
 After gaining independence, the leaders of the Irish Free State believed that Ireland should 

become the Ireland that Pádraig Pearse had imagined - “not just free, but Gaelic as well”. 

 Both W.T. Cosgrave and Éamon de Valera wanted to revive Gaelic culture in Ireland. They 

were both committed to promoting a new, Irish national identity, and they were both  

committed to the Catholic Church. They both saw education as the means to achieve this 

new Ireland. 

 Meanwhile, in Northern Ireland, Unionists were in power. They wanted to emphasise how 

“British” Northern Ireland was, and some wanted to unite Catholics and Protestants in  

society, but there were other factors working against them... 



EDUCATION & THE IRISH LANGUAGE 

 Eoin MacNeill was Cosgrave’s Minister for Education in the 1920s. The Department made a lot of 

changes to the curriculum to promote an Irish national identity. 

 Irish became compulsory in primary schools and had to be taught for at least an hour a day.  

Schools which taught entirely through Irish were given special grants, and extra marks were given 

to secondary school students who completed their exams in Irish, and Irish was a compulsory  

requirement for anyone applying for civil service jobs. 

 The Government also changed some placenames to Irish (e.g. Queenstown, Co. Cork became Cóbh) 

 The History course was changed to emphasise patriotism and the years of British oppression. 

 The school-leaving age was set at 14, but many young people still left school before then.  

Only 10% of young people attended secondary school. They completed new state exams - the  

Inter Cert and the Leaving Cert. Vocational Education Committees (VECs) were set up to manage  

technical schools which geared students towards apprenticeships. 

 In the North, the Education Minister was Lord Londonderry. He wanted to unite nationalists and 

unionists. He passed the 1923 Education Act, which gave local councils control of primary schools. 

Religion was to be taught outside of school hours. His plan failed when Catholic schools opted out. 

 The Northern Irish curriculum focused on British history instead of Ulster history to avoid sectarian 

tensions. Catholic schools could teach Irish as an option subject, but it was forbidden to use Irish for 

street names or on letters. 
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ART AND LITERATURE 

 Writers and artists were also involved in promoting an Irish identity. The playwright Seán Ó Casey 

wrote plays such as Juno and the Paycock and The Plough and the Stars, which were set during the 

1916 Rising and the independence struggle. 

 Poets such as W.B. Yeats also wrote about that time, but he was critical about other aspects of the 

new Ireland, such as contraception and the ban on divorce. 

 Artists were inspired by Irish country life. Evie Hone was a stained-glass artist who was inspired not 

just by Irish nationalism, but by her Catholic religion as well. Her work can be seen in churches 

throughout Ireland, the National Gallery in Dublin, the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, the 

and the Ulster Museum. 
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RELIGION 

 Catholic bishops had a huge influence over their people in Ireland.  The Church was involved in 

healthcare and education, and the Irish identity was very tied up with a Catholic identity. The 

Church had been Pro-Treaty, and Cosgrave and his government were very religious. 

 The Church was concerned with public morality - bishops were concerned with the effect of English 

media on people’s attitudes. They criticised drinking, gambling, dancing, jazz and modern fashions. 

 Many of the Government’s laws were influenced by the church: 

 

 

 

 

 The 1932 Eucharistic Congress was held in Dublin. This was a worldwide event, and de Valera, who 

was now in power, wanted to use it to gain respectability for himself and Fianna Fáil. 

 The Vatican sent the Papal Legate, Cardinal Lauri. The streets of Dublin were decorated and people 

were excited to see the Papal Legate and other visiting pilgrims. A week of religious celebrations 

followed, with the highlight being the open-air mass in Phoenix Park. Thousands travelled from all 

over Ireland to see it. The Pope broadcast from Rome to the people in the park. 

 De Valera made a speech associating Catholicism with the Irish people from the time of St. Patrick 

to the years of oppression under Britain. 

 The Congress was seen as a huge success and was a source of pride for the government and the 

people. The power of the bishops also increased. 

 Censorship of Films Act: Cut or banned “subversive” films. 

 Censorship of Publications Act: banned “subversive” books and magazines. 

 Intoxicating Liquor Act: reduced the opening hours of pubs. 

 Divorce and contraception were banned. 
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The Catholic Church influenced a lot of censorship in 

Ireland. Womens’ magazines, famous books and 

films were banned if they were deemed “immoral” in 

some way. 



 

  

 After gaining independence, the leaders of the Irish Free State believed that Ireland should become the 

Ireland that Pádraig Pearse had imagined - “not just free, but Gaelic as well”. Both W.T. Cosgrave and Éamon 

de Valera wanted to revive Gaelic culture in Ireland. They were both committed to promoting a new, Irish  

national identity. They both saw education as the means to achieve this new Ireland, and Cosgrave’s Educa-

tion Minister Eoin MacNeill began a series of changes to try to bring it about. Meanwhile, in Northern Ireland, 

the Unionist Education Minister Lord Londonderry attempted to unite Catholic nationalists and Protestant  

unionists through education by shifting the focus away from an “Ulster” identity. On both sides of the border, 

religion played a large role in how these plans developed, and churches influenced how cultural identity 

formed from partition in 1920 to the end of the war years in 1945. 

 In order to promote an Irish identity in the new Free State, the Department of Education immediately 

made Irish compulsory in primary school (mention the points in the green box) These actions were a quick 

attempt to foster an Irish national cultural identity, but these reforms were not enough to stop an already 

high number of children leaving school early, and the way in which Irish was taught only made it unpopular 

with Irish students. In this way, the promotion of Irish culture seemed rushed and unsuccessful. 

 In the North, Lord Londonderry also saw education as a means to promote a cultural identity, but he 

wanted to avoid creating a kind of “Ulster” cultural identity, as he feared this would lead to sectarian ten-

sions. Instead, he had schools teach British history rather than the history of Ulster, and his 1923 Education 

Act… (points from the orange box). 

 While government attempts to promote cultural identities on both sides of the border were mixed, 

artists and writers also took up the work themselves. (blue box). These works helped to foster an Irish nation-

al identity tied very much with the revