence a 

whole scale peasant reversion to traditional strategies seemed inevitable:

It is recognised, I hope, by all that there are m any and grave 
problem s to be dealt with, but it is the right o f  dealing with our own 
problem s that we have claimed back through the centuries, and 
people should learn, and learn quickly, to look to the Parliament to 
deal with them. W ithin the last year, under cover o f  activities against 
the Government, m en have gone out in an entirely selfish, wilful and 
criminal spirit to seize land by the strong hand, or by the hand which

A ll im portantly this com ponent o f  the independence m ovem ent w as m ost c lo se ly  

associated  with the w estern sm all holders (Prager, 1986, pp. 194-198).
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they thought was strong. It was our duty to show that the hand was 
not quite so strong and that there was a stronger hand. After all, if  
the hand o f  the State is not stronger than the hands o f individuals 
within it then it is in a very precarious condition. We, even while 
barely passing out o f a state o f  tum ioil, have turned our attention to 
this big internal problem. People might have waited or people might 
have pressed the view on their representatives that they should ask in 
Parliament that this question be treated as one o f great urgency and 
great magnitude. Instead o f  that we had the spectacle o f  men going 
out in almost every county in Ireland seizing land to which they had 
not a rag o f  legal, moral or equitable title. We dealt with that in the 
way Deputies**”* and the public know ot^^, and we will continue to 
deal with it in that way, while at the same time going ahead w ith this 
remedial measure to settle, so far as it can be settled by any one Bill, 
the land question. (Kevin O ’Higgins, M inister for Justice in the new 
administration, Dail Debate on the Land Bill 1923, Dail Debates Vol 
3, Col 1161,28*'’ May, 1923).

BOUNDING EXPECTATIONS: MARRYING EFFICIENCY AND EQUITY

REORGANISATION OF THE LAND COMMISSION

At the tim e o f  independence three different bodies were involved in the 

adm inistration o f  the land programme: the Land Com m ission which dealt 

m ainly with fixing rents, the Estates Commissioners which had been 

established to facilitate the sale o f  whole estates to their tenants in 1909 and 

the Congested Districts Board already dealt with in the previous chapter. 

The latter two were involved in land distribution, the CDB in the Congested 

Counties and the Estates Com m issioners in the rem ainder o f the country.

The new governm ent decided to am algam ate the three bodies into a re

constituted Land Commission. The governm ent’s decision to restructure the

T his was the com m on title given to m em bers o f  the Daii.
E m ergency legislation  had been enacted and a contingent o f  m ilitary had been dispatched  

to put an end to the various agrarian actions w h ich  had been taking p lace (D o o ley , pp. 25-  
29).
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whole adm inistration o f land policy was clearly consistent with a general 

view that administration under native government needed to be sm aller and 

more efficient. Other considerations also must have played their part, not 

least the need to ensure that land division was not viewed as an exclusively 

Congested Districts issue (Land Com m ission Memo quoted in Nolan, 1988, 

p. 307, M ansfield file DT).

In addition to this administrative restructuring the new governm ent also 

introduced m ajor new legislation intended to simplify and expedite the land 

programme. Apart from this core goal, the 1923 Land Act had three critical 

objectives: first, to stamp the authority o f  the new state on the critical issue 

o f land policy, and in so doing bring to an end agrarian action; second, to 

establish clear bounds regarding the extent o f  land distribution -  how much 

land and who would qualify; and third, to end the peasant challenge to 

landed property rights allowing property rights take a definitive and settled 

shape (Dooley, 2004, Nolan, 1988, p. 308).

The first goal was largely achieved and, as O ’Shiel asserts, the pre-truce 

agrarian action was indeed ‘the last land war in Ireland’, though land 

retained its power to bring significant collective protest falling somewhat 

short o f  actual violence (O ’Shiel, 1960, Dooley, 2005). As to the second 

goal, the achievement here was much more limited, proving to be m ore a 

damm ing back o f  expectations and a frustration o f  hopes rather than a 

definitive settlement o f  the issue. The achievement o f  the third goal was 

clearly contingent on the second. Thus, for as long as expectations o f  land 

division were to continue, property rights could not take a settled foiTn. For 

as long as a sufficient num ber o f the peasantry were frustrated in the 

attainm ent o f  the peasant goal o f landed status the challenge to landed 

property would continue. Only the satisfaction o f  the peasant goal or the 

emergence o f a viable alternative could bring a settlement.

267



The legislation divided land into two types, tenanted,*^ and untenanted land. 

All tenanted land as well as untenanted land in the Congested Counties and 

any other untenanted land “situated elsewhere, as the Land Com m ission 

required for their statutory puiposes, should automatically vest in the Land 

Com m ission” (Kolbert and O ’Brien, 1975, p. 47). This was the definitive 

resort to compulsion which the peasantry had so long pressed for and the 

British authorities had resisted (Campbell, 2005). Those remaining landlords 

were no longer to have a choice in the matter. It was no longer a m atter o f  a 

self-indulgent imperial administration gently cajoling and featherbedding 

the process. Now peasant governm ent and the peasantry them selves were 

anxious to conclude matters and those remaining landlords would do well to 

take what was on offer and go quietly.

In attempting to achieve its objectives the State was engaged in perform ing 

a very delicate and tricky manoeuvre. On the one hand, it sought to continue 

to finality the long-standing peasant challenge to the property claims o f  the 

landlords and more latterly their assumed allies amongst the ranchers, all o f  

them viewed as ‘illegitim ate’ owners or users o f  land, while at the same 

tim e enforcing and solidifying the rights o f  property in land o f the newly 

established owners. As the thesis has shown. Catholic Nationalism had been 

the instrument honed and wielded for this peasant purpose, legitim ating the 

peasant claim to land while delegitim ising the claims o f  the landlords and 

the graziers. The landlords in particular were an easy target since they 

looked to British institutions and values to defend their rights and interests. 

Once the British state itself found it expedient to sacrifice those rights and 

interests on the altar o f the continuance o f  the Union, clearly the landlords 

had become an expendable factor in policy (Steele, 1974, p. 315, 

M acDonagh, 1983, pp. 34-51). They had long ago excluded them selves, as

T enanted land w as land with a lease o f  12 m onths or m ore how ever som e land w h ich  had 
very long tenancies running over several life tim es w ere considered untenanted and thus 
availab le for acquisition  under this leg isla tion . The tenant in such circum stances cou ld  have  
their hold ing taken and m ight receive  little or no com pensation . The issue regarding the  
treatm ent o f  those w ho lost land is taken up m ore ex ten sively  in the next chapter.
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well as being excluded from the emerging peasant nation. However, the task 

ahead in the new dispensation was to be much more difficult. W hile many 

o f the slogans and rhetoric o f anti-landlordism  remained, the reality was 

more problem atic com peting ‘Irish’ interests in land were now set loose 

(Bull, 1996, pp. 188-192).

The policy o f  the M inister Patrick Hogan could perhaps be viewed as the 

m odem  em bodiment o f  the Thornton and Mill proposals o f  the 1840s, 

giving the small holders a stake but seeing the thrust o f agricultural policy 

focused on the prospects o f  the large commercial fanners o f  the South and 

East. Despite this widely accepted view o f  Hogan as the m inister for the 

‘man who helped h im se lf (Daly, 2002), he clearly had some sym pathy for 

the small holders in the W est and he certainly believed that an imperative o f 

justice demanded that the problem  be addressed. His goal, however, was to 

limit claims to land to those who already had a holding, and in doing so 

definitively draw a line under what he saw as endless ‘invalid’ claim s to 

land:

Senators m ay not have an adequate conception o f  the m agnitude o f 
the problem which congestion amounts to and o f  the necessity o f 
dealing with it, and o f  the importance o f  getting rid at once and for 
all o f  this scandal o f  having thousands o f  small holdings on cutaw ay 
bogs in the congested districts counties which I have already 
m entioned. It is a problem  that is a cancer in the body politic, and we 
have decided that it must be cured once and for all. W e have
decided that it must be settled now, and we do not mean to tinker 
with it as the English Parliament did in former days (Seanad 
Eireann*^’, Vol 1, Col 1529, 2?"’ Julyl923).

Hogan appeared to take the view that if  the social function o f  land could be 

quickly disposed o f the real economic problem  o f  supporting efficient 

exporting agriculture would become the focus o f  public policy. Daly takes 

the view that the setting up o f  a separate department o f  Lands in 1928 was

The Upper House o f  the new Parliament.
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consistent with this approach (Daly, 2002). However, the second leg o f 

Hogan’s strategy was to fail, as international agricultural com m odity prices 

continued their decline. More critical still, in the Irish context, was the 

failure to deliver any viable alternative to land as a source o f  security and 

employment. His strategy yielded no new jobs which might have acted as a 

counter weight to endless ‘land hunger’ (Kennedy et al, 1988, pp. 34-40). 

Com m ercial agriculture may have raised productivity and secured exports 

but it failed to provide employment. Indeed, farm incomes were 5 percent 

lower in 1929/30 than in 1924/25; moreover, emigration during the 1920s 

was well ahead o f  the final two decades prior to independence (K ennedy et 

al, p. 38).

By the end o f  the 1920s the governm ent’s strategy for economic 

developm ent, so utterly focused on capturing an increased share o f  the 

British market and allowing the prosperity o f  exporting agriculture form the 

motor o f  developm ent had failed (Findlay and O ’Rourke, 2003, p. 44). 

W hile agricultural exports reached a high watermark in 1929 the strategy 

failed to yield what was most desperately needed: employment. In the 

absence o f  a viable alternative ‘land hunger’ intensified (Kennedy et al, 

1988, 37-40, Daly, 2002).

Furthermore, the international situation was rapidly deteriorating; this held 

its own particular implications for Ireland. Efforts to re-assem ble the old 

pre-First W orld W ar order, via the gold standard, met with stiff resistance. 

Indeed, before the war had ended revolutionary turmoil had already begun 

with the rise o f the Bolsheviks in Russia. Such political upheaval continued 

in the post-war era. By 1920 Mussolini had taken power in Italy. Britain, on 

which Ireland was wholly dependent for its agricultural exports, was in the 

throws o f mass unemployment. Hyperinflation and the disaster o f  the post

war settlement drove the rise o f  extremist politics in Germany and across 

much o f Europe. Fascism was on the rise across Europe. Indeed, looking
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further ahead by the early 1940s, most o f  Europe would be under fascist rule 

or Nazi occupation; only Ireland, Britain, Finland, Sweden and Switzerland 

were still democratic (Frieden, 2006, pp. 209-215).

The crisis seemed to be engulfing the whole capitalist order. It came to a 

head with the 1929 crash and the chaos, mass unemployment and depression 

which engulfed most o f the industrialised world during the 1930s. The USA, 

which had been gradually restricting imm igrant numbers, now ended 

immigration com pletely (O ’Rourke and W illiamson, 1999, see Chart 6.2). 

Autarky was breaking out everywhere and even Britain, once the cham pion 

o f free trade, finally bowed to the inevitable and abandoned free trade in the 

early 1930s. The liberal capitalist orthodoxies which had once seem ed so 

assured had now definitively collapsed. The old order which had dictated 

economic policy before the war had now fallen apart. Mass politics was 

increasingly setting the agenda everywhere. The old elite pre-war order 

which had relied on its capacity to ignore the demands o f  the masses had 

lost its authority. The carnage o f  the W ar had definitively destroyed their 

legitimacy. Peasantry was a factor in the mass politics o f  the period, 

providing as it did a key component in the rise o f  fascism in many countries 

(Moore, 1966). Nor was it simply an issue in countries which ultim ately 

succum bed to Fascist rule; peasant fascism was a factor in French politics 

throughout the years before the Second W orld War. The key com ponent in 

its rise was the depression on world grain m arkets (Paxton, 1997).

THE LAND PROGRAMME DURING THE FIRST DECADE OF 

NATIVE GOVERNMENT

As the thesis has already highlighted, those holdings which remained unsold 

were tiny; without m ajor rearrangement and additions o f  land they were 

hopelessly non-viable. They were, in O ’Shiel’s words ‘rural slum s’.
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requiring the urgent attention of the State (O’Shiel, 1956). Land division 

was to prove more difficuh to achieve than had perhaps been imagined. Two 

obstacles existed; the resistance o f current landholders to their dispossession

allied to their ability to use the legal system and the land legislation to
'  • • 88 frustrate the work o f the Land Commission (Varley, 2004), coupled with

the sheer scale of the problem itself.

In addition to legalities, the complexity o f the land division challenge itself 

also needs to be appreciated; detailing some instances o f rundale, the most 

complex o f all challenges, may be helpful. In one such case, land was held 

by fifty-six ‘fanners’ in 1,500 fragments. In another 200 acres was held in 

141 separate plots (Freeman, 1943, Whelan et al, 2005, P. 176). The 

Congested Districts Board (CDB) had considered such scraps o f land 

beyond resolution by means of land policy. In the view o f many CDB 

officials, these tiny holdings could never become viable under any 

circumstances (Nolan, 1988, pp. 297-298). They considered emigration the 

sole prospect o f solving the poverty o f these people. However, even under 

British rule, government-assisted emigration was utterly unacceptable. 

Under native rule it was frankly unthinkable.

The few attempts at assisted emigration by the CDB were met with 

complete opposition. Not one tenant relinquished his holding in order to 

emigrate (Nolan, 1988, p. 296). Despite their dire poverty, the peasantry

** T hese issu es w ill be  taken up sp ec ifica lly  in the next chapter where an attempt w ill be  
m ade to a ssess  the im pact o f  land d iv ision , for present purposes the important issue w as the  
potential w h ich  the jud icial process provided to frustrate the Land C om m ission  in its work. 
A dditional am ending Land A cts w ere to prove necessary and by the tim e a new  governm ent 
cam e to pow er in 1932 there had been Land A cts to adjust the law  in 1925, 1926, 1927, 
1929 and 1931 (se e  A ppendix O ne w hich deta ils briefly  all the Irish land acts). T he legal 
system  clearly  provided substantial sco p e  for current property ow ners to frustrating the 
goa ls o f  peasantry; Ireland’s status as a com m on law  jurisdiction  w ith strong British  
in fluences w as c learly  a factor (V arley , 2 0 0 4 , pp. 2 2 6 -2 2 7 ).
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clung on in hope o f  viability. The CDB abandoned any further pursuit o f  

emigration as a response to the problem.

Hopes o f  a quick resolution o f  the issue under native rule were to be 

frustrated. The expectations o f  the small holders not only along the Atlantic 

fringe but across the country were now raised, as were those o f  the vast 

army o f  the totally landless, including the labourers, who viewed the 

acquisition o f  a holding as a better and more secure prospect than 

continuation in the ‘lowly’ status o f rural labourer (Dally, 2002).

The only way to address the issue was to secure land outside the actual 

congested areas and m oving people out. Thus, freeing up land to facilitate 

rearrangement into consolidated holdings and in the process, enlarging the 

new holdings with the land that was freed up. However, m igration was no 

easy option. The peasant sense o f  place and the long tradition o f  clinging on 

to their tiny holdings meant that few were prepared to move. The 

inducement o f  better land and prospects was frequently insufficient. M any 

were also frightened by the reception that they might receive from their new 

peasant neighbours wherever they might be migrated; such fears were later 

proved entirely justified (Com mins, 1993).

A m ajor part o f  the difficulty was that so many o f  the holdings were so tiny 

that only large-scale m igration would make an impact on the problem . The 

alternative o f  getting the few large land owners in the Congested Districts to 

move was clearly difficult (Nolan, 1988, p. 298). W hatever about 

persuading those on tiny holdings who had the greatest incentive to move, 

persuading those who already had large holdings to move was to prove very 

difficult indeed.

The new governm ent adopted two approaches to the problem: firstly, they 

attempted to provide more land through a major land reclamation schem e.
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purchasing 23,000 acres o f  sub-m arginal land and hoping to reclaim it for 

agricultural use (Land Com m ission report, 1929, pp. 7-9); and secondly, 

they sought to entice some o f  the few larger land holders in the Congested 

Counties to migrate.

The land reclamation project proved a failure with only ten new farms 

created: “This demonstrated that the solution to the land problem  was not to 

be found in the poor lands in the interior o f Connam ara” (W helan et al, 

2005, p. 178).

It was clear that the sole option was to induce as many as possible to move 

to the lands o f the East and the M idlands allowing those who remained to 

share whatever land was freed-up as a result. The new land act o f 1923 had 

been specifically geared to provide inducements for the larger land holders 

to move. The relevant section o f the act specified that those giving up land 

to address the problem o f  congestion should be given land judged o f  equal 

value. However, this clause was actually to prove a major block as it 

provided the land owner with a legislative basis for refusing to move until 

he was satisfied with the offer being made to him. Unsurprisingly perhaps, 

land holders used their bargaining position to hold out for land o f superior 

quality to their own.

The Congested Districts Board had undertaken some migration but this 

frequently involved only short distance movement. Even then these schemes 

had proven very difficult to execute. The type o f  migration now required 

would involve moving out o f the Congested Districts entirely, to parts o f  the 

country, m ainly in the East and the M idlands, where cattle ranching was the 

main farming activity. These farais were usually extensive holdings o f  good 

land. The m idland and eastern counties were to become the prime focus o f 

Land Com m ission m igration activity, and as the years passed and the large 

estates were distributed, attention focused on ever smaller parcels o f land.
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The Land Com m ission Report for 1932 (pp. 5-6) shows the extent o f  land 

purchase in the period from 1881 to 1923 and from 1923 to 1932. W hile in 

the earlier period, 298,000 tenants had become tenant purchasers on

10.777.000 m illion acres; in the later period the figure showed that some

123.000 tenants had becom e purchasers on 3,773,000 acres. G iven the | 

figures for tenant purchase expected in 1923 in fact the targets for sales had 

been more than met with an expected figure for sales o f  3 m illion acres and 

an actual sales figure o f  3,773,000. From 1923-1932 the State advanced i 

£28,172,000 in order to achieve these land sales. Therefore, by the tim e that
{

the Cumann na nGaedheal governm ent was leaving office alm ost all i 

ordinary tenant purchasers had been given the benefits o f  purchase through 

the workings o f  the 1931 Land Act. Despite this apparent success, in reality, 

events both national and international had overtaken the government. On the 

national scene, Fianna Fail had emerged as a new political force from the 

remnants o f  the anti-treaty forces in the civil war. Formed in 1926, they had 

built up a widespread grassroots party machine in contrast to the governing 

party, which in m any ways remained largely a governing elite w ithout a 

party base.

The international situation had also changed and the governm ent’s 

comm itm ent to free trade policies looked decidedly out o f date as countries 

throughout the world moved to protect their industries as first agricultural 

prices fell, before industry collapsed with the stock market crash o f  1929.

By the early thirties, the ever present safety valve o f  em igration was closed 

o ff as the USA, the great recipient o f  Irish emigrants, shut its doors.

As the forgoing shows, it was not that the land division program me failed, • 

rather it was overrun by the sheer weight o f expectation which rested upon 

it. Expectations which grew as the international crisis intensified.

275



FIANNA FAIL AND THE RADICAL AGRARIAN STRATEGY 

1932-1945

In a sense much o f the peasantry were ripe for the poHcies o f  agrarian 

radicalism and self-sufficiency upon which Fianna Fail campaigned and 

took power in 1932. The question was whether they were ready for the 

“ frugal fare o f  the cottage” which De Valera had already made clear would 

be their lot (De Valera, Dail Debates, Vol 25, Col 476-477, 12^*’ July 1928, 

Keynes, 1933, Kennedy, 1988, pp. 40-41). Regardless o f  these 

considerations, and despite a decade o f frustrated hope, the peasant ideal o f  

landed status still burned brightly, and peasant faith in politics over m arkets 

remained undiminished.

Fianna Fail had spent the years since its foundation preparing for 

government by building a strong grassroots base, partly com posed o f  the 

small holders, congests and landless men o f the Atlantic fringe (Garvin, 

1974). The new party was composed o f the bulk o f  the anti-treaty elem ents 

defeated during the civil war. In 1926 they came together under the 

leadership o f  Eamonn De Valera who had led the entire independence 

movement prior to the civil war. He was supported by most o f  the prominent 

anti-treaty figures. Land division was central to their policy platform and 

would be critical in their later successful bid for power.

This comm itm ent was part o f a much wider strategy which could be styled 

‘radical agrarian’ in its outlook (Me Cullagh, 1991). It m ay be seen as 

representing the fullest articulation o f  the peasant landed ideal. The first 

general ccongress (Ard Fheis) o f  the Fianna Fail party had outlined its key 

elements in its expression o f its founding goals:

To secure the unity and independence o f Ireland as a Republic.
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To restore the Irish language as the spoken language o f the 
people, and to develop a distinctive national life in accordance 
with Irish traditions and ideals.
To make the resources and wealth o f Ireland subservient to the 
needs and welfare o f  all the people o f  Ireland.
To make Ireland, as far as possible, economically self-contained 
and self-sufficing.
To establish as m any families as practicable on the land.
By suitable distribution o f  power to promote the ruralisation o f 
industries essential to the lives o f  the people as opposed to their 
concentration in cities.
To carry out the Democratic Programme o f the First Dail .

Thus, five o f the founding goals o f  the new party were w holly consonant 

with peasant ideals. Even the pursuit o f  industrialization would have the 

indelible imprint o f peasantry. A ‘rural fundam entalist’ ideology would now 

infuse more thoroughly than ever, all aspects o f policy, politics and public 

discourse (Daly, 1985, 1994, O ’Dowd, 1987, Me Cullagh, 1991). The 

restoration o f  the Irish language and the development o f  “a distinctive 

national life in accordance with Irish traditions and ideals” clearly also 

appealed strongly to an idealized peasant past (O ’Farrell, 1982).

Radical land distribution was a central plank o f their manifesto pledge when 

they took office in 1932. They also promised to address the burden o f  the 

annuities. These were the payments which most peasant fanners were 

already making as their contribution for the purchase o f  the land. M ost o f  

this m oney was paid to the British government in respect o f  land purchased 

before independence. The ‘Final Financial Settlem ent’ in 1926 between the 

governments had resulted in the agreement o f the Irish authorities to  make 

over the annuities to Britain (Fanning, 1978). The new government refused 

to continue these payments to the British. The policy clearly played well 

with the interests o f  the smallholders in particular. The rhetoric o f  the 

Nationalists challenged the idea that any payment should be made for land

T his material w as dow nloaded  from the Fianna Fail Party w eb site 20*'’ August 2 0 0 6
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which had been confiscated and obtained by theft from its original Irish 

owners. The refusal to make the annuity payments brought retaliation from 

the British who imposed punitive tariffs on Irish exports, particularly on the 

all-important cattle trade. Tactically, these measures gave the government 

the opportunity to seek to break the stranglehold o f cattle, which they saw as 

essential for the realisation o f their smallholding agrarian vision (Kennedy 

et al, 1988, pp. 40-48).

The virtual collapse of global trade and the chaos in global capitalism 

directly impinged on the Irish situation. Firstly, it seemed to draw a 

definitive line under the strategy o f the previous administration to find a 

way forward on global markets for Ireland’s agricultural commodities. The 

struggle had been based on a policy of cutting or curtailing state expenditure 

to ensure that the costs o f the exporting farmer, seen as the main prospect 

for the new state, were kept under control. This strategy had been built on 

the notion that the medium-sized and larger farmer was the core economic 

driver o f the new state and on their prosperity all else depended. The 

problem for this approach had been clear by the end of the 1920s; despite 

improvements in production and exports, no additional jobs were being 

generated and emigration was continuing.

The new administration took power in 1932 with a commitment to divide 

100,000 acres of land annually. Fianna Fall now re-opened the issue which 

Hogan had hoped to bind and ultimately close. Hogan had made it clear that 

he saw little possibility o f substantial land being made available for the 

‘landless men’. Fianna Fail by contrast re-opened the whole question o f the 

rights of the ‘landless’, as well as the prospects o f making radical inroads 

into the congestion problem of the Atlantic fringe and in the country as a 

whole. Minister Aiken, in his speech on the 1933 Land Bill, made explicit 

reference to the need to provide employment for 15,000 to 20,000 ‘young 

boys’ annually, who had fonnerly emigrated and could no longer do so
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(Dail Debates, Vol 48, Col 2378-2379, 13“’ July 1933). In the face o f 

deglobalisation Ireland was now forced to look to her own resources, and 

land, being the principle resource, had to be ever more radically divided, to 

give a living to all those who required it.

The ideal o f  self-sufficiency which Fianna Fail espoused seem ed to be very 

much in tune with the goal o f  a non-com m odified landed ideal. They also 

seemed in tune with the realities o f  the w ider world. The chaos, mass 

unemployment and financial turmoil o f  this time, had resulted in most 

governm ents looking increasingly inward in their efforts to address the 

needs o f their own people (Frieden, 2006. It was to be the beginning o f  a 

period o f  widespread upheaval throughout the world. It brought in its train 

the genesis and developm ent o f political philosophies o f  left and, most 

importantly, o f  the right which were hostile to the liberal capitalism  that had 

grown up during the 19'*’ century. Ireland was not immune to these 

concerns. The new governm ent promised radical new powers to facilitate 

land division. Into this chaos Fianna Fail came presenting a m essage o f  a 

self-sufficient Ireland which thus might be kept immune to the tidal waves 

sweeping the world. This was a vision o f  an Ireland no longer reliant on the 

whims o f British importers to secure markets for its cattle and sheep. Not 

only was there the promise o f  land division on a much wider scale but there 

also lay the prospect o f  substantial reductions on the annuities paid by tenant 

purchasers. It was an attractive vision, which appealed strongly to the small 

peasantry’s desire for security and protection from the forces o f  change and 

uncertainty that had so long buffed them.

W hile the stock o f  untenanted land provided a significant resource to the 

earlier administrations in attempting to address congestion, by the early 

1930s this source o f  land was largely exhausted. Attention now turned to the 

possibility o f  acquisition o f  large holdings already under a purchase annuity
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or the resum ption o f  remaining tenanted land'̂ *̂ . The 1933 Land Com m ission

Report (p. 15) makes explicit reference to efforts to acquire purchased

holdings under the terms o f  the 1923 Act. The 1923 Act had allowed for

purchased holdings to be acquired by the Land Com m ission (Land Act

1923, Section 24 (4)) but in reality “the Land Com m ission, though anxious

to acquire a holding for the relief o f  congestion have found it quite

impossible to offer an acceptable exchange” (Land Com m ission Report,

1933, p. 15). The problem which arose in these cases was that the legislation

leant too heavily in favour o f the already vested tenant in order for it to

make it practically possible for lands to be secured in this manner. As Frank

Aiken Acting M inister for Lands and Fisheries pointed out during the

passage o f  the 1933 Land Bill the requirem ent to provide a holding for those

dispossessed proprietors which was “equally suitable” made it impossible to

operate this section o f  the Act successfully.

Usually, unless the owner got a holding that was two or three times 
the value o f his original holding, he was not satisfied. In cases where 
the Land Com m ission was com pelled to give the alternative holding, 
that holding was worth several times as much as the holding he was 
giving up (Frank Aiken, Dail Debates, 1 August 1933).

The introduction into the Dail o f  the Land Act 1933 was described by 

several deputies as revolutionary; indeed. Deputy James Dillon asserted that 

it constituted a reopening o f  the whole land question in Ireland.

The Land Act 1933 provided greater powers for the Land Com m ission with 

regard to lands which had already been purchased under the Land Purchase 

legislation. The focus according to Aiken was on the “ large num ber o f  

uneconomic holdings in the country on which large families have to eke out

R esum ption w as the process w hereby lands w hich w ere still held under a tenancy w ere  
taken over by the Land C om m ission  in order to facilitate the re lie f o f  co n g estion . The  
process w as ca lled  resum ption since under the 1923 Act all rem aining lands under tenancy  
agreem ents cam e under the control o f  the Land C om m ission  so  the C om m ission  did not 
purchase these hold ings since they w ere already under its control. A s  Jones (1 9 9 8 )  points 
out the co n seq u en ces for the, many large tenants, could be quite severe, and little by w ay o f  
com pensation  w as paid.
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an existence” (Dail Debates, Volume 48, 13'’’ July 1933). He contrasted 

their plight with the “big num ber o f ranches and estates on which there are 

very few people em ployed'’ (Dail Debates, Volume 48, 13*'’ July 1933).

In addition to the pressure regarding those who could no longer emigrate 

which Aiken alludes to, there was also the whole issue o f  purchase 

annuities; throughout the late 1920s the amount o f  arrears in annuities had 

been growing. W hile the previous government took the view that the 

annuities should be paid as a reasonable and legitimate debt, the incoming 

governm ent had made wide-ranging commitments regarding the possible 

ending or at the very least the substantial reduction o f the annuities.

A campaign to abolish the annuities was organised by Peadar O ’Donnell, 

the anti-treaty IRA m em ber and left wing political activist. O ’Donnell used 

his editorship o f  An Phoblacht, the newspaper o f the IRA, to cam paign for 

abolition. W hile the newly established Fianna Fail had split from the IRA, 

strong links remained and Fianna Fail adopted the abolition o f  the annuities 

as part o f  its election platform.

However, it becam e clear that the abolition o f the annuities meant their non

payment to the British authorities under the “ultimate financial settlem ent” 

agreed by the Free State governm ent and the British in 1926. Under this 

agreement the Irish were obliged to collect and pay over to the British 

authorities the land annuities. This agreement became a ready stick with |  

which to beat the Cum ann na nGaedheal governments o f  the period. It 

served two purposes since it represented the continuing subjugation o f  Irish 

administrations to the British, but also, as economic depression in 

agriculture deepened during the late 1920s and arrears mounted, it was clear 

that any political effort to address the annuities issue could bring m ajor i 

electoral benefits.

281



In the end, the Fianna Fail administration in the Land Act 1933 halved the 

annuities for all tenant purchasers. Furthermore, they refused to make any 

further payments o f  annuities as stipulated under the “ultimate financial 

settlem ent” . This action drew an immediate response from the British who 

sought to recoup the losses by imposing m ajor tariffs on Irish goods. These 

actions represented the first shots in what became known as the ‘economic 

w ar’ which was only finally resolved with a trade agreement in 1938.

From an Irish governm ent perspective, the economic war served two vital 

purposes; it kept the whole question o f the treaty settlement to the fore in 

Irish public life, but also it represented an attempt to undermine the strength 

o f  the graziers and cattle exporters as the dominant force in Irish agriculture. 

W hile the explicitly political m otivation for action is o f  importance given 

the strength o f  the western smallholders as supporters o f  Fianna Fail, it is 

the governm ent’s radically different agricultural policies and their 

consequences for land division which most concern us.

To further ease the pressure on the tenant purchasers all arrears o f  three 

years were concealed; arrears which extended back no more than three years 

were added to the annuity and becam e repayable over its full term (Land 

Com m ission Report, 1934, pp. 6-7).

In addition to the annuities issue and as part o f their radical stance on 

agriculture, Fianna Fail committed itself to a major drive on land division 

with annual targets for the division o f  land set at 100,000 acres. The goal, a 

central plank o f  Fianna Fail policy, was the creation o f viable small farms 

throughout the country both by a renewed effort at land division and the 

introduction o f tillage farming which was seen to deliver more by w ay o f  

em ployment and income than ranching still so dominant throughout large 

areas o f  Leinster and Connacht, as well as parts o f north M unster (Jones, 

1995, pp. 3-4).
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Given the intensely political nature o f  the whole question o f land division, 

and the degree to which Fianna Fail invested political capital in the matter, it 

is interesting to note that one o f  the key provisions o f  the new Land Act 

1933 was to define the “excepted matters”, i.e. those areas o f  Land 

Com m ission activity which were by legislation exempted from any political 

interference, these included all decisions to do with what lands would be 

acquired or resumed, the price to be paid for lands, and the persons to which 

lands would be allocated as well as the annuities payable by them. In effect, 

all o f  the important and highly political decisions regarding the question o f 

land division were to be entirely outside the capacity o f  the political system 

to influence (Land Act 1933, Section 6(1) ;  Land Com m ission Report, 1934, 

p. 5); despite the legislative provisions many questioned the extent to which 

these matters were genuinely depoliticised.

The Report for 1934 (Land Com m ission Report, 1934, p. 6) also draws 

explicit attention to the new powers o f  the Com m ission with regard to the 

acquisition o f holdings from those who had purchased under the Land Acts. 

This was the issue raised by Aiken in the reading o f the 1933 Land Bill, as 

referred to above; no longer would the provisions o f  the 1923 Land Act 

stand in the way o f the acquisition o f  large purchased or tenanted holdings 

needed for the relief o f congestion. The requirement to provide an “equally 

suitable” holding was replaced by a requirem ent to provide a holding 

“which the Lay Com m issioners consider to be suitable for such tenant or 

proprietor and also consider (subject to a right o f  appeal to the Appeal 

Tribunal, whose decision shall be final) to be o f  not less market value than 

the declared land” (Land Act 1933, Section 29 (1)). In determ ining the 

holdings to be acquired or retained, other criteria were also applied. Lands 

with a valuation in excess o f  £2,000, the excess was to be com pensated for 

in Land Bonds only no com pensation in land was required. Equally, the type 

and standard o f  farming was also to be judged, such that those who lived
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“on or in the immediate neighbourhood o f  the declared land and uses it in 

the same m anner as an ordinary farmer in accordance with the proper 

m ethods o f  husbandry” (Land Act 1933, Section 29 (1)) would be exempted 

from purchase, while those who did not meet these criteria were not.

THE IM PACT OF THE LAND A C T 1933

Already in the Com m ission Report for 1934 the impact o f the new land 

legislation was being felt, with the claim that inspections o f  lands for 

division have “quadrupled” on the previous five years (Land Com m ission 

Report, 1934, p. 7). Inspection was the first part o f  the process o f  land 

division, whereby inspectors from the Land Com m ission would examine in 

detail the quality and suitability o f  lands for use under the land division 

programme.

The 1935 Com m ission Report (Land Com m ission Report, 1935, pp. 41-42)

includes a letter from the M inister for Lands and Fisheries, Joseph

Connolly, offering;

m y thanks and congratulations and my hope that the progress 
achieved in the past year m ay be maintained in the present year. 1 am 
sure they feel with me that we are engaged on work o f  supreme 
national importance and that our efforts o f  today are building up the 
prospects o f  tomorrow for our country’s welfare.

Land division, in the year ended 31*‘ M arch 1935, reached an all-time high 

o f 101,800, with an additional 20,000 in lands divided out o f the Estates o f 

the old CDB (Land Com m ission Report, 1935, pp. 5 and 18). This report 

also states that the Commission planed to undertake a “census o f  the larger 

holdings in each county and to classify these according to user, value, 

proxim ity to congested areas and our general division policy” . This put large 

land holders, whether tenants or tenant purchasers or outright owners, on 

notice regarding the Com m ission’s powers to acquire land, which in the
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Com m ission’s view were not well farmed or failed to provide adequate 

employment (Land Com m ission Report, 1935, p. 6).

The 1936 figure for lands divided was higher than the record figure for 

1935, with 103,872 acres divided, with 45,217 going to 4,421 congests in 

need o f  more land, and 58,655 acres to provide 3,291 new holdings under 

the terms o f  Section 31 o f  the Land Act 1923 and Section 33 o f the Land 

Act 1933 (Land Com m ission Report, 1936, p. 5). In addition to the land 

divided, the process o f  land acquisition also achieved major results in 1936 

with 110, 310 acres o f  untenanted land taken over for future division by the 

Com m ission (Land Com m ission, 1936, p. 5).

The pressure for land acquisition, which the new adm inistration had brought 

to bear, was clearly yielding results. However, it was to encounter some 

resistance, and new legislation in the shape o f the Land Act 1936 was 

required in order to deal with certain judicial m lings regarding the 

interpretation o f  the Land Acts 1923-1933 (Land Com m ission Report, 1936, 

p. 5). As O ’Shiel points out, the degree o f  resistance to land acquisition 

increased as the size and availability o f  suitable holdings declined (1953, p. 

299).

The Land Act 1936 is more fully explained in the Land Com m ission Report 

1937 (p.6). One section o f  importance was the setting o f  a seven-year limit 

before vested holding could be considered for acquisition by the Land 

Com m ission. The Report for 1937 lists 271 holdings representing 46,476 

acres which have been resumed*^' under the 1923-1936 (Land Com m ission 

Report, 1937, p. 20). In the year under review (1936-1937) 35 holdings o f 

4,138 acres were resum ed (Land Com m ission Report, 1937, p. 20); 12 

further resumptions were in train at the time o f  the Report (Land

R esum ption w as the technical term for the taking back o f  a hold ing previously  a llocated  

by the Land C om m ission  under land distribution.
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Com m ission Report, 1937, p. 20). Notices o f resumption were also served 

regarding the resumption o f  305 holdings o f 33,273 acres.

By 1939 the momentum toward land division had been halted by a 

succession o f  judgem ents in the courts which had greatly circumscribed the 

Land Com m ission’s actions (Land Com m ission Report, 1939, p. 5). As we 

have already seen, reports over the preceding years had been highlighting 

these difficulties and new legislation in the form o f  the Land Act 1936, but 

further legislation was required in 1939 with another land Act being passed. 

According to O ’Shiel (1953, pp. 300-301) writing some years later, the 

effect o f  some o f  the court judgem ents was “that the resum ption functions o f 

the Land Com m ission were virtually paralysed for six years” .

W hile O ’Shiel’s assertiont does not seem fully borne out by the figures it is 

clear that the comm itm ent and focus on land division, which the Fianna Fail 

administration had brought to the issue, was running into difficulties. The 

figures for the report o f  that year on land division show a m ajor slow down 

with only 41,745 acres divided and only 44,971 acres acquired for division. 

This compared with the figures o f over 100,000 acres in land divided in the 

earlier years.

WAR ONCE AGAIN 

1939-1945

The second global conflagration came not as a dism ption o f  an established 

liberal order, but rather as the culm ination o f the chaos and depression 

which followed its final collapse. The Second W orld W ar seemed the 

logical outcom e o f the failure o f  all efforts to reinstate the old order 

(Frieden, 2006).
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Some lessons had been leamt. Britain imposed price controls; there would 

be no second bonanza for Irish agriculture. For Ireland, war drove autarky to 

its most extreme limits; while at the same time further cementing Ireland’s 

almost total dependence on trade with Britain. All but one per cent o f 

exports, overwhelm ingly agricultural or agriculture based, now went to 

Britain (Kennedy et al, 1988, p. 50).

Ireland reached the end o f the war with an agricultural system w hich had

reverted substantially to tillage, with production o f  2.5 m illion acres by

1944. There was a large under-employed workforce in agriculture, which

had com pensated for the absence o f  m achinery during the war years. This

was despite the large numbers who had already gone to Britain to seek

employment in the war industries or jo in  the forces. By 1946, the population

was m arginally higher than in 1939 (Kennedy e /a /  p. 51):

Perhaps the most important lesson o f  the war years was that the 
strenuous protection o f industry and agriculture in the 1930s had 
succeeded in changing only the nature, but not th e /a r t ,  of Ireland’s 
dependence on the outside world (Kennedy et ul, 1988, p. 52 italics 
in original)

POST-W AR PLANNING AN D  THE CRITIQUE TO LAND DIVISION  

I943-I945

As the war continued there was growing concern as to Ireland’s prospects in 

the post-W ar era. A planning comm ittee was established. Uppennost in the 

minds o f  many politicians and policy makers, was the fear that tie  end o f 

the war would see a m ajor wave o f  migrants returning from Britain 

(Raymond, 1983, Delaney, 2000). The key question was how to tackle this, 

as well as Ireland’s ongoing problems o f  poverty and chronic 

unemployment and under-employment, most o f  it in the rural community.

W hile the radical land division programme which Fianna Fail instituted 

when it entered governm ent had proceeded without question unti: wartim e
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conditions had largely halted further progress, major questions as to its 

efficacy were now raised. The new M inister for Lands, Sean Moylan, was 

first to raise the matter with a m em o in 1943. He was followed by the 

M inister for Finance Sean T O ’Kelly and the M inister for Supplies and 

future Taoiseach Sean Lemass (DT S12890A, DT S12888B, DT SI 1465A). 

O ’Kelly was particularly adamant, stating that he considered a return to pre- 

W ar land division only justifiable with “ reasons o f the m ost compelling 

kind” (Jones, 2001, p. 5). Both M oylan and Lemass were concerned about 

the low productivity o f the small farmers and their failure to use m odem  

farming methods or produce an exportable surplus. They were, however, 

more measured in their critique.

Despite these major challenges, De Valera, along with others in 

government, who held to the traditional outlook, continued to see land 

division policy as a central plank o f  the effort to address rural poverty and 

under-employment. Indeed, De V alera’s approach to the issue was to seek a 

renewed drive for land division in the post-W ar period. He was particularly 

anxious that the maximum possible amount o f  land might be divided in 

order to address rural poverty and in particular in the Congested areas. De 

V alera’s insistence on ambitious targets resulted in a dispute between senior 

officials including the minister. O ’Shiel, the Judicial Com m issioner, and 

Mansfield, one o f  the Lay Com m issioners, took the view that an annual 

target o f  60,000 acres was possible. Two other Com m issioners believed that 

a target o f perhaps 25,000 to 30,000 acres was more realistic. To some 

degree there was a clear practical component in this dispute. As the years 

advanced, there were fewer large estates or tracts o f land which could be 

acquired. However, the scale o f  work attaching to each division scheme did 

not equate with its size. Thus, ever sm aller parcels o f  land, yielding less and 

less land for division, continued to take up a similar amount o f  staff tim e as 

the pre-W ar programme. Beyond these practical considerations, however, 

was M oylan’s belief that the large scale programmes o f the 1930s and in
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particular the allocation o f  land to the ‘landless’ or others who lacked 

m odem  farming skills, had been a disaster. In m any such cases, the land had 

been let to others, never having been farmed by those had obtained it at 

great cost to the State. In some cases those who got land actually defaulted 

on their repayments. Thus, the State had incurred substantial costs without 

seeing any wider social or economic benefit from these allocations o f land 

(DT S12890A, DT S12888B, and DT SI 1465A).

A new Land Act was introduced in 1946, which can perhaps be seen as an 

attempt to address the concerns expressed by M oylan, and m ay have been a 

com prom ise regarding the continuation o f the division programme. The Act 

gave the Land Com m ission the power to take back land it had allocated, if  

in its view the allotee was failing to use the land in an appropriate manner. 

In effect, failure to reside on the land and to farm it would result in its being 

taken back by the Land Com m ission. A system o f  inspection o f  allotted 

lands was introduced to ensure that land was being used properly and not 

being let or sim ply neglected (Land Com m ission Report, 1946, p. 7). 

Throughout the late 1940s and 1950s, the active inspection o f  allotted lands 

continued with anything from 25 to 40 allotees having the lands taken back 

by the Com m ission annually (Land Com m ission Reports, 1946-1960).

These policy conflicts becam e public when a speech by M inister for Local 

Government and Public Health, Sean M cEntee was reported in the press. 

M acEntee’s speech represented a classic presentation o f  the moral argum ent 

which grounded much o f  the land division programme. The people who 

were being given land were seen as the ‘dispossessed o f the nation’ and, as 

such, justice must be done to them:

Let me give an illustration. Just four hundred years ago a section o f
our people had to choose between going to Hell or flying to
Connacht Naturally they choose Connacht And that fact has

T his is a reference to the 1T* century land confiscations, w idely seen by N ationalist, as 
the having resulted in the ‘congestion’ o f  the A tlantic fringe.

289



created for us what is today the fundamental problem in national 
planning. It has left us the position in which the least fertile o f  our 
rural areas carry the greater densities o f population. If the thing we 
aim at in our plan is to enable as many people as possible to m aintain 
them selves in reasonable comfort by their own efforts, how shall we 
tackle that problem? (DT SI2890A , fragment o f  Sean Mac Entree’s 
address to the planning associate o f  Ireland, 1943)

It represented a classic restatem ent o f  the comm itm ent to the land division 

program m e and was presented in The Irish Times, which reported it, as 

dem onstrating the governm ent’s comm itm ent to a post-W ar policy which 

would prom ote small farming and, in consequence, continue the land 

division program me (The Irish Times, 8̂ '’ December 1943).

The Taoiseach’s economic advisor saw' matters in starkly different tenns. In

Sm iddy’s view, Ireland’s post-W ar prospects were intimately and

inextricably linked to making agriculture more efficient:

There is no economic or social problem o f more importance for the 
welfare o f the com m unity and the maintenance o f our standard o f 
living than increased agricultural efficiency” (Sm iddy’s memo 
“General Comments on Agricultural Policy” , 1944, DT S12888B, p. 
6,)

In his judgem ent, the country’s current modest standard o f  living was being 

funded by the running down o f  reserves built up during the First W orld War 

farming boom. If Ireland was to avoid a serious decline in living standards, 

the scale o f its agricultural exports must be substantially increased.

This was the old argument which had raged across much o f  the 19* century 

in Ireland. Economic efficiency and Ireland’s natural advantage in grassland 

agriculture dictated large-scale low input and low-output cattle grazing. 

Since the peasant defeat o f the landlords, it was their poverty and under

employment and their demand for land which had largely dictated policy. It 

was a policy which was prim arily concerned with equity and not efficiency.

”  T A  Sm iddy, former Professor o f  E con om ics at U n iversity  C o lleg e  Cork, 1 9 0 9 -1 9 2 4 , w as 
E conom ic A d visor  to the T aoiseach  and later Chaired a C om m ission  on Post-war  
Agricultural adjustm ent (H ickey  and D oherty, 2 0 0 3 , p. 4 4 7 )
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However, independence and peasant control o f  politics could not make the 

economic realities go away. The first stirring o f  post-W ar recovery would 

bring into shape focus the dilem m a which had to be faced.

Land division had no place in this worldview. Efficiency in agriculture 

necessitated less, not more, people working in agriculture. However, while 

“economics proposed, [peasant] politics disposed” (W olf, 2006) and they 

disposed otherwise. Land division rem ained as popular with the vast 

majority o f  the rural population as ever. M ore importantly, it continued to be 

seen as one o f  the few ways the State could address the poverty, under

employment and unemployment o f  the rural population.

THE RE-EMERGENCE OF AN INTERNATIONAL ORDER

The post-W ar world saw the USA finally taking on the mantle o f leadership 

which it had refused to accept in the Inter-W ar years. The USA led 

economic recovery, setting in place the institutions o f  international 

economic m anagement, the Bretton W oods institutions as they becom e 

known, the International M onetary Fund (IM F) and the W orld Bank, as well 

as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GAT). The goal was to 

oversee an orderly return to international trade. As part o f  the process the 

M arshall Aid program me was also put in place to assist European post-W ar 

recovery. However, the world economy, which the Am ericans now assum ed | 

the leadership of, was much smaller that once lead by Britain in the era 

before the First W orld War. Indeed, in a real sense, it was far from being a 

world economy, merely including as it did the USA, W estern Europe and its 

British white-settler o ff shoots (Canada, Australia and New Zealand) as well 

as Japan). M uch o f  the rest o f the world rem ained outside, with large blocks 

in Eastern Europe and Asia entirely closed to trade and the international
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economy. Despite the ravages o f  war, prosperity returned and Europe began 

to recover. Incomes in Britain began to rise as employment grew.

The expected migrant return to Ireland did not materialise, as they remained 

in Britain to participate in the Post-W ar boom. However, the broader 

implications for peasant Ireland o f a reopening o f international trade and the 

improved living standards which this made possible soon becom e clear 

(Daly, 1994, pp. 77-79). The response o f  Irish officialdom  o f  the post-war 

period is recounted by the American Marshall Aid representative in Ireland 

Joseph Carrigan:

As I have discussed the m atter with Governm ent officials, I find 
everyone most friendly and receptive to suggestions, but little action 
seems to follow, I have been impressed in some instances by the 
lightness o f  concern about it, in other instances by the expressed 
hopelessness as to Ireland’s ability to do anything about it, and in 
still other instances by the apparent feeling that it is not Ireland’s 
problem but that it must be solved by action entirely outside o f  
Ireland. Some appear to feel that something is going to happen to 
take care o f  it.
I have reluctantly come to the conclusion that Ireland is not facing 
up [to] this problem (quoted in Daly, 1994, p. 77).

As Daly points out: Carrigan’s views seemed to be well corroborated by 
M acBride’s*̂”* response:

Ireland’s approach to political and economic problem s is not based 
on materialism; basically, Ireland is moved more by a genuine desire 
to serve the ideals in which she believes. These ideals are the 
democratic way o f  life, Christian social and economic principles, 
human liberty, the right to national self determination and fam ily life 
(Daly, 1994, p. 78)

The re-opening o f  trade, even if  on a confined and tightly controlled basis, 

was bringing growth and employment across Europe. Ireland, by contrast, 

was largely dependent on an agricultural sector which had abandoned m any 

o f its markets in Britain, as part o f  the pursuit o f  peasant autarky, during the

Sean M acB ride w as one o f  the Founder m em bers and Leaders o f  Clann na Poblachta. He 
lead the party in the tw o interparty adm inistrations: 1948-1951 and 1 9 5 3 -1 9 5 7 , serving as 
Foreign M inister during both periods in o ffice .
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“Economic W ar” o f  the 1930s, (Kennedy, et al, 1988). These m arkets had 

been quickly taken by other agricultural exporters, hungry for additional 

markets. Only Ireland’s most basic trade in live cattle had recovered. 

Productivity in agriculture was unsurprisingly low, since the focus o f  policy 

had been keeping the largest numbers possible on the land. Em ploym ent and 

not exports had been the goal (M acEntee, DT S12890A). However, the 

economic prospects which such radical self-reliance could provide were 

now laid bare. The peasant system, and the self-dependence which it drove, 

could only provide modest prospects in the extreme. Indeed, by the standard 

o f Ireland’s benchmark comparators Britain and the USA, they could 

produce living standards which were, in the post-W ar era, becoming 

increasingly unacceptable. The political and economic turm oil o f  the 1930s 

and the war itself had concealed the full price to be paid for peasant 

autonomy. As the 1950s advanced, the extent to which the non- 

comm odified peasant ideal represented ‘lavish austerity’ rather than ‘frugal 

com fort’ was becoming clear (Daly, 1994). However, the problem  was to 

establish a viable alternative strategy.

Rising Post-W ar living standards was now relentlessly driving the 

benchmark for viability on the land. Central to com m odification and global 

market integration is the rational allocation o f  productive factors. This 

dynamic has tended, in the long-run, to drive a progressive decline in the 

numbers involved in agriculture as more mechanised system s o f  production 

allow farm labour to be released to other forms o f production (Gylfason and 

Zoega, 2004). This dynamic has dictated a substantial decline in the 

population engaged in agriculture, as increasing amounts o f  food can be 

produced by an ever-declining workforce at lower and lower cost. Post-W ar 

conditions saw the reassertion o f this long-term logic. As the thesis has 

attempted to show throughout, peasantry sought to resist these market forces 

particularly with respect to land. In addition, it should be noted that these 

long-range processes, which can be identified, were not linear, though the
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secular trend is now indisputable. The collapse o f  the global system in the 

wake o f  the First W orld War, the tunnoil and mass unemployment o f  the 

1920s and 1930s, culminating in the definitive collapse o f  world trade and 

the descent into autarky and another war in the 1930s, all seemed to give 

credence to the Irish peasant strategy. It sought a secure, if modest, prospect 

for its people, away from the turmoil, chaos and violence then engulfing the 

world. Some o f the revolutionary consequences which overtook the global 

econom y in the aftermath o f  the First W orld W ar would take many decades 

to unwind. Principle amongst these was the Russian Revolution. However, 

in the more confined sense, market integration did resume in the post- 

Second W orld W ar period. Growth, developm ent and a form o f  limited 

global trade was resumed. The radical policy lock-in o f  peasantry which had 

occurred much earlier could not be unwound simply with the re-emergence 

o f global trade. Quite simply, the peasant system went into crisis. The stasis 

which crisis and war had provoked created the illusion that the peasant order 

could actually deliver, supplem ented by some measure o f  industrialisation. 

This illusion came to a critical head with the crisis o f the 1950s, as 

em igration reached levels not seen since the 1870s. Global market 

integration o f  peasant Ireland dictated an ever-sm aller population could 

survive on the land. The land based strategy could not deliver because the 

logic o f  integration was now m oving faster than the peasant system could 

ever hope to. The constant drain o f  population from rural Ireland now 

becam e a torrent; the peasant strategy had run its course. A m echanism  o f 

transform ation was now needed.

The problem , however, was the generation o f  an alternative strategy. During 

the 1930s, as part o f the overall goals o f self-reliance, Fianna Fail had set in 

place a range o f  industrial tariffs as well as other supporting legislation 

intended to promote the emergence o f  an indigenous industrial sector. An 

industrial sector had developed, however it was small and highly inefficient, 

surviving only because o f  the tariff protection afforded to it. Given the small
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home market, as well as the constant drain o f ongoing emigration, the 

protected industries had little prospect of success on world markets. A 

complete rethink o f economic policy, both industrial and agricultural was | 

required. However, in the absence o f readily identifiable alternatives which 

could quickly provide employment, land division policy would continue. 

The 1950s was to see a renewal of both the migration programmes and the 

efforts at rearrangement o f the remaining rundale holdings (Land 

Commission Reports, 1955). It represented a keeping faith with the
1

commitments o f the past, moreover, in the absence o f alternatives it i 

remained an issue which could quickly raise passions and generate political 

agitations and organisation in a way that few other issues ever did in Ireland. 

While the extensive violent conflicts o f the past did not recur land division 

still continued to provoke mass protest and provided both a rallying point 

and source o f division in rural Ireland. As Dooley (2004) points out mass 

protests and political campaigning over land continued.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND THE CHANGE IN  POLICY

As the early chapters o f this thesis attempt to show, most accounts of 

Ireland’s post-independence history attribute a watershed status to 1958, 

and, in particular, the publication o f Economic Development. There is little 

doubt that it represented the policy rethink which mass emigration in the 

1950s had provoked. However, as the document itself made clear, there 

would be no ‘miracles’ {Economic Development, 1958). In the absence o f 

ready alternatives, and in the face o f its continued popularity, land division 

continued into the 1960s and beyond.

Economic Development represented a shutting o f the door on the 

experiments with closure and autarky which had begun with the rise to ' 

power o f Fianna Fail in 1932. Agriculture had been a critical component in 

that policy, and, in particular, extensive land division had been seen as a 

way to achieve the long-cherished goal of an extensive landed peasantry.
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The publication in 1958 o f Economic Development could therefore be 

viewed as a mpture in policy. However, while its longer-term 

transfonnational achievement may not now be in doubt, it did not represent 

a radical break with the policies o f land division. Pragmatism seemed to be 

the order o f the day, there was little value in challenging the long-cherished 

goals o f a still significantly rural people before a viable and accepted 

alternative had actually borne some fruit. While Economic Development 

sought to close the door on the past, it sought to do so by bringing the 

people with it.

THE FINAL PUSH FOR LAND DIVISION  

1959-1978

Some doubts were indeed expressed by the new Minister for Lands Erskine

Childers. He actively canvassed the view that land division was an

expensive policy which brought little real benefit. Childers particularly

highlighted the costs, which he claimed ranged between £36 and £86 per

acre o f land distributed (Jones, 2001). Given the level of distribution at that

time, some 25,000 and 30,000 acres annually, state costs associated with

land division were clearly considerable (Dail Debates, Vol 175, Col 1110,

9‘̂  June 1959). Indeed, one Minister for Finance in the mid 1950s had

asserted that the State was meeting 80-90 per cent of the costs associated

with the land programme (Jones, 2001), which itself was only one element

of the costs of agricultural supports provided by the government. Opposition

politicians quickly sensed an opportunity:

I am sorry the Minister has taken that line. The so-called 
beneficiaries do not want a gift; they want only a means o f 
livelihood. The Minister should take a broad view and dig deeper 
back into history. Uneconomic holdings and rundale have a very 
long history, going back over 300 years, and I do not think it was 
nice o f the Minister to take that attitude, as if he were giving a gift 
to these people. It is as if we said old age pensioners are getting a 
gift, or that every person benefiting under the Health Acts, 
provided with free hospitalisation or medical care, is getting a gift.
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People who are in ill-heahh cannot be held responsible for being 
ill (Blowick, Former M inister for Lands during the Inter-party 
Government, Dail Debates Vol 175 Col 1125, 9*'’ June 1959)

However, the wiser counsels o f  the new Taoiseach Sean Lemass prevailed 

there was little benefit in challenging land division and rehearsing once 

more the endless debates about agricultural efficiency better to “close the 

door on the past” firmly but quietly. It was clear that any transform ation 

must be m apped onto the current peasant order, it m ust take account o f 

peasantry its needs and expectations at every stage if  it were to have any 

prospect o f  success. This, indeed, was to be the policy. Land division would 

continue for as long as other prospects o f  a livelihood acceptable to the 

peasantry failed to materialise.

Childers was replaced by O Moran, an active and comm itted land reformer, 

who rejuvenated the land division programme, introducing the final Land 

Act in 1965 which sought new powers for the Land Commission. O Moran 

believed that land division still represented a means o f  providing for rural 

people a viable livelihood on the land.

O Moran the western agrarian radical was com m itted to a renewal o f  state 

efforts on behalf o f the small holders o f  the Atlantic fringe, particularly in 

the W est. It was clear that the small holders and particularly those o f  the 

west still had sufficient political clout to suppress any public doubts about 

land division and to ensure its vigorous pursuit for another decade and a 

h a lf  It was nearly twenty years before the question o f  ending distribution 

was once more broached; this time it was consigned to an ‘expert g roup’ to 

consider before the politicians became involved.

The new M inister for Lands Michael O M orain was a firm supporter o f  land 

division, providing a clear manifesto for a renew ed drive during a speech at 

an agricultural conference in 1962 (Land Com m ission Report, 1962, pp. 31-
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40). The M inister railed against the ranchers in a m anner rem iniscent o f the

early 20 '̂’ century United Irish League (Land Com m ission Report, 1962, p.

32). He also restated the “directive principles o f  social policy” regarding the

settlem ent o f  the maximum  num ber o f  families on the land as stated in

Article 45.2 o f  the Constitution:

There are in this country many thousands o f  families still 
struggling to derive subsistence livelihoods from undersized, 
uneconomic holdings. It is to correct the imbalance in the 
pattern o f land holding that we must continue to have a 
program me o f  State-aided land settlement schemes (M inister 
for Lands Michael O M orain, Land Com m ission Report, 1962, 
pp. 32-33).

O M orain also expressed the view that no distinction should be made 

between the requirements for viability in the Congested Districts and the 

country as a whole. It had long been the practice to provide smaller holdings 

in these areas because the dem ands were sim ply too great to be fully met. 

The m inister considered this practice no longer acceptable (Land 

Com m ission Report, 1962, pp. 33-34). W hile the comm itm ent to land 

division was clear, the notion that land would continue to be given out in 

small amounts was modified. Those who would get land in the future would 

becom e viable full-tim e farmers with holdings o f  40-45 acres (Land 

Com m ission Report, 1962, pp. 34-35). “They should, indeed make a great 

contribution to the national econom y generally and the State should be 

finished w ith them and their successors for all tim e” (M ichael O M orain, 

Land Com m ission Report, 1962, p. 34). Surely there could be no stronger 

expression o f  the continued vitality o f  this social policy stance, at a time 

when the movem ent to a foreign investment lead industrial policy was 

underway.

W hile large land division schem es were finished a steady division o f  25,000 

acres per annum continued until land division ultim ately came to its logical 

tenninus in the late 1970s (Land Com m ission Reports, 1960-1987).
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The full fm its o f Ireland’s outward turn could only begin to be borne when 

the needs o f  peasantry could be catered for in a way which did not 

undennine or sap the resources committed to transformation. This was only 

achieved when Ireland jo ined  the EEC and the burden o f  Ireland’s poor 

inefficient small holders could be taken from her shoulders and laid upon 

the broad shoulders o f  the EU as it later became. Ironically, EU 

m embership, at first, drove a renewal o f land ‘hunger’, as the prospects o f 

m embership and the CAP subsidies seemed to provide a sure option for 

anyone who possessed a farm. It also had the effect o f  driving land prices 

which made the continuation o f  land division by the State a practical 

impossibility. The bonanza was short-lived; by the end o f the 1970s the EU 

was already reviewing its stance regarding farm price supports. However, all 

o f  this brings the account into territory which is the post-land division world 

o f  emerging global m arkets for agriculture. The land division story had 

come to an end. Other options had finally opened up and the small farming 

population grasped them with skill and alacrity (Hannan and Commins, 

1992). They have benefited disproportionately from both the employment 

prospects as well as the educational opportunities which the post-peasant 

order has provided. Peasantry had finally been given a surer prospect than 

clinging on to the dubious security o f  their few acres. W hat should not be 

forgotten, however, is the reality that they did not, for the most part, 

relinquish their few acres either. A small farm may never provide a realistic 

prospect o f  even frugal comfort but what it can provide in the contem porary 

context is a saleable asset in an Ireland which is growing rapidly and with a 

veracious need for developm ent land.

THE FINAL THROW OF THE DICE

The final throw o f the dice came in 1980 with the publication o f  a 

governm ent W hite Paper. This W hite Paper was the first official response to 

the proposals o f an Inter-departmental Committee on Land Structure

299



RefonTi which had reported in 1978. This report had recom mended the 

abolition o f  the Land Com m ission and its replacem ent with a Land Agency. 

This agency would attempt to control the market in land so that small 

holders, and what were described as ‘developm ent’ farmers, would still be 

able to gain access to the land market. It proposed the drawing up o f  a 

priority list o f  some 30,000 development farmers who would be considered 

eligible for land.

The response o f the W hite Paper was to recom mend a surcharge on those 

who already had substantial land holdings or were seeking to purchase land 

for purposes other than farming. Assistance for small holders was to be 

available in the fonn o f  a 20% support toward the purchase price o f  land. 

The written consent o f the Land Com m ission was to be necessary for all 

agricultural land purchases over £5 RV (Land Policy W hite Paper, 1980, p. 

22 ):

The Government consider that the surcharge/prem ium  and control 
systems outlined will make an effective contribution towards 
improving land use and a more equitable distribution o f  ownership in 
future years...E ven with the introduction o f the foregoing measures, 
there will still be a need for compulsory acquisition for as long as a 
substantial acreage o f land remains underutilised in the hands o f  
owners who are not interested in its development. It has been 
estimated that over 30 per cent o f the land o f  the country is taken up 
by farms which have shown no significant growth in recent years 
(Land Policy W hite Paper, 1980, p. 23).

However, before matters could be resolved, EEC policy began to turn away 

from the production subsidies. The fever o f land ‘hunger’ had finally abated. 

O ther better prospects had finally begun to bear some fruit, and while it was 

to be several more decades before widespread unemployment and under

em ploym ent were finally dealt with, the m odest successes o f new inward 

investm ent policies and associated educational policies had been well 

utilised by the small holders and their children (Hannan and Com m ins, 

1992)
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However, despite the m any changes which have occuiTed the idea that 

agricuhure, and in particular the land, so integral to it as an activity, is 

unlike any other commercial activity still holds substantial sway in Ireland. 

This is despite the reality that farming as a full-time occupation is now 

catTied on by a small and ever declining minority o f  the population. The 

peasant perspective on land and landed status still lingers as a totem o f Irish 

life. M ore important perhaps for contem porary policy and politics, despite 

the reality that fulltime fanning in particular is the activity o f  very few land 

ownership, as a direct consequence o f  the land policy, remains widely 

dispersed in the population. This has clear and direct implications for a wide 

array o f  public policy issues o f  great importance to the ongoing economic 

developm ent o f  the country; from the nature o f  tax policy to the costs 

associated with the provision o f  vital infrastructure, from housing to 

transport.

CONCLUSION

This chapter, in conjunction with the previous chapter, has attempted to 

show the policy comm itm ent and enduring popular appeal o f the landed 

peasant ideal in Ireland. Land division policy was always by its very nature 

a tim e limited policy. The simple fact was that there was only so much land 

to divide. W hile some, on the further shores o f  agrarian radicalism, may 

have contem plated an Ireland wholly peopled with peasant farmers o f  20 

acres, by the late 1930s the interdependence o f  the small and the large farm 

econom y was apparent to most. The economic war and its impact on the 

cattle economy had damaged the livelihoods o f  small farmers as much as it 

had damaged those o f  the ranchers (Varley and Curtin, p. 66). The long , 

tradition o f  anti-grazier rhetoric had bumped up against hard economic 

reality. If anything, the governm ent had over reached itself in the desire to 

transform Ireland’s rural economy away from cattle, and the small farmers
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o f  the Atlantic fringe expressed their displeasure by founding a new 

farm er’s party (Clann na Talmhan) seen to be more in tuned with their 

interests.

Leaving aside these details, and following the inevitable interruption o f  

another war, land division was to continue under all governments and with 

the support o f all political parties until the late 1970s. Even as the process o f 

wind down began, the service still employed 1,300 civil servants and had a 

steady program me o f  land division averaging 25,000 acres annually. By that 

tim e the Irish state had consistently pursued land division policy for six 

decades. In its early years the policy had necessitated the shouldering o f  a 

very heavy financial and adm inistrative burden by a small fledgling state. 

The Department o f  Finance and three M inisters for Finance had at different 

tim es issued warnings regarding the substantial costs and dire consequences 

for the economy o f the land division programme (Jones, 2001). Despite 

these warnings, from the Department o f  Finance, widely perceived to be the 

m ost powerful arm o f the Irish administration, land division continued. 

Perhaps, as Jones (2001) asserts, it was the Irish state keeping faith with its 

pledge to its peasant people to pursue their goal o f  landed status to finality.

The belief that land cannot sim ply be treated as a factor in productive

enterprise, to be bought and sold as necessary, remains a strong and

enduring legacy o f  the Ireland’s recent peasant past. The following is an

extract from a speech made in a Dail Debate in 1991. The debate was on a

piece o f  legislation pursuant to the winding up o f  the Land Commission.

The speaker had been M inister for Agriculture in a previous administration:

We must have some form o f  land authority to ensure that the land is 
properly distributed and that the m aximum  num ber o f  people can 
make a meaningful living from the land... This [dissolution o f  the 
Land Commission] hits at the very roots o f  our society .... W e must 
have legislation to ensure that there is not a free-for-all in which the 
weak lose out and the greedy and powerful take over. This Bill 
facilitates such a scenario. It facilitates the return o f  a feudal
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system with massive land owners and tenants having to rent land at 
any price (Deasy*^^, Dail Debates, Vol 414, Col, 581, lO'*̂  December 
1991).

Such views are far from being m erely sentimental relics from a bygone era. 

Though m ost o f  the peasantry m ay have now given up on peasant status, 

substantial numbers continue to retain the land which the peasant ideal won 

for them, and, as owners o f a critical asset, in any society, they are a force 

with a significant measure o f  influence in many spheres o f  public policy. 

W hile they m ay no longer control all governments o f  whatever party, as 

O ’Shiel once claimed (1957), the widespread dispersion o f  land ownership, 

the enduring legacy o f  the peasant order, must rem ain an important policy 

consideration in any democratic society (O ’Shiel, 1957).

The next chapter will attempt to address two key issues: firstly, how might 

an assessment o f  the significance o f land policy be arrived at; and secondly, 

what tools might be appropriate to judging its worth in public policy terms. 

Before these questions are addressed it may be useful to give a brief insight 

into the actual impact o f  land division on the lives o f those affected.

PART II

W HAT DID LAND DIVISION ENTAIL?

To date the focus o f  attention has been on the m acro-level policy, but the 

nature and extent o f the direct impact o f  land division on the lives o f those it 

affected is an important issue which merits attention, and one which the 

thesis will attempt to deal with briefly in this section. In many ways those 

affected by the policy o f land division had their lives profoundly changed in 

a m anner rarely the case in most other spheres o f public policy.

Austin Deasy Fine Gael TD for Co Waterford, 1977-2002, former Minister for 
Agriculture, 1982-1987.

303



Some sense o f the transform ation wrought by land division is captured in 

Map 5 which provides a visual representation o f a single small area at three 

critical historical junctures. The first map, from 1845 shows the dense 

clusters o f  cottier and labourer settlem ent counter-posed with the open 

domain lands o f  the estate house. The next map shows the area in large 

grazier holdings with only four dwellings. Finally, the third map, from the 

mid 1930s, shows the work o f  Land Com m ission resettlem ent with 25 

holdings o f  20 acres each: “The end product was an egalitarian landscape o f 

small houses, fields and farms” (W helan, 1997, p. 96). This egalitarian 

landscape and the egalitarian society which it seemed to depict, this thesis 

attempts to show, was the national public policy ideal toward which the 

Land Com m ission’s efforts were directed.

Map 5 also conveys some basic sense o f the scale o f  each land distribution 

project. Land distribution in many cases was not simply the provision o f  a 

few acres for each applicant. In m any cases it entailed the creation o f  a 

series o f entirely new fanns. These farms had to be carved out o f  the pre

existing farm landscape. This involved not only the building o f  fann houses, 

but all the other farm buildings necessary for a working farm, a bam , a 

m ilking parlour etc. In addition, land would be given to its new owner in 

good condition, frequently sown with a crop, ready for the intensive mixed 

farming expected o f those who received a Land Com m ission holding. As a 

result, a whole series o f  land drainage and improvement works were 

generally undertaken. Most o f  the costs associated with this work were paid 

for by the State, indeed frequently prospective allotees were employed by 

the state to undertake improvement work on their own holdings. The wider 

issue o f  the cost o f land division will be taken up later, however, it is 

perhaps worth noting that once more the assertion o f  one M inister for 

Finance in the 1950s who suggested that the State was meeting 80-90 per 

cent o f  the costs associated with the land division programme (Jones, 2001).
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THE MIGRA TION PROGRAMMES

W hile the Congested Districts Board (CDB) had taken up the challenge o f  

short-range migration and could claim  m any achievements it was the 

Com m ission on the Gaeltacht*^^ (Com m ission on the Gaeltacht, 1926), 

which made the case for large-scale m igration from the Congested Counties 

to the rich and ‘m an-less’ lands o f  the Eastern and M idland counties; the 

ranch lands. The scale o f  the Com m ission’s proposals, coupled with the 

cost, ensured that little action was taken during the 1920s. It was not until 

the agrarian radicals came to power in the 1930s that the matter was taken 

up in earnest (Commins, 1993).

The idea o f repopulating the ranch lands with what were considered to be

members o f  the surviving fragments o f  the ‘Gaelic Irish peasantry’ had huge

emotional as well as political appeal. It was widely depicted as the ‘true

Irish’ returning finally to the rich lands from which they had been banished

in the 17̂ '’ century (Dooley, 2004). On the hill o f  Tara - site o f  the High

Kings o f Ireland - one o f  the leading campaigners proclaimed:

They had seen today, the two Irelands, the Ireland o f  the Irish and 
Ireland o f  the Bullock. In the near future, he hoped there would be 
but one Ireland the Ireland o f  the Irish (M eath Chronicle, 29'^ 
January 1935)

Under pressure from language activists -  those seeking to prom ote the w ider

use o f  Irish in the new state -  and with the personal support o f  De Valera, a

scheme o f  migration was designed:

A compact area o f  776 acres o f  ‘excellent land’ had been acquired 
by the Land Com m ission for colonisation....The average size o f  the 
new holdings was 21.5 acres. The m igrants surrendered much

The Gaeltacht consisted o f  most o f  the counties o f  the Atlantic fringe, in some o f  the 
most remote and poorest districts the Irish language was still the spoken language o f  the 
people. The preservation and indeed the advancement o f  the language was a key goal o f  the 
new state. Clearly the poverty and backwardness o f  the areas where the language was in 
daily use was a matter o f  concern for the new state.
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sm aller fanns and, o f  course, their land was much poorer than what 
they were being given in M eath ...on  reaching their destination the 
colonists found on each holding a new four-room dwellinghouse, 
together with a stable, piggery, poultry house and dairy. A new 
approach road had been made, the lands were well fenced and 
watered and a portion o f  each holding had been tilled by the Land 
Commission. A playing t'leld had been set aside and a school buih. 
The colony m igrants had sold their livestock before leaving but the 
Land Com m ission had provided each o f  the new holdings with 
replacements, generally 2-3 cows, 2 heifers, 12 sheep, 1 sow, 12 
hens and even a cockerel. They also got farm equipm ent ...A  
roadside water pump was positioned near every 3-4 houses and a 
supply o f  tu rf made available. The new occupiers were also given an 
opportunity to earn w eekly wages for work on improving their land 
to tide them over the period until the gathering o f  their first crop 
(Commins, 1993, pp. 7,9)

The first group came from the most remote areas o f  W est Galway. 27 

families 182 people in all arrived in 1935 to take up their new life. They 

were to be followed over subsequent years until this programme was ended 

in 1940. 122 families o f  772 persons were migrated to five different 

locations within a short distance o f each other (Land Com m ission Report, 

1951-52).

To establish the five colonies 5,233 acres o f prime land had been acquired. 

The land had been acquired from seven owners; three o f  them living abroad 

and only two resident on their land. The land was used for fattening cattle 

and was alm ost entirely under grass. The Land Com m ission had the task o f  

creating compact workable farms out o f this “wilderness o f  grass” (Durkan, 

1999).

W hile the m igrants made an annuity payment, as did all those who got land, 

the payment was small. The cost o f the m igration scheme to the State was 

£807 per holding. Applying inflation and converting to the Euro gives a 

present day equivalent o f just under €60,000 per household. The cost o f  the 

whole project in present-day term s would be approxim ately €7 million. This
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sum does not take account the land costs which were dealt with separately 

under the system o f  land bonds. The manner o f  financing the land 

distribution will be taken up in the next chapter.

The colony m igrations o f the Irish speakers to Co M eath were term inated in 

1940. It was generally considered to have been a success but the costs 

associated with it and the large tracts o f land necessary for its achievement 

made further program mes on that scale difficult to achieve.

The following extracts from the same page o f a newspaper in 1943 express 

the dilemmas and difficulties which the land division programme produced. 

They illustrate the deep impact which land division had on the lives o f  those 

it touched:

On the application o f  the Irish Land Com m ission, Mr Justice M. 
M aguire in the Dublin High Court made an order that M eath County 
Registrar deliver to Patrick Gleeson, High Street, Trim  the 
untenanted land at Kilmore, Kilcock containing 244 acres, 2 roods 
and 23 perches formally [sic] owned by Mr. George Robinson, 
Pheopotstown, Kilcock and vested in the Irish Land Com m ission on 
January 1, 1943. The land had been compulsorily acquired by the 
Land Com m ission and the price fixed at £4,100 which was increased 
by the Appeal Tribunal to £5,500. Mr. Robinson’s representative 
contended that the present market value o f  the lands was 
approxim ately £8,000 subject to the present annuity. The 
com pulsory acquisition o f the lands was a grave injustice to Mr. 
Robinson and his fam ily and it would be necessary for his sons when 
they grew up to seek employment away from the land. The Judge 
intimated to Mr. Robinson’s representative that he would not grant a 
stay as the Land Com m ission had stated that the m atter o f  possession 
was urgent. Mr. Robinson’s representative protested that Mr. 
Robinson had his rights as well as the Land Com m ission and that it 
was most important that it be acknowledged. His Lordship allowed a 
stay o f  one week and if  notice o f  appeal was lodged within that tim e 
a further stay would be allowed until the m atter was disposed o f  by 
the Supreme Court.

Eight families, including one o f  17 m em bers who had lived on 
crowded farms near Belmullet, North Mayo, migrated under the 
Government Group M igration scheme to new homes in the Kilcock
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area o f Meath on Friday. They left their old homes at 3 or 4 o ’clock 
in the morning and arrived by train at Kilcock at 4.00 pm. Their 
furniture, stock and farmyard fowl had arrived by special train a few 
hours earlier. Their belongings included Holy W ater to bless their 
new homes and salt to sprinkle in the fire for good luck. They found 
firewood, fodder and farm implements ready and the land ploughed 
and ready for sowing (M eath Chronicle, 3'̂ ‘* April 1943)

SEASONAL M IGRANTION A N D  THE RENEWAL O F  THE DRIVE FOR  

LAND DIVISION

In 1938, 10 seasonal migrants, one o f them 14 years old, died in a fire while 

working as harvest workers in Scotland. They had been locked into an 

outhouse on the fann where they were working and an inquiry later 

established that a stove had caught fire. It had not been possible to unlock 

the door before they perished. They were all from Achill*^^, Co Mayo, one o f 

the poorest areas o f  the Congested Counties. There was considerable public 

reaction to the tragedy and a campaign was subsequently begun on behalf o f 

the seasonal migrants. An Inter-departmental Com m ittee established as a 

result later recom mended a m ajor new initiative on m igration and land 

division. The Com m ittee took the view that land division represented the 

sole realistic prospect for improving the living conditions o f  the seasonal 

migrants and their families. The Com m ittee also recommended the effective 

reestablishm ent o f the old CDB in the form o f  an entirely new governm ent 

department focused solely on addressing the problems o f  chronic poverty in 

the Congested Counties. In the Com m ittee’s view, it was this chronic 

poverty which drove the annual m igration and only when this problem was

“ a stinking patch o f  bog and barren so il, y ield ing  on ly  ston es and stunted w eed s and 
hem m ed in by tail h ills, presenting here and there rocky fronts to the A tlantic and m aking  
su n less v a lleys dark and rugged, with scarce a vestige  o f  grass- all hard rock- refusing to 
yield  to labour even  the sm allest return in fru it.... There are 6 ,0 0 0  people  liv ing  in the m ost 
m iserable hovels that sheltered man or w om an, w orse than man builds for his dog or fow l, 
getting not a penny, one m ight say w ith considerable truth, for land for w hich, they  
nevertheless pay ren t... T he v illages o f  A ch ill swarm  with peop le  liv ing  under such  
conditions” (quoted from the Irish D a ily  Independent, 1894 in M oran, 1988, p. 26). W hile  
written in the last decade o f  the 19''' century m uch rem ained unchanged and m igration from  
this and other o f  the m ost im poverished areas rem ained a feature o f  life  w ell into the m iddle  
o f  the 20th century (H andley, 1947, M organ, 1988).
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tackled would seasonal m igration come to an end (Inter-departmental 

Com m ittee on Seasonal M igration to Great Britain, 1938).

W hile the government rejected the proposal for a new government 

department, the M inister for Lands did put forward proposals for a m ajor 

new land division initiative involving the expenditure o f  some 8 million, 7 

million o f  which would be treated as irrecoverable expenditure by the State. 

The plan sought, by means o f  m igration and land division, to improve the 

living conditions o f  40,000 families. The Departm ent o f  Finance objected 

strongly to the level o f  expenditure contem plated, nevertheless the new 

‘group m igrations’ were begun (Com mins, 1993). The funding o f  this 

m igration program me was a good deal m ore m odest by comparison with the 

‘Colony m igrations’ to Co Meath. Nevertheless, the programme was to 

continue consistently over a period o f  four decades resulting in the 

migration o f  some 800 families. In addition to the ‘colony’ and group 

m igrations programmes, small group and in some cases individual long- and 

short-range m igrations also took place (See Com m ins map o f Kildare 

migration schemes). The total numbers m igrated were something o f  the 

order o f  three thousand families; using the figure for the Gaeltacht 

migrations it is possible that some 20,000 people in all m ay have been 

directly affected by migration. This figure takes no account o f  the prim ary 

goal o f  m igration which was to free land to improve land structure and 

create viable farms in the districts from which these families came; no 

complete figures exist regarding short-range migrations.

The migrations continued into the 1960s and 1970s with an average o f  58 

long distance and 50 short distance m igrations annually. The program m e 

was finally ended in 1978 at the behest o f  the Inter-departmental Com m ittee 

on land refom i, which considered that at £35,000 per holding on already 

acquired land and twice that figure on new ly acquired lands the expense o f
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the program me was no longer justified (Inter-departm ental Committee, 

1978, pp. 35-36).

SCHEMES OF REARRANGEMENT AND THE PROBLEM OF RUNDALE

W hile the migrations from the Gaeltacht in particular were viewed by many 

at the time as a hugely significant expression o f  the values and hopes o f  the 

new peasant state, the prim ary goal o f  all m igration was to free land for 

division amongst those who remained behind in the Congested Counties. 

Map 6A and 6B illustrate the change which the rearrangement o f  rundale 

estates involved. The area shaded in green on Map 6A represents a single 

holding before rearrangement. The m ultiple divisions into small strips 

represent other holdings also in rundale. Map 6B shows this estate 

rearranged into unified holdings. A fundamental part o f  the work o f 

rearrangement was the m igration o f  some o f  those on the rundale estates. 

W ithout migration rearrangement was not possible. One o f  the 

consequences was to actively depopulate the Atlantic fringe since the 

agricultural resources o f the area were so limited and no viable alternatives 

to agriculture had developed. The view that the Land Com m ission was 

conspiring in depopulating the country was actually made by Bishop Lucy 

in his minority report in the Com m ission on Emigration Report (1956). 

Lucy’s solution to the problem was to suggest that a standard hold should be 

15-20 acres. Lucy’s views on the effects o f the Land Com m ission’s work 

were strongly contested by the Secretary o f the Land Com m ission. In his 

view the work o f  The Com m ission had resulted in more people remaining 

on the land than would otherwise have been the case without its program me 

o f  land distribution. The Secretary believed that a renewed effort to forward 

the work o f  the Com m ission would make a m ajor contribution to efforts to 

preserve the rural population (DT S14249B).
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ACQUISITION AND FINANCING OF THE LAND PROGRAMME

ACQUISITION

One o f  the critical issues which must be addressed is the question o f  land 

acquisition, and coupled with this, is the issue o f the financing o f  purchase.

There are two quite distinct periods, and therefore two distinct regim es to be 

addressed in relation to the acquisition issue. Under British rule, acquisition 

o f land had been in legal terms a voluntary decision o f  the land owners. 

However, as the previous chapter has attempted to show, the scale and 

nature o f  peasant pressure made this little more than a fiction.

Following the passage o f  the Land Act 1923, agrarian ‘outrage’ largely 

disappeared. However, a variety o f  new tactics were adopted such as the 

naming o f land owners in the Dail (see Dail debates various years). This 

became a com m on practice adopted by TDs on behalf o f  their constituents 

seeking to have land divided. The following is a typical example o f  such 

statements which regularly appear in the Dail record on the issue o f  land 

division:

There is the M cCann estate about four or five miles away from 
where I live. That was sold privately to a Kerryman. He lives in 
Kerry and he runs this estate as a ranch on which to fatten his cattle 
for a few months o f  the year. All he employs is a herd and a dog. 
That estate would have provided six or seven decent holdings for 
men who are hungry for land and who, if  they got land, would work 
it economically (Giles^^Dail Debate, Vol 175, Col 1184, June 
1959)

The issue o f  land division also continued to have the capacity to galvanise 

collective action in rural Ireland. Indeed new organisations were to emerge

Captain Patrick G ile s  F ine G ael T D  for M eath- W estm eath 1 9 3 7 -1 9 4 8  and for M eath  
from 1948-1961 dow nloaded  from  the Dail W ebsite  19'’’ Septem ber 2006; 
http ://w w w .oireachtas.ie/m em bers-h ist/
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in the 1960s and 1970s on the land division issue. Dooley (2004) provides 

an account o f  such agrarian action taking place in Co Carlow in the 1960s.

In addition to naming estates for Land Com m ission inspection and divide, 

question time with the m inister for lands provided an opportunity for TDs to 

name constituents as worthy recipients o f land (Dail Debates, questions for 

the minister for Lands, various years).

All these tactics had an ongoing impact, both at the local level in terms o f 

influencing Land Com m ission decisions regards what land would be taken, 

but also in terms o f  national policy with respect to the type o f  legislation 

which underpinned the programme.

The official position also changed quite dram atically with native 

administration. The Land Act 1923 made it com pulsory for all owners o f  

tenanted land to sell to the State, thus even the legal fiction o f  voluntary sale 

was now dispensed with. Regarding untenanted land the State also took 

quite extensive powers.

In the later years o f  land division as the large estates and m ajor ranch land 

disappeared, the Land Com m ission was forced to turn its attention to 

smaller patches o f land which were considered to be poorly worked by their 

owners. The following Dail extract illustrates the types o f cases involved. 

This case raised by Jack McQuillan^^ shows the extent o f  the desperation 

which drove land hunger:

Jack M acQ uillan w as a m em ber o f  the D ail from  1948 -1 9 6 5 . H e w as originally  e lected  as 
a m em ber o f  the new ly form ed Clann na Poblachta, but becam e an independent in 1951 . In 
1961 he becam e a m em ber o f  the short-lived N ational P rogressive D em ocrats, representing  
that party until 1965 w hen he lost h is seat in the D ail. F o llow in g  his defeat he w as elected  
to the Seanad . H e rem ained a m em ber o f  the Seanad until his retirem ent from p o litic s in 
1969, inform ation taken from the H ouses o f  the O ireachtas w ebsite, dow nloaded  19*'' 
Septem ber 2006: http ://w w w .oireachtas.ie/m em bers-h ist/
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I think it is tragic to see, say, Pat M urphy from Cloonfad, County 
Roscommon, unable to make a living on his holding o f  £5 
valuation'^'^, who after a wait o f ten or 15 years, in despair, locks up, 
packs up, and goes to England to make a few pounds. He is no 
sooner gone— not for ever; he hopes always in his heart to come 
back — and working in England, than the word goes round to have 
his bit o f  land divided. Human nature being what it is, the 
neighbours see the bit o f  land and say: “W e are in a bad way; we 
will try to get the land”, and the next thing is the inspectors'" ' are all 
round the place as busy as bees wasting their time on four or tive 
acres. Then we are told the Land Com m ission is doing good work.It 
is not satisfying the poor unfortunate man in England who feels he 
has been betrayed in his absence, and it is not satisfying the people 
in the locality because it is not possible to do so with the amount o f 
land left. It is a stupid performance on the part o f  the Land 
Com m ission and I find it very hard to restrain m yself when dealing 
with some o f  the matters that come to my attention. (McQuillan, 
Dail Debates, Vol 175, Col 1156, 9*'’ June 1959)

Thus, in the later years as the amount o f land which could be acquired 

declined, sm aller pieces o f  land considered to be under-utilized came under 

the scrutiny o f  the Land Commission.

FINANCING THE LAND PO LIC Y

During the period o f  British administration the purchase o f  the land was 

prim arily through cash advances provided by the British Treasury on behalf 

o f  the tenants. Funds were provided at preferential rates o f  interest and the 

repayment period extended variously from 35 to nearly 70 years. The 

important factor to appreciate regarding the sale o f  land during this period is 

that land was sold at a substantial discount.

In the earliest period, the general view was that the State was m erely 

engaged in supporting what was seen as a commercial transaction. At that 

time, purchasers were few and tended to be large land holders. Later, the

T he standard for an un econom ic hold ing had been a valuation below  £ 1 0 , this had been  
set under the form er C D B  at the beginn ing o f  the century.

Land C om m ission  inspectors inspecting the land to a ssess its value for d iv ision .
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terms were adjusted so that the less well o ff could also begin to purchase 

their holdings.

The major Land Purchase Act was known as the W yndham Act o f  1903. 

Prior to this, many tenants and landlords had been reluctant to engage in the 

process. The tenant because they sought to get the land at a rate lower than 

their cuirent rental which itself was a substantial discount on previous rents. 

W hile the landlords were reluctant to sell on ternis which would 

substantially reduce their incomes. The problem was particularly acute in 

the case o f relatively small landlords since they were more likely to be 

wholly dependent on the land for their living. The State was finally forced to 

break the deadlock and intervene. As a consequence o f  the differences 

between the landlord and tenants over prices, the State had to provide an 

additional 12% gratuity on top o f  the loan payable to the landlords. Thus the 

owners o f land were given a cash payment to induce them to sell.

FINANCING AFTER 1923

The major changes regarding financing in the 1923 Act were compulsory 

sale and the use o f  land bonds to fiind the programme.

In addition the Land Act 1923 excused arrears over three years, with more 

recent arrears rolled up in the annuity payment over its 60 year term 

(O ’Shiel, 1956, p. 97).

FINANCING AFTER 1933

W ith passage o f the 1933 Land Act further relief for annuities was given, on 

this occasion its scale and scope was greater with the annuities halved. This 

concession was extremely popular since annuity payments affected large 

numbers across rural Ireland particularly in the poorest areas.
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W hen the independent administration had taken power it quickly became 

clear that the funding o f  any further purchases would be on the basis o f 

government issued land bonds and not cash. The new administration offered 

a range o f reasons to justify  the change in policy. The primary justification 

was the enorm ity o f the sums involved, with a government loan o f  some £30 

m illion required to support the programme. Given the size o f the loan it was 

necessary to obtain a British government guarantee to support it (Hogan, 

Dail Debate, Dail Eireann - Volume 10, Col 1544, 26‘*' March 1925).

The land bonds system

Cash was advanced to the tenant and this was paid to the landlord. In 

addition to the agreed price an addition by the state o f 12% o f  the purchase 

amount was given by the State.

One investment analyst has described the Land Bonds as “a nasty form o f 

paper” by which he meant that those forced to accept them would in the 

many receive a poor return. Indeed the final report o f the Interdepartmental 

Com m ittee on Land Structure Reform (1978, p. 86) described the land 

bonds as a form o f forced lone given to the State by the land owners whose 

land was being purchased.

WHO GOT LAND

Two phases o f  policy must be considered, but as the thesis has already 

attempted to show there was a background factor which made the very idea 

o f  a landed peasantry conceivable. The devastation o f  the Famine and the 

adjustment in its afterm ath which effectively institutionalised the annual 

clearance o f  the ‘surplus’ peasant population were vital components.
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W ithout this ‘voluntary’ peasant strategy landed status would have been 

inconceivable''^^. It made the later peasant strategy possible. Unsuiprisingly 

the impact o f  the Famine fell disproportionately on the poorest those with 

the most precarious grip on the land. However, the impact o f  the later 

process o f  Post-Famine adjustment is more difficult to judge. Post-Fam ine 

adjustment began on the better land o f  the South and East and only moved 

across to the poorest land by the closing decades o f the 19* century, thus its 

impact was felt as much within families as between classes. However, a 

more general point can be made with some degree o f  confidence regarding 

the decline and almost total disappearance o f  a landless labouring class.

By the closing decades o f  the 19*̂  century a landed peasantry which 

straddled a broad spectrum, from the substantial tenants o f the South and 

East, (see Map 3 in the Appendix), to the micro holdings o f  the Atlantic 

fringe as well as all the varieties between, had come to dom inance. The 

peasant challenge was grounded not simply in terms o f equity but also in 

terms o f  the claimed religious and ethnic unity o f  an ‘oppressed peasantry’ 

over against an ‘oppressive’ and ethnically and religiously ‘a lien’ land 

owning class. Therefore, within their own ranks, cross class solidarity was a 

key component in the peasant strategy.

The question o f equity in the m atter o f land policy is clearly o f  particular 

interest from a social policy perspective, therefore, however tentatively, the 

question o f  who got land must be examined.

Clearly a broad macro point can be made in so far as land ownership in 

Ireland was transferred from some 10,000 landlords, 700 o f whom  owned 

half the entire country in 1872 (Cahill, 2001), to some 400,000 peasant 

proprietors. Thus land ownership by the completion o f  the process was very 

widely dispersed. However, this macro point clearly conceals issues o f

Except perhaps on the m ost prim itive term s.
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disparity within the peasantry. In the initial phase tenants became owners o f 

their current holdings regardless o f  extent. At this point there was no 

question o f  tenants having to surrender land for distribution to those with 

less than them.

Issues o f  equity were addressed initially by means o f a distribution o f  land 

which was defined as untenanted, still in landlord hands, but w ithout 

tenants. Some 3 million acres mainly let on the 11 m onth system for cattle 

ranching. W ithin a decade o f  independence this resource was substantially 

depleted and the issue o f a more extensive redistribution o f land either still 

in tenant hands or in the hands o f those who had purchased under earlier 

land acts came increasingly to the fore.

Some 750,000 acres o f this land was divided up amongst smallholders, 

600,000 principally in the Congested Districts (O ’Shiel, 1956, ASA paper, 

p. 7). However, within a decade o f  independence this option was largely 

gone.

Policy in the period after independence was framed explicitly in terms o f 

equity. However, from a social policy perspective the param eters bounding 

those considered for land are clearly important. The prim ary recipients o f 

land through this period were the small holders who had too little land to be 

viable. M igration, and the land given to migrants, was an important by

product o f  this policy. Following Fianna Fail’s rise to power the focus 

shifted in favour o f  a wider group o f  the ‘landless’; this policy was dictated 

both by practical and political realities. Fianna Fail’s prim e constituency 

was composed o f the W estern small holders their sons and assisting 

relatives, all o f  them with heightened expectations with respect to land 

division.

317



POLITICAL INFLUENCE IN THE PROCESS

The question o f pohtical influence in land allocation is clearly important and 

persistent allegations to this effect have been made.

The Land Com m ission had certain reserved functions which were enshrined 

in legislation: “The lay Com m issioners have sole power to detennine:

• the persons from whom land is to be acquired

• the actual land to be acquired

• the price to be paid for the land, and

• the persons to whom (and the price at which) the land shall be
allotted (Kolbert and O ’Brien, 1975, pp. 59-60)

On occasion when the issue o f  political influence was raised the official 

position o f senior Land Com m ission personnel was to refute all assertions o f 

political influence regarding their reserved powers (Deegan at the Banking 

Com m ission, Kolbert and O ’Brien, 1975, pp. 59-60).

Despite this allegations that land division policy favoured those who 

supported the party in power have continued. Indeed Dooley (2004) 

considers it naive to believe that public officials were not swayed by the 

views o f ministers in particular.

One area where clear evidence o f political patronage does arise is in regard 

to land allocation to those, from both factions, o f the independence 

movement (W helan, 1997, p. 97). However, the benefits obtained do not 

appear disproportionate to those obtained by other recipients under the 

programme, and perhaps bears ready comparison with similar policies
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instituted by the British authorities for First World W ar veterans, ‘homes fit 

for heroes’.

The broader claim  that political patronage was a key component in the 

decision as to who got land remains difficult either to support or refute. In 

this regard the claims and counter-claim s o f  politicians are clearly somewhat 

problematic, since they m ay be viewed as having an interest in either 

direction, both o f  claiming ‘credit’ for its ‘achievem ent’, or apportioning 

‘blam e’ for the biased actions o f  their opponents. The final resolution o f  the 

question must await the detailed analysis o f  the distribution files o f  the Land 

Commission. Currently these files are not available.

Some broader statement can perhaps be tentatively made: those who were 

allocated land whatever their politics were in the main poor, whether they 

were more or less deserving than the many other claimants for land, is at 

present, and m ay now remain, difficult to determine.

As the thesis has already attempted to show in the theoretical chapter, land 

is a rival good, thus in a society where control o f  land is critical, defining 

others out o f  a share, whether they be siblings or neighbours is the very 

essence o f the ‘gam e’. Appeals to equity were a part, but only a part, o f  how 

this ‘gam e’ was worked out. Appeals to ethico-religious differences -  

imagined or real -  were more critical, at least in the initial battle with the 

landlords. Equity and assertions o f  justice thus were only a part o f  the mix, 

the critical objective was to ensure the favourable consideration o f  one’s 

own claim while excluding such consideration o f the claims o f  others, the 

‘how ’ o f its achievement was ultimately incidental.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE LANDED PEASANT IDEAL: 

TOWARDS AN ASSESSMENT

“If you would like to be rich and have nothing change, you will be 

disappointed” ’'*̂

INTRODUCTION

Perhaps at the outset o f this chapter it is useful to state that there was 

nothing inherently wrong with the goal of the Irish peasantry, indeed their 

counterparts in other countries across Europe were to arrive at settlements 

which did indeed secure their status at least during a prolonged period of 

open ended ‘transition’ as yet ‘incomplete’. The dilemma o f agrarian 

capitalist ‘failure’ requires a resolution in all societies.'**"* However, the 

attempt to arrive at a peasant settlement of this dilemma in a society, which 

itself remained peasant dominated was impossible or rather not possible on 

terms which might be acceptable’”^ Peasant status was possible but only for 

some and only in a context where a substantial urban population made food 

supply a policy priority. By contrast the Irish peasantry had found 

themselves in a polity which had trade and colonial interests which both out 

weighted and made superfluous food security in national terms. Britain held 

the ‘commanding heights’ o f the world market it could secure its food 

requirements at world market prices, if the Irish peasantry wanted to be part 

o f that market then they had to do so at prevailing world prices.

Harford 2 0 0 6 , p. 204  (ita lics in the original)
In the final analysis w e all m ust eat and i f  w e  nolonger produce our ow n  food a system  

m ust be found to ensure its production and i f  capitalists w ill not or cannot do so  som e other  
m eans must be found.

It m ight o f  course have been p o ssib le  to b ecom e a peasant nation and live  at the standard  
w hich applied in the Pre- Fam ine period how ever, even  the w ildest fligh ts o f  agrarian fancy  
never contem plated such a scenario.

T he Great D epression  w as to change this but by that tim e o f  course the Irish peasantry  
had already rem oved them selves from  the British polity  and did not enjoy the benefits  
w hich farm subsid ies w ere to bring to B ritain’s sm all num ber o f  rem aining farmers, 
including those in the North-East o f  Ireland w hich had rem ained part o f  Britain
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Yet a ‘m odem ’ peasantry needed a ‘m odem ’ society to which they could 

supply food in return for a share in the better living standards which 

industrialisation made possible. Thus continued peasant status could be 

enjoyed by some in the context o f  wider societal development, however, it 

could not be the core status for a whole society.

In Chapter Four the thesis set out the theoretical issues regarding the 

developm ent o f  agrarian capitalism  and its implications for peasantry. 

Chapter Six and Seven then followed through the logic by detailing its 

resolution in the Irish context, dealing in particular with its consequences for 

social policy. To assist this evaluation the argument once again retum s to 

figure 4.1 taken from chapter four. In the redrawn version, figure 8.1 below, 

two dimensions have been added to the original blank box o f the peasant 

resolution, now labelled ‘Irish peasant resolution’. The two dimensions 

which have been added represent an attempt to capture the different and it 

would seem conflicting goals which the peasant system set out to pursue. 

These dimensions will be used to assist this attempt at an evaluation o f the 

peasant model.
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FIGURE 8.1

THE AGRARIAN DILEMMA

Public Policy

The agrarian d ilem m a Irish Peasant Resolution

Dis tr ibu t ion D e v e lo p m en t

S ta tu s

Ident i ty

The landed peasant ideal can be viewed as an attempt to address the four 

features o f  the peasant resolution o f  the agrarian dilemma. The figure has 

four elem ents two o f which may be characterised as economic and the other 

two symbolic. These four aspects o f  the peasant strategy will be examined. 

It will be suggested that an attempt was made to collapse elements into one 

another. Thus the goal o f  developm ent was substantially sacrificed to the 

goal o f  distribution and likewise the goal o f  status, peasant status, came to 

occupy much o f the space o f identity. Thus in the new Irish state to be Irish 

was to be an Irish peasant landholder. Other possible identities, urban, 

industrial, working class were m arginalised and indeed viewed as un-Irish; 

see again the section on the ‘ideal Irish m an’ at the end o f chapter six.

Status and identity are perhaps less frequently associated with public policy 

either in the sphere o f  the economy or even social policy. Yet undoubtedly 

the issue o f dignity and status, respect and standing in one’s com m unity and 

society and even beyond, are critical to wellbeing. Chapter One outlined
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Room ’s analysis (2000) o f  the meaning o f commodification. He outlines the 

meaning o f  human labour as an important component for a full 

understanding o f  what com m odification o f  labour actually entails. In his 

view social policy must also address these wider issues o f dignity and status 

and not sim ply see the provision o f adequate income as sufficient to meet 

the needs o f  the individual. In Room ’s view issues regarding the m eaning o f 

human work are critical elements o f what the ‘alienation’ o f  com m odified 

status was intended to capture. Thus Room  (2000) considered that 

decomm odification cannot simply be about replacing lost income, however 

generously.

In an Irish context, before independence, even the ‘enlightened’ m em bers 

o f  the British ruling elite, who had sought to address Irish problem s o f 

poverty and underdevelopm ent, appeared to do so with a view to their 

political necessity rather than with any sym pathy for the people concerned. 

W yndham one o f  the key figures in the whole process o f  land reform 

described the people o f the congested districts as ‘Obscene reptiles’ o f  this 

‘backw ater’ and considered his task to be their conversion into a ‘part o f  the 

aryan race’ (Campbell, 2002, pp. 759-760). Nor was he alone in his views; 

these were views widely shared in elite circles, the British press and British 

public opinion. Furthermore, they had a long history in British public 

discourse regarding Ireland (Curtis, 1971, de Nie, 1997, 2004, Lebow, 1973, 

1977, W aters, 1995, Gray, 1995, 1999, Kinealy, 2002, 2005)

Given such views even amongst the ‘enlightened’ elite, perhaps the Irish 

peasantry had been ‘right’ to withdraw from the British polity. Yet the 

critical lesson was that withdrawal from the British polity did not change the 

terms o f their integration into the global order, and the creation o f  their own 

small polity could not alter those terms to any substantial degree. W holesale 

withdrawal into peasant subsistence and industrial self-sufficiency was 

possible but only at a standard o f  living which considerable num bers in the
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population, could not, or would not accept. These were the difficult realities 

with which both peasant people and political leaders had to come to terms. 

The Landed Peasant ideal could not ultimately aid this effort, indeed its 

pursuit for so long had probably only deepened the ultimate challenge to be 

faced.

Neither excluding their kin and fellow peasants nor even excluding the 

landlords, from their ‘share’ in the land, brought the ultimate resolution o f 

the agrarian dilem m a along acceptable lines. Even the attainment o f 

independent governm ent did not deliver the results which peasantry had 

sought. The approach to the problem o f  development or growth had been to 

collapse its achievem ent into distribution; equally, the resolution o f the 

problem o f  status and identity also tended to collapse each o f these into each 

other. Thus status and identity tended to become one and the same. To be 

Irish was to be a peasant fanner, this was the ideal Irish man. All the four 

elements were bound together in a m anner which made the achievement o f 

one underm ining o f  the achievement o f  the rest. Thus the wide distribution 

and the status which it seemed to confer was turned to dust by the poverty 

and lack o f  opportunity which resulted from the system which it 

perpetuated. Equally, shifting the emphasis toward development threatened 

to undem iine the central component o f  the peasant strategy

EVALUATING THE PEASANT SYSTEM

Distributional issues were central to the peasant model. However, it was not 

the distribution o f  wealth but the distribution o f  status that was important. 

Ireland was to become a country dominated by a small landed peasantry. De 

Valera’s ‘frugal fare o f  the cottage’ speech in 1928 (Dail Debates, Vol 25, 

Col 476, 12* July 1928) encapsulated the ideal o f  distribution and the belief 

that the status o f  small holder and the ‘frugal fare o f  the cottage’ would be 

preferable to the comfortable but subservient status o f the servant subject to
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the ‘kicks o f  the young M aster’. Thus the goal was the sharing o f  the status 

with which Irishness had become identified. In consequence economic 

development and the standards applied in the wider world were to be 

shunned; this goal ultim ately proved elusive. The Irish ultim ately proved 

themselves as open to the attractions o f m odem  materialism as the next 

country and in consequent ultim ately unprepared to accept the ‘frugal fare’ 

o f the much vaunted cottage o f  agrarian imaginings.

The barriers to the landed ideal were many:

Property rights 

Viability

Rising Living standards 

The failure o f  developm ent 

The scale o f  need

As the thesis has already attempted to show the distributive ideal met both 

with resistance and with ‘reality’. The most immediate and practical 

challenge which the implem entation o f  the peasant system faced was the 

resistance o f established owners. Resistance came unsurprisingly in the 

preparedness o f  those who had land to do all that they could to keep it. In its 

efforts to defeat or undermine such resistance the State sought a constant 

ratcheting-up o f  its control over the land, resulting in the endless stream o f  

Land Acts in the early post-independence era (see Appendix 1 which details 

the land acts before and after independence). However, the jud iciary  and the 

comm on law system o f which Ireland was a part provided a degree o f  

security for current owners which even legislation found it difficult to 

completely undermine. Equally importantly, peasantry were never in the 

business o f wholly underm ining property, rather they were engaged in a 

paradoxical exercise, to legitimise their land claim and secure their property 

rights while sim ultaneously underm ining the property claims o f  their rivals.
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Thus, o f  necessity, they remained constantly balanced on the knife edge o f 

self-contradiction, proclaiming peasant rights in a capitalist order.

Other factors also worked to underm ine the distributionist impulse. 

Globalisation was critical in two ways. Firstly, it drove up the amount o f  

land required for viability; secondly, and in tandem, it drove up expectations 

regarding living standards. Both factors made landed status increasingly 

difficult to attain and even when attained, it generally failed to deliver the 

prospects which many assumed it would. Thus for most who did obtain the 

20-25 acres, or even a little more, in later decades, under the land 

distribution, its attainment quickly turn sour as people faced the unrelenting 

battle to derive even a basic living from their small holdings (Daly, 2006).

The advocates o f  the peasant model had endlessly claimed its potential for 

development (Sheehy, 1938), asserting that an intensified small fanning 

system would be more productive than the ranching system which it sought 

to supplanted. Yet the peasant system singularly failed to deliver 

development. Throughout the period o f peasant pre-eminence output in Irish 

agriculture remained largely stagnant. Economic commentators, at the time 

and later, regularly asserted that land distribution and the break-up o f  the 

large holdings which it entailed was largely responsible for this situation 

(Smiddy, “General Comments on Agricultural Policy”, DT S12888B, 1944, 

Com m ission on Agriculture, 1923, Com m ission on Banking, 1938, 

Department o f  Agriculture, 1943, Johnston, 1939a, 1939b, O ’Donovan, 

Crotty, 1966 Kennedy et al, 1988). Land was not in most cases being more 

intensively worked and producing more, rather it was for the most part 

worked in the same m anner as before, but on a smaller s c a l e L o w  

intensity cattle raising continued to dominant, all that had changed was that 

the small holders now enjoyed a share in its product. Despite innumerable

O ne Irish G eographer describes the system  as “sm all sca le  ex ten siv e  farm ing” clearly  
som eth ing o f  a contradiction in term s and intended to capture the predicam ent w hich w as  
the ou tcom e o f  the peasant system .
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attempts stretching over many decades h'ish agriculture rem ained livestock 

dependent.

Peasant status rather than bringing the much vaunted ‘frugal com fort’ had 

spread a ‘lavish austerity’, and by the benchmark o f  Britain, which the Irish 

invariably applied, Ireland was failing to meet their expectations.

In the end status alone was not enough. People wanted developm ent and the 

absence o f  developm ent actually acted to undermine ‘landed peasant’ status. 

W hat value was there in peasant status, if  it brought, by the standards o f  the 

contem porary world a life o f  poverty far below that enjoyed by o n e’s urban 

counterparts? W hat was to be gained by those who got the 20-25 acres and 

attained the status o f  land holder if  that status could not provide them with 

those features o f modern life which were widely available elsewhere and 

which were in them selves a mark o f  the achievement o f  the societies in 

which they lived?

To use a somewhat different image, the Irish peasant resolution o f  the 

agrarian dilemm a can perhaps be captured in the image o f a rope, com posed 

o f all the elements already detailed, status, identity, distribution and 

development, bound together. Thus distribution was pursued in the search 

for status, yet the status that was pursued by so many made its achievem ent 

impossible for most. Equally, the assertion that peasant status represented 

the sole significant, worthy and worthwhile Irish identity drove the passion 

for its attainment. This binding together o f elements resulted in a constant 

conflict o f  objectives. Distribution pursued to its logical end resulted in the 

undeiTnining o f the very status its pursuit was intended to achieve. The 

peasant resolution was ultim ately to prove no more satisfactory to the 

peasantry than the strategy o f  agrarian capitalism  which the former colonial 

authorities had once attempted to enforce.
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In order for developm ent to take place it was necessary to unwind the 

strands o f  the rope and recombine them in new and creatively different 

ways. Yes, the peasantry’s focus on status had legitimacy, that the m anner 

in which a person derived their income was important to their self

perception and their standing in their com m unity and society. Perhaps 

indeed this is a useful insight which m odem  welfare program mes, focused 

as they frequently, on the mere provision o f  an ‘adequate’ income or access 

to ‘adequate’ services, may gam er from the peasant model.

However, other issues were also important. Development, the achievement 

o f economic growth and the raising o f living standards was an important 

objective and one which Irish people clearly and eam estly desired. To bring 

change and unbind the strands o f the peasant system had produced it would 

clearly be necessary to balance the search for status with the need for 

development.

Unbinding the status and identity issues was also critically important. An 

attempt had been made to collapse into a single unitary status all dimensions 

o f Irish identity, even at the height o f  its status it had never been more than 

partially successful. However, for a time the peasant assertion that Irish 

identity and peasant status were one did have a powerful hold on Irish 

society. The attainment o f  this status represented a societal pinnacle. As 

long as this binding o f identity to a particular expression o f  status was to 

persist the resources and energy o f  the society were com m itted to the 

widespread pursuit o f  this status. A status moreover whose meaningful 

possession by most was forever unattainable.

How this process o f unbinding o f  the strands o f status and identity, 

distribution and development would be achieved lies beyond the scope o f 

this work.
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LANDED PEASANTRY A TRANSITIONAL PHASE

Perhaps the most helpful way in which to view the landed peasant ideal is as 

a phase in development in which the Irish peasantry, or at least some o f 

them, bought themselves an extra generation on the land in order to come to 

terms with the nature o f the transition that would ultimately be necessary 

and to co-opt the political process to aid them in achieving the best outcome 

from that transfoirnation (Hannan and Commins, 1992). The Irish peasantry 

had always distrusted markets, putting their faith in politics instead. While 

their faith in politics had not made possible the attainment o f the peasant 

ideal it did aid the ultimate transition beyond peasantry. Thus their faith in 

politics had been finally vindicated. Despite this, however, a coming to 

terms with commodification and the global market was necessary in the end: 

“the choice is not between change and the status quo but between managing 

change and being washed away by it.” (Stephens, Financial Times, Friday 

29*'’ September 2006).
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CONCLUSION

IRISH SOCIAL POLICY: A RECONCEPTUALISATION

This final chapter draws together the key strands o f  the argument set out in 

detail in the earlier chapters. It will re-engage both with the three typologies 

set out in chapter two and with the comparative literature dealt with in 

chapter three. It then presents a summary o f  the key components o f  the 

peasant perspective which it is argued offers a more useful account o f Irish 

social policy during much o f  the 20*’’ century and in consequence has, it is 

suggested, great explanatory power regarding the shape o f  social policy in 

Ireland.

THE IRISH REGIME TYPES

This thesis has attempted a reconceptualisation o f Irish social policy 

development, and in doing so it has sought to question long accepted 

disciplinary boundaries within social policy (Powell, 2005, p. 343). At the 

outset the thesis briefly alludes to the British frame o f  reference within 

which Irish social policy has largely developed, setting forth the view that 

perhaps there is a poor fit between the disciplinary concerns and boundaries 

set by the policy focus o f  industrial Britain, taken and applied to 

predom inantly rural Ireland. A brief survey o f  any standard text will 

demonstrate the importance o f  these boundaries in fixing the points o f 

reference, the intellectual landscape o f  social policy (Hill, 1996, Glennerster 

and Hill, 1998, Blakemore, 2003, Alcock, 2003). Irish social policy is 

conventionally conceived within and, in the main, adheres to these 

boundaries (Kaim-Caudle, 1967, National Economic and Social Council, 

1975, 1976, Quin et al, 1999). Social policy according to this view is 

composed o f five broad, but clearly delineated, policy fields: income 

maintenance, housing, education, health and social care. Together they
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constitute the intellectual territory staked out for social policy, the widely 

accepted ‘received w isdom ’ o f  the post-war British dispensation. Irish social 

policy can be seen as a peripheral adjunct to this tradition (see chapter two 

for a fuller account).

Following these tentative reflections the thesis turned to an analysis o f the 

accepted body o f  scholarship which has set out to account for Irish social 

policy development. W hile not particularly extensive this literature does 

offer a range o f  perspectives, and in order to assist understanding a set o f  

three typologies were formulated: a Proto-British (Kaim-Caudle, 1967, 

Powell, 1992), a Catholic Corporatist (Higgins, 1981, M cLouglin, 1993) and 

a Late-M odem iser or State Lead M odernisation perspective (McCashin, 

1982, Breen et al, 1990) each offering a different account of the 

fundamental drivers o f the Irish social policy mix. The Proto-British 

perspective emphasises the British origins and continuing influence o f the 

British welfare model. The Catholic Coiporatists emphasise the role o f  the 

Catholic Church, the State-Lead M odernisers that o f the State, in particular 

its activism in the ‘m odernisation phase’ '***, contrasted with its perceived 

passivity during the early decades o f  independence. Each perspective offers 

valuable insight into the nature o f  social policy in Ireland, the British 

inheritance was and is important particularly in certain spheres; the Catholic 

Church played a m ajor role especially in key services, such as education and 

health. The State is undoubtedly a central player, and understanding its role 

is critically important. However, each perspective seems to suffer from key 

limitations, failing perhaps to grasp the full scope o f  the Irish case. The 

nature o f  the British legacy while important m ust find its place within a 

broader policy context. The scope and nature o f Catholic Church 

involvement in social policy demands extensive theorisation, as well as 

clear delineation. Finally, assertions regarding the apparent early passivity

The ‘modem period’ is here tai<en to refer to the period after 1958 and the publication o f  
Econom ic D evelopm ent (1958).
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o f the State in the ‘social policy’ sphere must address themselves to state 

activism in other spheres, conventionally seen as outside the scope o f  social 

policy but which this thesis has shown are in fact related to the central goals 

o f  social policy.

Attention now turned to the international literature, perhaps a comparative 

perspective could yield greater understanding, which theorising the Irish 

case alone could not deliver? M uch recent effort in the social policy 

literature has been committed to the task o f  typologising regimes o f welfare 

and it was to this literature that the thesis now turned. Much o f  this work 

originated with Esping-A ndersen’s ‘W orlds o f W elfare’ (1990, 1999) which 

set out to place welfare states within a tripartite regime framework. Indeed, 

Ireland was one o f  the cases considered by Esping-Andersen (1990), though, 

as Cousins shows, (1997, p. 226) its status within the regime types proved to 

be “a m ovable feast” .

Esping-Andersen has not been alone in finding Ireland difficult to place; 

other efforts to typologise suffered a similar fate, with Ireland moving 

across regime boundaries, and shifting regime type through time and 

according to policy focus (Obinger and W agschal, 2002, Arts and Gelissen, 

2002, Saint-Am aud and Bernard, 2003).

The conclusions, at this point seemed clear, Ireland would neither fit the 

broad frame o f  international typologising, nor be theorised successfully as a 

single case. It seemed however, that the problem might lie less with Irish 

peculiarity, a theme regularly taken up by some analysts, (Higgins, 1981, 

Powell, 1992, M cLoughlin, 1993), than with the disciplinary confines 

imposed by conventional formulations as to the proper sphere o f  social 

policy interest. Perhaps it was necessary to engage in a more fundamental 

rethink o f  the conceptual framework being applied to Irish social policy? 

Perhaps it was less a matter that Ireland was exceptional, than, that the
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disciplinary boundaries were working as an effective block to 

understanding. The W ork o f  Cousins (1997) and Fahey (2002) appeared to 

point in this direction. Fahey (2002) in particular asserts the existence o f an 

entirely different welfare channel, lying outside the conventional purview o f  

social policy.

The theoretical problem now taking shape seemed less a m atter o f  Irish 

peculiarity than the limited and Anglo-centric nature o f  the accepted 

disciplinary boundaries. In broad terms did rural, small farming, peasant 

Ireland, fit poorly into a disciplinary framework drawn up to suit urban, 

proletarian, wage earning, Britain? More importantly were there a range o f  

policies, centrally concerned with welfare, which were ignored simply 

because they did not fit the accepted framework? It was Fahey’s (2002) 

contention that the programme o f land sales and redistribution, commenced 

by the British, and continued by the independent state, was indeed such a 

policy. At its completion this policy had utterly transform ed the social 

structure o f  Irish society, displacing a m ling elite and effectively 

establishing Ireland as a peasant society. The rem ainder o f the thesis set out 

to explore the genesis and developm ent o f  this alternative welfare model.

RE-EXAMINING THE IRISH TYPOLOGIES IN LIGHT OF THE 

PEASANT MODEL

At this point it is once again necessary to examine the Irish typologies and 

indeed the whole question o f  how Irish social policy developm ent is 

conceptualised. Each o f  the three types clearly highlight important features 

o f  Irish social policy. Each gives pride o f  place to a particular feature, the 

British legacy, the Catholic Church, late developm ent and state activism. 

This thesis has attempted to put forward an alternative reading o f  Irish social 

policy which, it is hoped, can place all o f  the highlighted features w ithin a 

broader framework. Yes indeed there was a skeletal British legacy o f  some
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limited income transfer schemes, some rudim entary insurance schemes 

covering a small number o f  workers, and indeed there was a more 

substantial institutional legacy o f  the poor law system, in addition to other 

systems o f ‘coercive confinem ent’ (O ’Sullivan and O ’Donnell, 2005). 

However, both the relative importance, o f  the schemes o f  income transfers, 

and the role performed by the poor law institutions, were to find particular 

expression within Irish peasant society.

THE PROTO-BRITISH TYPE

The social insurance system along with the old age pension and other 

lim ited social transfers, provided under British administration, m ust find 

their place within a wider conceptualisation o f  social policy development. 

They were set in place in conform ity with the requirements o f  the political 

Union, still in existence at that time. Fundam entally their purpose was to 

meet the needs o f  Britain’s industrial heartland, not those o f  it rural 

periphery. As such they were substantially m odified in line with Irish 

conditions.

The most important feature to note regarding the British legacy o f  income 

transfers is, with the notable exception o f  the old age pension, their 

relatively minor impact on the bulk o f Irish society, conceived as the area 

which now constitutes the independent Irish state. It was designed to cater 

for an urban industrial workforce, a proletarianised workforce. System s o f 

social insurance are built on the reality o f  a worker em ployer relationship, 

each m aking contributions to the benefit o f  the employee, and addressed to 

the vulnerabilities o f  a m arketised society, for the large m ajority o f  land 

based peasant families systems o f  social insurance were quite plainly 

meaningless. No em ployer-employee relationship existed upon which to 

build them. Nor, all importantly, was there the wealth generating capacity o f 

industrial society with which to fund them. The stark conclusion therefore,
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given Ireland’s social structure then and subsequently, was that systems o f 

social insurance were simply an iirelevance. They had no place in a peasant 

society. Therefore, it can be concluded that if  this indeed was the British 

legacy upon which a welfare system was to be built, it was a system o f 

profoundly limited significance to the lives and the economic and social 

realities o f the ovei'whelming mass o f the Irish peasantry during much o f  the 

20* century. Thus there should be little wonder not only that this ‘legacy’ 

was not built upon, but rather that it would actually becom e calcified over 

subsequent decades, as policy makers, politicians and people alike set to the 

task o f enhancing the prospects for peasant survival.

Plainly it has been central to this thesis to demonstrate that the British 

legacy, in social policy terms stretched far beyond the confmes o f  the 

income transfer system around which it is conventionally conceived. 

Nevertheless if  this highly confined ‘legacy’ is accepted as the ‘true’ British 

legacy, then it is clear that this social policy system had a marginal impact 

and was o f  marginal interest to the bulk o f the Irish people. In light o f  this 

there can be no great mystery attaching to the fact that a ‘social policy’ 

agenda thus conceived would command little weight for politicians, policy 

makers or populace. The one substantial potential beneficiary o f such a 

regime was the class o f rural labourers, but they had been, in Britain, as 

elsewhere, ruled out o f  consideration. M ore importantly, in an Irish context, 

they were a class already well on its way to oblivion, greatly aided by the 

peasantisation process. They were a class which was demoralised and 

largely devoid o f  political influence. By contrast, the land owning peasantry 

were in the ascendant.

The second key site o f  the British welfare legacy was o f  course the 

institutional m achinery o f  ‘coercive confinem ent’, which, by contrast, was 

o f  m ajor significance (O ’Sullivan and O ’Donnell, 2005). This ‘legacy’ 

cannot be dism issed; far from being marginal it was a system which was to
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flourish and grow in the new state. It is also important to note not only its 

scale, but its longevity, long outlasting its British counterpart o f  which it had 

once been a part. Nor can it be seen, as such regimes are by convention, as 

an artefact o f  industrialisation, since Ireland if  anything was to becom e more 

profoundly rural as the early decades o f the 20'’’ century progressed.

The British perspective fails to offer any coherent theoretical account o f this 

system; its development and existence m erely chronicled. As the thesis has 

attempted to show already the mere presence o f such system s of 

cont'mement provides no critical insight or understanding as to their role and 

function. By contrast the concept o f peasant welfare can perhaps m akes such 

institutions more readily understandable. The dynamics o f peasant survival 

strategies coupled with the m anagement o f  sexuality, reproduction and 

property made these institutions a vital ingredient o f  peasant discipline. It is 

in this context that they flourished and retained their importance until quite 

recently.

The peasant perspective on this institutional nexus o f control and “coercive 

confinem enf’ (O ’Sullivan and O ’Donnell, 2005), lies in total contrast to the 

general literature which accounts for these systems in the context o f 

emerging capitalist marketisation and industrial discipline. Such 

explanations have little purchase in an Irish context which was 

overwhelm ingly rural. Rather as the thesis has already shown, these 

institutions, their long continuance and flourishing, can be explained within 

a peasant system vitally concerned to protect access to property by 

controlling and managing sexuality. The control o f  property and the 

management o f  sexuality were the central function o f these carceral 

institutions. Inculcating sexual not market discipline their goal. The 

particular focus on females and female sexuality is in this context 

unsurprising.
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CA THOLIC CORPORA TISM

Attention now turns once more to the Cathohc Corporatist account o f 

welfare developm ent m Ireland. In a sense this perspective can be seen as 

taking up the account with the British legacy. It poses the question, why, if  

the British legacy was so substantial, at least by the standards o f  the time, 

did Ireland fail to capitalise on that legacy and build a fully fledged welfare 

regime? The answer, according to this reading is to be found in the role o f  

the Catholic Church and its alliance with the conservative nationalist 

leadership o f  post-independence Ireland. Between them, according to this 

reading, they imposed a Catholic model o f  social protection, which gave the 

Catholic Church great pow er both in the provision o f  services and in the 

overall shape o f  the social system (for greater detail see chapter 3). These 

arguments have been extensively elaborated already, what is o f  concern now 

as to demonstrate that all o f  the features pointed to as confirm ations o f  the 

power o f  this Church and Nationalist coalition, can, it is suggested be more 

coherently accounted for within the peasant framework which the thesis 

details. From the perspective o f the peasant model, Catholicism , far from 

some free standing independent force, was in reality the powerful, but 

subordinate instrument o f  peasantry. Catholicism in its Irish em bodiment 

with its absolute com m itm ent to family above all else, its total and obsessive 

concern with sexuality and the management and corralling o f reproduction, 

was the creature o f  peasantry. Irish Catholicism was peasant Catholicism. 

Peasantry and not Catholicism  was the driver. This is not to refute the 

influence o f  Catholicism; indeed it is to assert its vital ideological and 

institutional importance. The Irish Catholic Church was com m itted to and 

bound up with the effort to ensure peasant survival. In this project the 

institutional Church and the people were at one. Catholic survival and 

peasant survival were inextricably linked. The com m itm ent firmly 

entrenched in the clergy and hierarchy, generated a fierce ruralist ideology 

which saw all things urban and British (viewed as synonymous), as dark and
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alien forces which would destroy the catholic religion and Irish peasant 

society both (Daly, 1985, 1994, O ’Dowd, 1987, Devereux, 1991, 1993)

There is no implication o f  some simple mechanistic relationship o f between

a clergy substantially composed o f the peasantry and their class

commitment. Peasantry and Catholicism  were far more deeply embedded

and interdependent. In an Irish context Catholicism  saw itself irrevocably

wedded to peasantry:

W hile our peasants say their beads, and meditate on the M ysteries o f 
the Rosary, they can never come wholly under the sway o f the
doctrine that men were sent into the world to be happy and to make
m oney.... [this] moral poison that flowed after the triumphant 
chariot wheels o f  utilitarianism  as embodied in English pow er.... He 
[Davis] would have his countrym en not merely politically free o f  the 
English Parliament but he would have them morally and 
intellectually free o f  the English G ospel.... He wanted the social 
organisation o f Ireland to be based upon the H om e...H e saw in the 
factory system a m onster that destroyed this ideal life, and he was its 
foe. He would have Ireland a nation o f peasant owners (quoted by 
O ’Farrell 1971, p. 229, from an issue o f  the Journal Lyceum, 1890).

Thus the m anagement o f  sexuality and its corollary the control o f  female 

sexuality was not simply some outcrop o f the febrile minds o f  a ‘sex 

obsessed’ celibate clergy, nor yet the product o f  the actions o f  over m ighty 

prelates, despite the actions o f some, which doubtless, lends a patina o f 

plausibility to such personalist readings. Catholic Church action and 

ideology was clearly the product o f  its enmeshm ent with peasantry, and in

this relationship it was peasantry which had the upper hand, even as

individual peasants might appear, or present themselves, as its ‘victim s’. 

Catholicism  was quintessentially the religion o f the pre-m odem , pre

industrial world. It was the religion o f subsistence peasant life. Therefore 

there should be little to surprise regarding the strong affinity between 

Catholicism  and peasantry.
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Nor should the ‘necessity’ o f  constraining wom en within patriarchy be laid 

so lely  at the door o f  the Catholic Church, despite the role o f  the clergy as it 

ch ief and zealous administrators. It is largely and perhaps conveniently  

forgotten that the laity were very frequently more zealous purveyors o f  

peasant morality than the clergy. Two factors made w om en’s inferior status 

an inevitable outcom e o f  the peasant system. Firstly, their role in .

reproduction made them both vital and at the same time threatening to a i
!

system  which so crucially rested on the control and transmission o f  property ! 

in the determination o f  life chances. Secondly, their exclusion  from 

inheriting the land ; it was very rare for wom en to inherit the land other than j 

as w idow s or in som e other ‘default’ status representative o f  a ‘failure’ o f  i  

peasant succession. These elem ents sealed their inferior status. In a property 

based society  those who ‘cou ld’ not inherit property were de facto o f  

‘inferior’ status. O nly as the grip o f  property was loosened and other 

potential avenues o f  advancement and life prospects opened up, did it 

becom e possible for w om en’s status to be enhanced. With the loosening o f  

the stranglehold o f  property, both factors, which had impeded w om en’s 

prospects, were sim ultaneously removed. Thus the obsession with  

reproduction fell into decline once property was no longer the sole  

determinant o f  life chances. Equally, at that same time new and direct access  

to resources, in the fonn o f  independently earned income, becam e available

to w om en. Only when w om en could enter the market as com m odified I
i

labour could they secure their status independently o f  peasant control. For 

many generations the sole route to such com m odification was emigration, 

an option which w om en pursued in numbers w ell in excess o f  their male 

counterparts (Travers, 1995).

It is important to reemphasise that the control o f  wom en and w om en ’s 

sexuality, without doubt one o f  the critical features o f  20*'’ century Ireland, 

were less to do with an attempt to institute som e obscure Catholic notion o f  

wom anhood and its proper place, and much more to do with the far less
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ethereal matters, such as how, when and m ost importantly who would have 

access to landed property? The danger in the Catholic Corporatist analysis is 

that it takes the ideologues, who rapped matters in ethereal robes, too much 

on their own terms. In this regard it is in danger o f  failing to see the material 

underpinnings, which so ferociously drove the familial rhetoric o f  self 

sacrificing motherhood and wom anly ‘virginal purity’ (Me Cullagh, 1991).

One aspect o f  the Catholic Corporatist account not yet touched on is the 

notion that Ireland established what can be viewed as a particular, 

conservative version, o f a recognisably corporatist welfare regime. In m any 

ways, taken at face value, this assertion seems the least convincing o f  all the 

features o f the Catholic Corporatist perspective, since the evidence for 

Continental style coiporatism  is difficult to find. W hen compared to 

Germany or France, acknowledged corporatist welfare regimes, with their 

segmentation insurance based provision, nothing comparable can be found 

in Ireland. Segmented systems o f welfare provision were o f  marginal 

importance and systems o f  social insurance equally so. In real terms the 

claim o f  corporatism can be largely be seen as an attempt to put a m odem  

welfare gloss upon the assertion o f Catholic dominance in the provision o f 

welfare services, particularly in the areas o f  education, health and social 

care. As well as an attempt to conceptualise the claim that Catholicism  was 

determinative o f  the nature o f  the wider social order in Post-Independence 

Ireland.

The corporatist stance o f continental European Catholicism  can be read as 

the effort o f the Catholic Church to come to grips with the shattering o f  the 

ancient agrarian order with which it was so critically identified and in which

M uch m ileage m ay be garnered from the over b low n talk o f  a few  fringe activ ists such  
as C oyne and Cahill coupled with the production o f  the long and laboured report o f  the 
C om m ission  on V ocationalism  in 1943. W hyte has done m ost to g iv e  life  to the idea that 
V ocationalism  represented a coherent v iew  w hich he sty les integralism  and w hich  he 
cla im s w as fundam ental to Church thinking in this period, indeed that it represented a 
coherent and threatening alternative w hich sought to underm ine the autonom y o f  the State  
system
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it was so deeply embedded. Some elements within Irish Catholicism  did 

indeed make considerable efforts to connect Ireland to that continental 

Catholic debate (Coyne, 1933, 1934, 1943, 1951). It is not surprising that, in 

‘Catholic Ireland’, such ideas would get an airing. However, what is clear is 

that despite much effort by a few this strand o f  Catholic though had little 

real or lasting impact in Ireland. This also should come as little surprise, 

why should Ireland participate in a Continental Catholic struggle to grapple 

with capitalism  and the emergence o f  urban industrial society. These issues 

were irrelevant in Ireland. Ireland largely, if  not, entirely unaffected by such 

cataclysmic developm ents could ignore such matters. The Irish peasantry 

had engaged in their own unique entanglem ent with m odernity and had 

succeeded in rejecting key features o f  its offering. Thus Irish Catholicism  

had no need to engage with the process o f  modernisation because it had 

already successfully battled to hold it in check. Corporatist structures 

designed to secure the workers against the blandishments o f  the radical left 

were clearly an irrelevance in peasant Ireland. Embedded peasant economic 

and social relations seemed, to the vast majority o f  the clergy, to be well 

secured. The frantic efforts o f  Continental Catholicism to come to grips with 

capitalism, were far away concerns. Ireland’s peasant revolution had saved 

it from the need to engage with capitalist modernisation, thus the task o f  the 

Church was to ensure the strength and ongoing survival o f  the revolutionary 

settlement, not to engage in marginal debates about an alien capitalist 

discourse which appeared to have been successfully defeated. M atters o f  

sexual continence were far more pressing, since, as long as the interests o f  

peasantry were secure, capitalism  would remain safely at bay beyond the 

island.

Indeed there was a very particular welfare system in Ireland and indeed the 

Catholic Church was hugely important in staffing its key institutions, 

policing its fault lines and giving coherence to its ideology. Despite all o f  

these important ftinctions which the Church in its various m anifestations did
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pertbmi, it did not provide the central logic which drove the system; 

peasantry alone did this.

THE LA TE MODERNISER

STA TE LEAD MODERNISA TION PERSPECTIVE

Finally, attention turns to the last o f the three typologies, the late Moderniser 

or State lead Modernisation view. Two basic features are important here, the 

assertion that little by way o f social policy development occurred prior to 

the ‘modernisation’ phase which followed the publication o f Economic 

Development (1958). This view is captured in the idea that a dominant 

Catholic Church and a subordinate state resulted in a regime which saw few 

programme or policy developments before the 1960s. The flip side o f this 

analysis is the notion that once the key policy maker within the civil service 

had taken the decision to modernise, signalled by Economic Development, 

that the State immediately moved from the role o f subordinate into that of 

dominant player in the spheres o f economic and social policy development. 

Cmcial to the whole argument set forth by the Modernisation perspective, is 

the idea o f the State moving from subordinate to that o f dominant actor. 

Such a reading fails to engage with state activism, which the thesis has 

attempted to detail, in policy spheres other than those conventionally 

constructed as within the social policy domain. This state activism is missed 

since it fails to follow the confines o f a recognisable welfare discourse. Thus 

state activism in the interests of peasant viability and survival is missed. 

Thus the theoretical expectations regarding the social policy domain lead to 

a failure to see the role of the State in a social policy arena concerned with 

ensuring peasant viability. Indeed, as the thesis has attempted to chart, this 

was the prime focus of policy, and not building an industrial welfare system; 

from the conventional viewpoint, however, this did not constitute social 

policy.

342



By contrast with this account the peasant model seems to offer a coherent 

reading o f  the policy choices which were made. In sum for as long as it 

appeared that for the bulk o f  Irish society reliance on peasant agriculture 

represented the prim ary prospect o f  securing a livelihood, public policy was 

substantially engaged in the task o f  securing its ongoing viability. As this 

strategy was slowly and painfully abandoned state engagem ent in the sphere 

o f industrial welfare becam e inevitable. M odernisation along capitalist lines, 

so long resisted, would slowly and gradually bring Ireland into broad 

conform ity with many o f  the features o f other industrial societies. As part o f  

the project o f  achieving this objective, the task o f  providing the social policy 

apparatus com m ensurate with that emerging social structure was indeed 

taken on by the State. However, peasantry remained and as such there was 

no abrupt abandonment o f  their interests, rather a slow unfolding, but 

perhaps inevitable, but until recently provisional, logic which only now 

appears close to its final resolution. AH along the pathway which led away 

from peasantry and towards a final coming to terms with capitalist 

m odernisation, the peasantry their prospects, fate and ultimate survival has 

remained a central concern o f  the Irish state.

PEASANTS AND THE WORLDS OF WELFARE

Having addressed the three Irish typologies, in the light o f  the peasant 

model, attention must now turn to the international com parative literature. 

Once again the thesis will address the issues in the light o f the peasant 

model.

W elfare typologising in Esping-Andersen’s view (1990), has the all 

important capacity to allow comparison o f  welfare system s while avoiding 

the need to engage with the details o f  national welfare histories. The regim e 

types are seen as offering a ‘shorthand’ interpretative fram ework for 

understanding how different systems respond to emerging challenges:



w om en’s greater engagem ent in the workforce, de-industrialisation and the 

growth o f  services or migration for example. The typologies it is claimed 

make it possible to capture the extent to which responses are built on the 

internal logic o f  a given regime.

However, before the value o f  this capacity to evaluate large systems and 

make com parative claims regarding regime types can be fully accepted, it 

seems valid to examine the underpinning logic o f  the regime approach. Only 

when this underpinning logic is made explicit can the scope and boundaries 

o f  the regimes perspective be delineated. Fundamental to the regime 

approach is the assumption that recognisably m odem  relations o f  production 

exist. The large ‘Fordist’ industries widespread in m any industrial societies 

in the mid 20*'’ century can be seen as the ‘ideal type’ embodiment. 

Furthennore the income transfers system is central to generating the types. 

Clearly m ethods o f  securing welfare which lie outside these policy dom ains 

are ignored. Thus pre-modem, peasant or crypto-peasant influences are de 

facto excluded from consideration.

From the perspective o f  the present thesis the question must be: are the areas 

o f welfare decomm odification which Esping-Andersen has chosen, as key 

determinants o f  the regime types, actually representative o f  the prim ary 

policy responses in the welfare arena? If the answer is in the negative then a 

clear theoretical and policy blindness is built into the core o f  the regime 

approach.

Esping-Andersen is quite explicit that the central dynamic which generates 

systems o f  welfare is the working class. Regimes which demonstrate a high 

degree o f  de-com modification are a consequence o f  the ability o f  the 

working class to build coalitions o f  interests and achieve their goals. It is 

clear from the Irish case that no substantial or coherent working class 

existed to form the dynamic core o f  this coalition building process.
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One o f  the m any critical reflections on the regime types has been the view 

that it fails to integrate the countries o f the southern M editerranean, Greece, 

Spain and Portugal. W hile critics have sought to identify these as forming a 

separate welfare regime type, Esping-A ndersen’ response has been to see 

them as outliers within the Corporatist type. However, what Esping- 

Andersen him self fails to appreciate is the extent to which the presence o f 

large rural peasant populations fundam entally alters the nature and channels 

o f  welfare. The present thesis in conceptualising a peasant model o f  welfare 

has attempted to demonstrate the fundamental difference in the peasant 

viewpoint. Thus what only emerges in the typologies as a ‘late 

developm ent’ or a ‘failure’ o f  welfare is a constraint built into the 

conceptual starting point. There is no absence or failure o f  welfare, rather, 

as the thesis has attempted to show, welfare is to be found in a wholly 

separate arena, and is in consequence addressed by the State in a different 

policy domain.

There are several crucial assum ptions which lie behind the ‘three w orlds’ 

approach which poses problem s when attempting to address societies which 

do not become fully industrialised. Industrial societies, at least in their 

classic phase o f  development, generate a social structure o f  mass 

proletarianised workers facing a small group which may be constructed as 

the owners o f  capital. This system along with the Fordist structures o f  

industry are generative o f  working class consciousness and solidarity. 

Esping-Andersen is clear enough that despite the importance o f the working 

class they never achieve that predom inating status which would allow them  

to set the welfare agenda entirely in keeping with their own wishes. He is 

however, quite clear that they are the m otor force in building welfare 

systems. It is their capacity to build coalitions with the various other class 

interests which generates the welfare system. Therefore, the coalition 

building ability o f  the working class is at the centre o f  the Esping-Andersen

345



analysis (1990). Consequently, it is assumed that all the societies which fall 

within the scope o f  the regime analysis will have substantial working class 

populations. The object o f  regime analysis is therefore to detennine the 

degree o f  decom m odification achieved based on the ‘success’ or ‘failure’ o f 

working class coalition building efforts.

From this view point no account is taken o f  the possibility that the working 

class far from fonning the dynamic centre around which ‘m odem ’ welfare 

system s were to be built, were in reality a marginal group with little capacity 

either to build coalitions or set the policy agenda. Ireland is clearly 

reflective o f  this latter situation. In Ireland it was the peasantry who formed 

the dynamic core around which the policy agenda was set. They saw no 

com m onality o f  interests with the working class; indeed, in the context o f 

the nationalist-unionist conflict, the working class, principally located in the 

Protestant North-East o f  the country, were viewed as the ‘natural’ ‘enem y’ 

o f  peasant nationalism, whose goal was to sever the link with industrial 

Britain.

Nor is the issue o f peasantry confined to those countries seen as marginal or 

new to the model. France and Italy in the very recent past had substantial 

peasant populations. Indeed it is clear from any standard account o f  the 

origins o f  the EU, that the structure o f  the Com m on Agriculture Policy in 

particular, was largely dictated by the need to secure the future living 

standards o f  French peasant farmers. These were central realities which 

gave shape to the EU. Fundamentally, they were about welfare but welfare 

for peasants not the working class. The system o f  farm supports which is 

known as the CAP (Com m on Agriculture Policy) was about rural welfare 

and rural living standards; it has rem ained to the present the central plank o f  

EU social spending. This m achinery is entirely ignored not only by Esping- 

Andersen in the regime types, but is alm ost entirely absent from the social 

policy literature. It is clear that welfare states are largely conceived as the by
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product o f  struggles between the working class and the various forces which 

would seek to manage or indeed inhibit their radical decomm odifying 

objectives.

Such a view point finds no place for the perspective o f  peasantry, who 

remained reliant on pre-comm odified and familial welfare strategies. 

Peasantry seeks to secure welfare through the control o f land and family 

networks o f solidarity. As such they fail to conform to the property-less 

proletarian industrial norm. They are a class which has successfully 

struggled to retain direct access to the means o f production in the form o f 

land. In this situation economic and social relations remain embedded 

within a context o f  kinship. Production and reproduction are engaged in 

together. No rational separation o f  production and reproduction has been 

achieved.

Contrary to the assum ptions which underlie Esping-Andersen’s analysis 

European peasantry until recently remained an important force in shaping 

European public policy including social policy. Peasantry therefore cannot 

be sim ply dism issed in the onward march o f m odernity and the working 

class. Their interest continued to find powerful expression w ithin both 

national and European policy systems. The European peasantry was a 

distinct class which had interests and a perspective on how welfare m ight be 

delivered which in many cases stood in contrast with, perhaps even in 

conflict with that o f  the urban working class.

Ireland has never been an industrial society. Up to very recent tim es the 

sheer scale and nature o f  peasant society made it the dom inant force in 

shaping most features o f Irish life including public policy. The im position o f 

a model built on the assum ption o f a strong indeed predom inant working 

class within an urban industrial society, can offer little by w ay o f 

explanatory pow er in an Irish context. It relies on m easuring system s o f
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income transfer which may, perhaps, be vital to understanding the welfare 

system o f a small group o f industrial societies, nevertheless has little to offer 

in attempting to understanding the dynamics o f  securing welfare in an Irish 

context.

Clearly, it is false to assum e that all the countries examined within the 

regime m ethod conform to a nonn o f  proletarian predominance. In 

consequence, those societies, such as Ireland, which least clearly 

approximate to this ‘norm ’, appear from this perspective as eccentric 

outliers."*’ln this way the peasantry make their presence felt only in their 

absence, in notions o f  welfare ‘failure’ and non-development, rather than by 

the welfare strategies which they pursued and through the welfare model 

which they attempted to secure.

COMMODIFICATION: THE CRITICAL COMPONENT

It is basic to the regime approach in all its forms that m odem  structures o f 

comm odification must exist. Thus it is assumed that a fully comm odified 

labour confronts fully com m odified capital in a market context. In this way 

comm odified labour is obliged to seek it livelihood in the market. In this 

context engagement with capital is unavoidable. In order for market ‘failure’ 

to be identified as a public policy concern, generating a welfare response, 

markets must not only exist, they must be fully articulated. In this context 

no other welfare strategy, as an altem ative to the market, is available. In 

order for market ‘failure’ to be identified full market developm ent and full 

labour engagement with the market is required. The radical separation o f  all 

spheres o f human society, the separation o f  social and economic activity and 

the comm odification o f economic activity must be an accomplished ‘fact’. 

Thus comm odification, the presence and operation o f  a fully integrated 

market for all factors in the productive process, is the necessary prerequisite
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to decomm odification. Decommodification can only occur in a context

where com m odification has already taken place. Ireland, but by no means

only Ireland, represents a case where fully commodified market engagem ent

was successfully resisted. This resistance was built on the preservation o f  a i
i

‘precom m odified’ peasant order, in which welfare was an em bedded feature i
iot a familial realm. The State, built for and by the peasant social form ation ; 

who had resisted comm odification instituted a social policy regime | 

consonant with the peasant order, which sought to extend and uphold that 

‘precom m odified’ regime. In this regime neither labour, nor capital, in its 

critical form, land, were commodified. Capital and labour continued to be 

yoked together, and economic, social, and indeed familial and personal i 

spheres rem ained embedded.

Regions or countries which have within their territory substantial land 

owning or land controlling p e a sa n tr ie s '" , by definition have, in these 

peasant populations, social fonnations which have strategies o f  survival and 

welfare which lie beyond the scope o f  markets. There is no claim here that 

peasants doing not engage in the labour market, the evidence for this 

overwhelming. However, what is being put forward is the idea that they 

have available to them a w ider menu o f  survival strategies centred on land 

which makes the capture o f  their engagement with the State and its policy 

regime far more complex. !

All importantly, mainstream social policy discourse only captures this 

alternative to the market not as a separate welfare generating dom ain with 

which states with such populations must engage, but rather it is conceived 

both theoretically and in policy outcomes as an ‘absence’ o f  welfare, as j

The distinction betw een land ow nersh ip and land control was, as has been sh ow n  in 
earlier chapters, a distinction o f  little im portance in a pre-capitalist order. It w as o n ly  as 
capitalist assertions o f  ‘private ow n ersh ip ’ cam e to threaten established peasant strategies  
o f  control that ‘su cc e ssfu l’ peasant counter strategies o f  survival saw  the ‘n e c e ss ity ’ o f  
securing ‘o w n ersh ip ’ in recognizab ly  m odern capitalist term s. T he thesis has already  
attem pted to set forth the key features o f  this process in an Irish context. T he Irish peasantry  
w ere far from being  alone in securing their interests by such m eans.
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regime ‘m arginality’ or ‘failure’. Thus mainstream social policy discourse, 

which includes the regime typologies fail to capture this realm o f economic 

activity and welfare strategy on its own terms, but instead constructed it as 

the absence o f  social policy and the failure o f  development, rather than what 

it is a dom ain o f  economic activity which cannot be captured by theoretical 

assum ptions built on the ‘necessity’ o f labour commodification.

In the Irish case the debate is not sim ply about the scale o f  the farm sector in 

Ireland in comparative context. W hile the scale o f  the sector is critical in 

accounting for the shape o f policy, what was more important was its 

structure, specifically the predom inance o f a peasant population with a 

lim ited market engagement. This peasant population retained or 

reconstructed many o f the features o f  a ‘precom m odified’ social order.

The critical concept central to Esping-A ndersen’s whole argument is the 

notion o f  comm odification and its counterpart delivered through welfare 

regim es decommodification. In the most basic terms the capitalist process o f 

com m odification, marketisation if  you will, must have taken place in order 

for decom m odification to be possible. The full operation o f  the market and 

its impact on labour, the economic cycles which it generates, and the 

consequent vulnerabilities which therefore arise for labour which is wholly 

dependent upon market access for survival, all these features which are 

direct products o f the m arketisation process generate the welfare strategies 

so fam iliar to social policy discourse. Clearly, beyond this brute fact, 

Esping-Andersen has recognised that different societies develop different 

strategies which are a product o f  the power o f the working class to enforce 

or co-op others into their reading o f  the ‘facts’. In this Esping-Andersen has 

indeed indentified a salient feature productive o f  what he clearly sees as the 

lim ited configurations o f welfare regime types which are possible; in fact 

different societies responsed to this m arketisation process in different ways.
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and Esping-A ndersen’s prim ary goal is to illustrate the welfare outcomes 

which result.

It will be clear that Ireland fails to fit the essential prerequisites o f  the 

model. If  full m arketisation o f  social and economic relations is the necessary 

first step which opens the possibility, and the ‘necessity’ o f 

decommodification, then the Irish case clearly did not met this criteria. The 

Irish peasantry successfully resisted marketisation o f land, in doing so they 

held forth a model o f  embedded social and economic life built on kinship 

and familial welfare, deeply embedded in the Irish peasant construction o f 

the ‘traditional’ realm. This stance asserted that welfare was generated by 

securing the continued link between family and land. Capitalism  failed to 

take hold o f  the crucial sphere o f  land. Thus the assum ption o f 

comm odification does not withstand basic scrutiny. Therefore, in so far as 

the first step is absent from critical spheres o f  economic and social life, 

namely the land in a peasant society, then the next step, decomm odification 

becomes o f  marginal relevance. More importantly the ongoing importance 

o f ‘precom m odified’ economic and social relations and their role in welfare 

generation will be entirely missed. The model, because o f  its basic 

assumption, will be entirely blind to the welfare generating sphere o f  the 

peasantry’s lim ited market engagement. If land and labour are key factors o f 

production, and they remain prim arily or substantially outside the sphere o f  I
I

markets, then what in reality is be accounted for, particularly in a society j 

such as Ireland’s where peasantry predominated? If m odels only evaluate 

systems built on the assum ption o f  commodification o f  the factors o f  j 

production and this process has only impacted on a very limited and indeed 

in the Irish case, until quite recently, quite a marginal sphere o f  economic ; 

life, then, clearly the rather unsurprising result will be a social policy regim e 

which is limited in scope and provision. In a very real sense the 

prerequisites o f  the model, commodification, engagement by labour in the 

market, are not met, or, if  they are met, are met by too few to substantially
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impact on the nature o f the regime. The experience o f market exposure, and 

their need for welfare solutions geared to addressing this exposure, fails to 

reflect the experience o f  the majority. Thus the requirem ents o f  the regimes 

model may send the researcher and analyst in the ‘w rong’ direction.

Thus a system o f  social protection based on comm odified economic 

relations may be found in a most basic and rudim entary form, and, in 

consequence it will be assumed that welfare provision and social policy 

developm ent were and are m dim entary and basic in nature. Clearly, in the 

case o f  Ireland for much o f the 20*'’ century the premise was wrong so the 

conclusion was equally wrong. W elfare and social policy was sought in the 

wrong places because com m odification did not substantially encompass the 

experience o f  the ‘family labour’ farm. Thus in a real sense market ‘failure’, 

forestalling or placing a break on the market was the foundation upon which 

the peasantry sought to build their security. In so far as this critical insight, 

this alternative welfare through blocking the market, is ignored then whole 

populations, which have in reality been critical to the shaping o f  European 

history and public policy disappear from social policy discourse.

Nor is it sufficient to integrate them  as farmer capitalists. Peasantry is a

status which fundamentally contradicts or cross cuts the polarities o f

politics, social life and class interests which capitalism  generates. Thus

while peasants can indeed emerge as fully developed capitalist farmers

employing labour and engaging fully in markets for purposes o f profit in an

entirely rational and capitalistic way. There is no necessity that this

developm ent will occur, and indeed even for the most market focused o f

farmers certain critical pre-capitalist peasant, non-marketised features 
• 112remain intact. Thus even in a m odem  context when it may be asserted that

"■ A  co m p lex  debate ex ists w ithin the literature o f  Peasant Studies and Rural S o c io lo g y  
regarding the theoretical construction o f ‘ fam ily  labour’ farm s, w hich remain the primary 
productive unit o f  agricultural production across the g lobe. Som e o f  this literature attem pts 
to reconstruct modern peasantry as “sm all com m od ity  producers”, this concep tion  is an
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Ireland’s m odem  fully commercial fulltime farmers are thorough market 

focused capitalists, even these are in fact substantially reliant o f non-market 

income to secure their welfare in the shape o f  EU Com m on Agricultural 

Policy (CAP). Equally, land and labour remains substantially locked 

together and non-market familial considerations are crucial in detennining 

the prim ary route o f  land disposal, which continues to be inheritance 

(Lafferty et al, 1999, pp. 29-36).

Quite unsurprisingly as the Irish population has gradually come to resemble 

the m arketised profile o f their cousins in other European societies, 

increasingly the State has found it necessary to deliver many o f  those 

welfare goods seen as appropriate and necessary in a marketised society.

M odels which are built on the presumption that economic activities are 

unifoiTnly and clearly disem bedded from social and reproductive relations 

fail to account for societies which retain strong and still influential peasant 

populations, who must be taken account o f  both in the political and policy 

m aking arena.

The Irish typologies dealt with at the start o f  the chapter also imply a 

comm odified system. Their failure to engage on a theoretical plane with the 

marketised assumptions on which they rely is a fundamental weakness in 

their arguments. The unacknowledged assum ption that m arketised relations 

are the prerequisite for market transcending welfare, results in a basic 

distortion o f  the whole discussion o f  social policy and welfare in Ireland. 

The failure to engage theoretically or indeed practically with the dynamics 

and nature o f  peasantry and its implications for welfare is a critical 

weakness impacting the bulk o f the literature on Irish social policy.

attem pt to account for peasant engagem ent w ithin capitalism , w h ile  a lso  taking account o f  
ongo in g  fam ilial non-m arket relations.
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Furthermore, this weakness has also limited the scope and nature o f 

international social policy discourse.

There is indeed a ‘failure, it is a failure to take account o f  the peasant 

perspective. To articulate and account for regimes o f welfare which seek to 

preserve precom modified economic and social relations and which seek to 

maintain welfare generating outcom es which lie substantially outside the 

market. These peasant systems and the efforts o f  many European states to 

engage w ith them cannot simply be represented as the absence o f welfare, 

simply because they fail to fit the com m odification-decom m odification 

model. Thus, at the heart o f  the whole analysis o f  social policy is the 

unacknowledged assum ption that capitalist social and economic relations 

predominate. This is an unjustified assumption. It is essential that the 

dynamics which drive capitalism are clear and explicit. Equally it is 

essential that the social systems which predated the emergence o f capitalism 

are fully understood. Capitalism  and its development was a process, not an 

event. It emerged at different times and in different places. Its m anner o f 

engagement with the pre-existing social order varied from place to place. Its 

emergence was far from unitary, linear or unstoppable. The role o f 

peasantry is critical to any account o f  how capitalism  developed across 

Europe. The understanding o f  these dynamics must inform how welfare 

regimes are conceptualised. The failure to do so will result in an account o f 

welfare regim es which makes normative assumptions regarding the pace 

and extent o f  capitalist social and economic relations which are unwarranted 

and result in a distortion o f the understanding o f welfare regimes.

It may appear unreasonable to expect that all efforts to understand the 

developm ent o f  social policy must provide a detailed account o f the pace 

and scope o f  capitalist developm ent in each country or region under review. 

This, however, is not what is being advocated, what is intended is a simple 

theoretical account o f the specifically capitalist social relations which
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generate the comrnodit'ication-decommodirication dynamic. Logically it 

must follow that social formations, in this case peasantry, which preserve 

key components from an earlier embedded economic and social order, a 

precom modified regime, if  you will, do not readily recognise their interests 

in, nor indeed rally to support regimes o f  welfare built on commodification. 

This does not imply that they are not concerned with welfare outcom es, but 

rather that their precom m odified social order will generate different welfare 

requirements, and indeed will generate wholly different welfare strategies 

on the part o f the State, welfare responses which will not readily conform 

with the com m odification-decom m odiflcation dynamic o f the capitalist 

social order. This reality which should be quite clear from the nature o f 

peasantry and the nature o f  the capitalist order should inform a much more 

nuanced discussion o f  welfare regimes. In those countries, and in reality 

there are few European countries where peasantry did not remain a critical 

political and policy consideration up to very recent times, where peasantry 

formed a still significant social formation it is essential that 

conceptualisations o f  welfare take full account o f the different dynam ics o f  

peasant system s and that any effort to formulate an account o f  welfare 

regimes must consider this important dimension.

In so far as regime types, or indeed other comparative endeavours, fail to 

take account o f  social formations, such as peasantry, they present a lim ited 

and constricted notion o f  welfare and the policy menu to which it gives rise. 

Peasants having secured the maintenance o f substantial elements o f  a 

precom modified order, approach the welfare issue from a different 

standpoint to those who have been thoroughly proletarianised and are 

entirely market dependent to generate their livelihood.

Most accounts o f  the emergence o f capitalism  are unsurprisingly strongly 

influenced by and focused upon England, seen as the cradle o f  capitalist 

development. Frequently, as a result, England is viewed as the model and
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template for later capitalist developm ent in other European societies. In 

contrast with this view, M acfarlane (1978, 1987, 2002) claims that far from 

being a largely unproblematic transition from peasantry to capitalism  which 

England happened to make som ewhat ahead o f  other countries, he asserts 

that the English social order which would giving rise to capitalism, can be 

traced into the middle ages. As a consequence both the changes which took 

place and the different social and economic configuration which emerged 

were long in gestation, and were, in M acfarlane’s view unique products o f 

an English social order. Peasantry and the peasant social and economic 

order according to M acfarlane’s argum ent (1978, 1987, 2002) was already 

largely absent from England by the early m odem  period. This analysis 

clearly has fundamental implications for our understanding o f the process o f 

capitalist developm ent in England, but also across the whole o f Europe.

If this view is correct then it is clear that England, rather than the harbinger 

o f  a process which all would follow in simply and logical sequence, can be 

seen as having a unique constellation o f  legal, social and economic 

developm ents which resulted in the emergence o f  a post-peasant order 

which other European societies, who retained substantial and vocal 

peasantries, would struggle to em ulate over the succeeding century. If this 

reading is valid, Ireland can be reconstructed as a member o f  a European 

peasant mainstream rather than a semi-industrial periphery. Thus responding 

to and managing peasantry was part o f the policy agenda across Europe for 

all o f  the 19*'’ and much o f  the 20*'’ century. Only England found itself 

arriving at the beginning o f  the 19*'’ century without a peasantry. Thus 

England can be seen as representing a quite unique social system which 

other societies would indeed seek to emulate, while lacking England’s 

unique starting point. Their efforts to follow England’s lead were 

necessarily fraught with difficulty as they attempted to balance the 

competing and still powerful demands o f  a substantial peasant population 

with the demands o f m odernisation and the logic o f  embryonic capitalism.
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Thus peasantry was to remain a factor in the politics and social policies o f 

m ost European countries up to very recent times and can certainly be 

identified in the negative, marginal or peripheral status which is conferred 

on welfare regimes which have as a common feature strong and enduring 

peasant populations. If the logic o f  the present argument is accepted, it is 

surely apparent that it is unsatisfactory to cut out o f  welfare debate the 

concerns o f a social formation such as peasants, who have clearly had such a 

central role in the battle over modernisation right across Europe. In the Irish 

case, given the overwhelm ing importance o f  the peasant population, it is 

somewhat difficult to understand how social policy could be conceptualised 

in such a m anner as to ignore the perspective o f  the dom inant social 

formation in the new state.

PEASANTRY ‘THE FINAL PHASE’ AND THE ENDURING I 
LEGACY

The ‘final phase’ for the Irish peasantry could be variously dated, indeed in I  

many ways the peasantry were in process o f  ‘dissolution’ from the very • 

outset. In the long perspective o f the past two centuries and more, it is
I

possible to look back and see the onward march o f  capitalist m odernisation j 

as ‘inevitable’, ‘natural’ and ‘evolutionary’, with peasantry engaged in a 

‘futile’ effort to stand in the way o f  its ‘trium phant’ march through history. : 

The present thesis has attempted to modify such an evolutionary and j 

deterministic picture. It sees Capitalism , not as some inherent logic o f  

history but rather, in a much longer tim e horizon o f  human history, as the 

‘strange’ and ‘exotic outcrop’, which, from the perspective o f  peasantry, it 

undoubtedly appeared. Far from demonstrating some inhering logic - as
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Marx and the Classical Economists all ag reed "^ - , capitalism  was an 

entirely strange ordering o f human affairs. A form o f ordering, moreover, 

which attempted to ‘alienate’ human beings from the natural world by 

separating what was fundamental to human existence, the effort to secure 

survival from the prerequisites o f  its achievement land.

If the history o f capitalism  and its engagement with peasantry tell us 

anything, it is that there is no inhering logic or evolutionary necessity, no 

end point o f  global capitalist governance or perfectly com petitive global 

markets, some ‘necessary’ historical ‘end tim e’ o f capitalist m odernisation 

(Held et al, 1999, pp. 11-20). The process o f  capitalist m odernisation, still 

being played out, is contingent and reversible, with many possible, unknown 

and unknowable outcomes. The Irish peasantry, perhaps in their poor and 

inarticulate fashion, understood this. They saw the power o f  politics and 

used it to construct an order which sought to circumvent the 

com m odification-decom m odification dilemma, attempting to bypass the 

market in the critical areas o f  land and labour. Land and labour would 

remain the ‘naturally’ embedded elem ents that they were and by this means 

welfare would be secured. The Irish peasantry had found their own form o f 

‘politics against m arkets’ (Esping-Andersen, 1985), a form what is more, 

fundamentally congenial to their worldview.

Perhaps if  for a moment an imaginative leap is attempted, and we seek to 

view matters from the perspective o f  the people most clearly and often 

brutally affected by the processes o f  m odernisation, the peasantries o f  the 

world, first in Europe, and then beyond, there was nothing ‘inevitable’, 

‘necessary’ or indeed ‘natural’ about capitalism. From this perspective 

indeed capitalism  represents the artificial separation o f  spheres o f  interest

T h is  is  the grou n d  w h ich  M arx shared  w ith  th e  C la ss ic a l P o lit ic a l E c o n o m is ts , parting  
c o m p a n y  regard in g  M a rx ’s v ie w  that a p o st-c a p ita lis t  realm  lay  in  w a it w ith in  the  lo g ic  o f  
ca p ita lism  itse lf .
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and human activity which were for m illennia embedded in a ‘natural’ realm

o f familial life and work:

W hat we call land is an element o f  nature inextricably intei'woven 
with m an’s institutions. To isolate it and form a market out o f it was 
perhaps the weirdest o f  all undertakings o f our ancestors (Polanyi, 
[1944],2002, p. 187)

I
I

W idespread land ownership while by no means the sole legacy left by i 

peasantry to Irish public policy and politics, remains significant; as such it i 

had been an important driver o f the Irish public policy (for example Ireland ] 

has no system o f  property taxes"'*). W idespread land ownership has also 

impacted on the share o f  resources which accrue to land owners resulting ; 

from developm ent in its various forms, including public as well as private 

infrastructure. No matter what the objectives o f a given developm ent the 

payment o f a full market price for all land is popularly seen as in conform ity 

with the Constitutional rights o f the land owner. This has been one o f  the 

most ironic outcom es o f  the struggle o f  the Irish peasantry to prevent the 

comm odification o f ‘their’ land. All efforts to date to provide a mechanism 

for safeguarding the wider public interest in the face o f  land owners claims 

have ‘failed’, or perhaps have lacked the political will to tackle such a 

widely entrenched interest. Thus an enduring peasant legacy does remain. 

This legacy may also be speculated upon with regard to the strong class 

coalitions which the two major political parties represent, as well as its ! 

impact on public perceptions o f  class identity, interests and cleavages. All , 

this lies well beyond the scope o f  this present work but m ay form part o f  a 

research agenda for the future. Perhaps, finally, the peasant nature o f  Irish 

society in the 20*  ̂century m ay at last be acknowledged and perhaps now, be 

dispassionately analysed and debated. Ireland became during the course o f  

the 20 '̂’ century a peasant society. The peasantry had opposed the British 

effort to enforce the market. They were successful in that opposition, 

ensuring that land and labour and the social system which it supported

T he so le  attempt to bring in a property tax, briefly  instituted and faced w ith major 
opposition , w as abandoned alm ost three decades ago.
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remained intact. They developed social policies which supported that regime 

o f precom modified social relations. All o f  this was ‘achieved’ in the shadow 

o f  Capitalism. It would not have been possible without the market, most 

importantly for the labour o f those who could not share in the peasant 

regime. Thus a relationship with the market is critical, but it was a 

relationship with the market, which the peasantry sought to achieve, in so 

far as this was possible, on their tenns.
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APPENDIX 1 

Irish Land Legislation I848-I992"'’

• Irish Incumbered Estates Act (1848)

‘An Act to facilitate the Sale o f  Incumbered Estates in Ireland’ 11 & 12 

Viet., c. 48 [14 August 1848]

• Incumbered Estate (Ireland) Act (1849)

‘An Act further to facilitate the Sale and Transfer o f Incumbered Estates 

in Ireland’.12 & 13 Vict.,c 77 [28 July 1849]

• Incumbered Estate (Ireland) Act (1852)

‘An Act to continue the Powers o f  Applying for a Sale o f  Lands under 

the Act for facilitating the Sale and Transfer o f  Incumbered Estates in 

Ireland’ . 15 & 16 Viet. C 67 [30 June 1852]

• Incumbered Estate (Ireland) Act Continuance Act (1853)

‘An act o f continuing and amending the Act for facilitating the Sale and 

Transfer o f  Incumbered Estates in Ireland’.6 &17 Vict.c. 64 [15 August 

1853]

• Incumbered Estate (Ireland) Act Continuance Act (1855)

Sources for this material are Bull (1 9 9 6 ) and the Irish Statute book: A cts o f  the 

O ireachtas 1 922-2005  and Statutory Instrum ents 1922-2005 .
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‘An Act to extend the period for applying for a Sale under the Acts for 

facilitating the Sale and Transfer o f Incumbered Estates in Ireland’.lS  & 

19 Viet., 73 [30 July 1955]

• Landed Estates Court (Ireland) Act, (1858)

An Act to facilitate the Sale and Transfer o f  Land in Ireland’.21 22 

Viet., c 72 [2 August 1858]

•  The Landed Property (Ireland) Improvement Act (1860) [Cardw ell’s 

Act]

‘An Act to amend the Law relating to the Tenure and Improvement o f  

Land in Ireland’.23&24 Viet., c 153 [28 August 1860]

• The Landlord and Tenant Law Amendment Act (Ireland) (1860) 

[D easy’s Act]

‘An Act to consolidate and amend the law o f Landlord and Tenant in 

Ireland’.23&24 Viet., c 154 [28 August I860].

•  Landlord and Tenant (Ireland) Act (1870) [Gladstone’s First Land 

Act]

‘An Act to amend the Law relating to the Occupation and Ownership o f  

Land in Ireland’.33&34 Viet., c. 46 [1 August 1870]

• Landlord and Tenant (Ireland) Act (1872)

‘An Act to explain and amend the Landlord and Tenant (Ireland) 

Act, 1870, so far as relates to the Purchase by Tenants o f their 

Holdings’.35&36.,32 [18 July 1872]

363



• Land Law (Ireland) Act, 1881 [Gladstone Second Land Act]

‘An Act to further amend the Law relating to the Occupation and 

Ownership o f  Land in Ireland, and for other purposes relating 

thereto’.44&45 Viet., c. 49 [22A ugustl881]

• Arrears o f  Rent (Ireland) Act (1882)

‘An Act to make provision respecting certain Arrears o f  Rent in 

Ireland’.45&46 Viet., c. 47 [18 August 1892]

• Purchase o f  Land (Ireland) Act (1885) [Ashbourne Act]

‘An Act to provide greater faciUties for the Sale o f  Land to occupying 

Tenants in Ireland’.48749 Vict.,c 73 [14 August 1885]

• Land Law (Ireland) Act (1887)

‘An Act to amend the Land Law (Ireland) Act, 1881, and the Purchase 

o f  Land (Ireland) Act, 1885, for the other purpose consistent 

therew ith’.50&51 Viet., c. 33 [23 August 1887]

• Purchase o f  Land (Ireland) Amendment Act (1888)

‘An Act further to facilitate the Purchase o f  Land in Ireland by 

increasing the amount applicable for that purpose by the Land 

C om m ission’.5 1&52 vict., c 49 [24 December 1888]

• Land Law (Ireland) Act (1888), Amendment Act (1889)
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An Act to am end ‘T h e  Land Law  (Ireland) Act, 1888” , w ith regard  to 

L easeho lders’.52& 53 V iet., c.59 [30 A ugust 1889]

0  Purchase o f  Land (Ireland) A ct (1891) [B alfour A ct]

A n A ct to p rovide fu rther Funds for the Purchase o f  Land in Ireland, and 

to m ake pen n an en t the Land C om m ission ; and to provide for the 

Im provem ent o f  the C ongested  D istricts in Ireland’.54& 55 V iet., c. 48 

[5 A ugust 1891]

•  C ongested  D istrict B oard (Ireland) Act (1893)

‘An Act to am end the pow er o f  the C ongested  D istricts B oard so far as 

respects the Purchase and H olding o f  P roperity ’.56& 57 V iet., c. 35 [24 

A ugust 1893]

•  C ongested  D istrict B oard (Ireland) Act (1894)

An Act to m ake further p rovisions w ith  respect to the C ongested  D istrict 

Board for Ireland’.57&  58 V iet., c 50 [25 A ugust 1894]

•  Purchase o f  Land (Ireland) A m endm ent Act (1895), Session 2

‘An Act to re-enact Section T hirteen  o f  the Purchase o f  land (Ireland) 

Act, 1891’.59 V iet., c. 4 [5 Septem ber]

•  Land Law  (Ireland) A ct (1896)

‘A n A ct to further am end the Law  relating to the O ccupation  and 

O w nership  o f  Land in Ireland, and for o ther purposes re la ting  

there to ’,59 &  60 V ict.,c. 47 [14 A ugust 1896]

•  C ongested  D istrict B oard (Ireland) A ct (1899)
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‘An Act to amend certain provisions o f the Land Law (Ireland) Act, 

1986, affecting the Congested District Board, and to make further 

provision for the expenses o f that Board out o f  m oney provided by 

Parliam ent’, 62 &63 Viet., c. 18 [1 August 1899]

• Purchase o f  Land (Ireland) Act (1901)

‘An Act to amend subsection (1) o f  section nine o f the Purchase o f Land 

(Ireland) Act,, 1891, and subsection (2) o f section forty-three o f  the Land 

Law (Ireland) Act, 1896’. 1 Edw. V I 1, c. 3 [2 July 1901]

• Purchase o f  Land (Ireland) (No 2) Act (1901)

‘An Act to extend the Purchase o f  land (Ireland) Amendment Act, 

1889’. 1 Edw. VI l,c. 30 [17 August 1901]

• Congested District Board (Ireland) Act (1901)

‘An Act to amend the Congested Board (Ireland) A cts’. 1 Edw. V I 1, c. 

34 [17 August 1901]

• Irish Land Act (1903) [W yndham Act]

‘An Act to amend the Law relating to the occupation and ownership o f 

land in Ireland and for other purposes relating thereto and to amend the 

Labourers (Ireland) A cts’. 3 Edw. V I 1, c. 37 [14 August 1903]

• Irish Land Act (1904)
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‘An Act to explain and amend Section forty-eight o f  the Irish Land Act, 

1903, with respect to the payment and application o f  the percentage 

provided by the said section’. 4 Edw. VI I. c. 34 [15 August 1904]

•  Irish Land Act (1907)

‘An Act to make provisions with respect to the Disposal o f  M ining 

rights under section thirteen o f  the Irish Land Act, 1903, and to amend 

section fifty-four o f  that A ct’. 7 Edw. V I 1. c.38 [28 August 1907]

•  Evicted Tenants (Ireland) Act (1907)

‘An Act to facilitate the provision o f Land for certain Evicted Tenants in 

Ireland and for other purposes connected therewith, and to make 

provision with respect to the tenure o f office by the Estates 

C om m issioners’. 7 Edw. V I 1. c. 56 [28 August 1907]

•  Evicted Tenants (Ireland) Act (1908)

‘An Act to amend section one o f the Evicted Tenants (Ireland) Act, 

1907, with respect to the com pulsory acquisition o f tenanted land’. 8 

Edw. V l l .  c. 22 [1 August 1908]

•  Irish Land Act (1909) [Birrell Act]

‘An Act to amend the law relating to the occupation and ownership o f  

Land in Ireland and for other purposes relating thereto’. 9 Edw. VI I .  c. 

42 [3 December 1909]

• Irish Land (Provision for Sailors and Soldiers) Act (1919)
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‘An Act to facilitate the provision o f  land in Ireland for men who have 

served in the Naval, Military, or Air Forces o f the Crown in the present 

war, and for other purposes incidental thereto’. 9&10 Geo. V. c. 82 [23 

December 1919]

• Land Law (Commission) Act (1923)

An act to amend the law relating to the Irish land comm ission and to 

dissolve the congested districts board for Ireland and transfer its 

functions to the Irish land commission, and for other purposes connected 

therewith.

No 27 o f  1923 [2Ath July, 1923.]

• Land Act (1923)

An act to amend the law relating to the occupation and ownership o f 

land and for other purposes relating thereto.

No 42 o f  1923 [9th August 1923.]

• Land Bond Act ’ (1925)

An act to make, further and better provision in relation to the issue o f 

land bonds under the land act, 1923, and the guarantee and redem ption 

thereof and payment o f  interest thereon and for the disposal o f  purchase 

annuities paid under that act.

No 25 o f  1925 [3rd July, 1925.]

• Land Act (1926)

The land bond acts were the periodic provisions necessary to fund the land program m e.
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An act to confmTi and, for the puipose o f such confinnation, to declare 

the extent o f the application o f the land act. 1923. to tenanted land and to 

define more fully the land which is tenanted land for the puiposes of that 

act.

No 11 o f 1926 [ 1 1 March, 1926.]

• Land Act (1927)

An act to amend the law relating to the occupation and ownership of 

land and for other purposes relating thereto.

No 19 o f 1927 [IXstMay,  1927]

• Land Act (1929)

An act to give to the irish land commission power in certain cases to 

appoint limited administrators to deceased persons, to tlx the standard 

purchase annuity in respect o f holdings subject to rents other than 

judicial rents, to explain and amend the provisions o f the land act. 1923. 

in relation to fisheries and fishing rights, and to give to the irish land 

commission power to purchase certain fisheries and fishing rights.

No 31 o f 1929 [24th July, 1929.]

• Land Act (1931)

An act to make provision for the early vesting o f holdings in the 

purchasers thereof under the land purchase acts and for that and other 

purposes to amend those acts and the local registration o f title (Ireland) 

act, 1891, and also to make provision in respect of the variation of 

certain tithe rent charges and variable rents.

No 11 o^ m \ [ m h  April, 1931.]
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• Land (Purchase Annuities Fund) A c t" ’ (1933)

An act to make provision for the disposal of the moneys now or 

hereafter to the credit o f the purchase annuities fund.

No 2 of 1933 [30/A March, 1933]

• Land Bond Act (1933)

An act to make provision in relation to the paynaent o f certain purchase 

money and the making o f certain advances under the land act. 1923. and 

subsequent land purchase acts by means of an issue of bonds, and in 

relation to the creation, issue, and redemption o f bonds for that puipose, 

and in relation to other matters connected with the matters aforesaid, and 

to amend in certain respects the law relating to land purchase finance.

No 33 o f 1933 [29th September, 1933]

• Land A c t(1933)

An act to amend generally the law, finance and practice relating to land 

purchase, and in particular to make further and better provision for the 

execution of the functions o f the judicial and lay commissioners o f the 

land commission and to provide for the revision of purchase annuities 

and certain other annual payments and for the funding o f arrears thereof, 

and to provide for other matters connected with the matters aforesaid.

No 38 o f 1933 [\3th October, 1933]

• Land Bond Act (1934)

T his act a llow ed  for the halving o f  all annuities, as a result all outstanding repaym ents in 
respect to any o f  the land purchase acts w ere halved. This provision w as ended in 1965 for 
future annuities outside the C on gested  D istricts.
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An act to make further provision for the creation and issue of land bonds 

for the puipose o f the payment o f purchase moneys and the making o f 

advances under the land purchase acts and to provide for the payment of 

interest on and the redemption o f such land bonds and for other matters 

connected therewith.

No 11 o f 1934 [23rd March, 1934]

• Land Act (1936)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts in divers respects.

No 41 o f 1936 [I4th August, 1936]

• Land Act (1939)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts in divers respects and 

to amend the law in relation to the application of the increase o f rent and 

mortgage interest (restrictions) acts, 1923 to 1930, to dwelling houses of 

which the land commission is the landlord.

No 26 o f 1939 [8th August, 1939]

•  Land Act (1946)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts.

No 12 o f 1946 [77?/z June, 1946]

• Land Reclamation Act (1949)

An act to authorise the minister for agriculture to carry out land 

reclamation, field drainage and other works for the improvement o f 

agricultural holdings and to provide for the payment by the occupiers of
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a contribution towards the cost o f  those works and for other matters 

relating to the matters aforesaid.

No 25 o f  1949 [ m h  July, 1949]

•  Land Act (1950)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts.

No 16 o f  1950 [I9th June. 1950]

•  Land Act (1953)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts.

No 18 o f  1953 [1th July, 1953]

•  Land Act (1954)

An act to amend section 15 o f  the land act. 1950.

No 21 o f  1954 [13th July, 1954]

•  Land Bond Act (1964)

An act to amend the land bond act, 1934.

No 13 o f  1964 [30th June, 1964]

•  Land Act (1965)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts.

No 2 o f  1965 [9th March, 1965]

•  Land Bond Act (1975)
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An act to amend the land bond act, 1934.

No 5 o f 1975 [5th May, 1975]

• Land Bond Act (1978)

An act to amend the land bond act, 1934.

No 22 o f  1978 [5/^ July, 1978]

•  Land Bond Act (1980)

An act to amend the land bond act. 1934.

No 5 o f 1980 [ 13th May, 1980]

•  Land Bond Act (1983)

An act to amend the land bond act, 1934.

No 9 o f  1983 [31st March, 1983]

•  Land Act (1984)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts.

No 24 o f  1984 [I6th December, 1984]

• Land Bond Act (1992)

An act to amend and extend the land purchase acts and to make 

provision with respect to other matters connected with the aforesaid]

No 4 o f 1992 [18th March, 1992]

•  Irish Land Com m ission (Dissolution) Act (1992)
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An act to provide for the dissolution o f the Irish land commission, for 

the winding up o f  the system o f  land purchase, for the transfer o f certain 

functions exercisable under the land purchase acts, and for other 

connected matters.

No 25 o f  1992 [11th November, 1992]

• Irish Land Com m ission (Dissolution) Act (1992), (Commencement) 

Order (1999)

“ I, JOE W ALSH, M inister for Agriculture and Food, in exercise o f  the 

powers conferred on me by section 14(3) o f  the Irish Land Commission 

(Dissolution) Act, 1992 (No. 25 o f 1992), hereby order as follows

1. This Order may be cited as the Irish Land Com m ission (Dissolution) 

Act. 1992 (Commencement) Order, 1999

2. The 31st day o f March, 1999, is hereby appointed as the day on which 

the Irish Land Com m ission (Dissolution) Act. 1992 (No. 25 o f  1992). 

shall come into operation

GIVEN under my Official Seal, this 30th day o f March, 1999” .
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A P P E N D I X !

T able 1. Total A cres D istributed, All Persons and M igrants 

O nly, 1928 - 1986."*

All Persons M igrants

Total D istributed (Acres) N um ber Total N um ber

D istributed

Y e a r  (Acres)

T928 205,670

1929 60,000

1930 52,000

1931

1932

1933

1934 118,000

1935 101,000

1936 103,872

1937 69,135

1938 60,907 4,959 8,521 354

1939 41,745 3,374 5,114 286

1940 38,636 2,729 8,801 358

1941 25,678 1,804 5,842 237

1942 20,527 1,666 5,617 223

1943 20,520 1,288 4,500 218

1944 13,359 1,184 2,850 143

1945 14,229 861 3,591 166

1946 14,132 808 3,094 100

1947 14,240 1,018 2,737 127

1948 10,893 964 2,893 145

1949 16,031 1,126 2,382 138

1950 21,699 1,455 4,071 153

It is im portant to realise that w hile land area expressed in acres is largely fixed the land 
actually  in agricultural use has substantially  changed, w ith much m arginal land brought into 
cultivation during periods o f  rapid population increase now  fallen into d isuse and no longer 
considered agricultural. The m aterial in A ppendix T w o, Three and Four w ere assem bled 
from the various Land C om m ission reports 1928-1987, Sam m on, (1997) and the 
D epartm ent o f  the T aoiseach files on the land question held in the N ational A rchives.
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1951 19,737 874 3,550 139

1952 19,574 1,160 8,301 204

1953 21,048 1,279 7,735 283

1954 24,390 1,657 11,363 447

1955 23,324 1,436 11,925 374

1956 26,226 1,396 15,032 488

1957 23,650 1,081 13,875 356

1958 29,718 1,308 9,203 326

1959 56,516 2,456 21,265 682

1960 39,602 1,877 15,850 615

1961 38,150 1,800 16,941 558

1962 38,691 1,669 10,465 465

1963 32,859 1,563 13,193 500

1964 35,548 1,506 14,427 485

1965 35,953 1,677 16,428 533

1966 50,946 2,434 15,862 563

1967 30,851 1,595 9,370 377

1968 28,517 1,360 9,076 329

1969 28,707 1,486 7,154 309

1970 24,586 1,253 7,522 279

1971 28,436 1,662 6,772 296

1972 22,955 1,628 7,680 408

1973 32,483 1,930 13,107 434

1974 39,310 2,505 14,750 570

1975 35,248 2,445 10,872 536

1976 29,846 2,051 9,066 460

1977 34,963 2,008 11,970 520

1978 27,548 1,524 9,418 343

1979 22,351 14,527

1980 23,450

1981 21,768

1982 16,381

1983 10,372

1984 25,636

1985 29,830

1986 16,208

376



APPENDIX 3

Table 2. Total County Acreage and Total Acres Distributed by the Lind

Commission

Total County Acreage 

(1)

Acres Distributed 

(2)

(2) as percent o f 

(1)

(3)

Cavan 467,200 29,667 6.3%

Donegal 1,200,640 134,601 11.2%

Monaghan 320,439 20,171 6.3%

Carlow 221,440 26,566 12.0%

Dublin 285,440 22,321 7.8%

Kildare 418,560 87,300 20.9%

Kilkenny 509,440 32,942 6.5%

Lao is 424,960 69790 16.4%

Longford 257,920 34,402 13.3%

Louth 203,520 18,481 9.1%

Meath 579,200 106,811 18.4%

Offaly 493,440 91,110 18.5%

Westmeath 442,880 96,932 21.9%

Wexford 581,760 42,211 7.3%

Wicklow 500,480 33,426 6.7%

Galway 1,503,360 660,607 43.9%

Leitrim 392,960 52,604 13.4%

Mayo 1,381,760 558,765 40.4%

Roscommon 629,760 225,938 35.9%

Sligo 453,760 101,617 22.4%

Clare 807,680 131,455 16.3%

Cork 1,841,920 98,410 5.3%

Kerry 1,161,600 97,794 8.4%

Limerick 680,960 65,115 9.6%

Tipperary 1,054,080 147,080 14.0%

Waterford 456,320 25,435 5.6%

Total 17,271,479 3,011,551 17.4%
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APPENDIX 4

T able 3. Staffing and Salaries o f  the Land 

C om m ission, Selected Y ears.

S taff

1935-36 1953-54 1975

Indoor 984 1,180 957

O utdoor 142 157 259

Total 1,126 1,337 1,216

Salaries' £ 292,704 557,255 2,772,000

Source: Sam inon (1997: 299, 301)

Note: 1. Indoor s ta ff  only
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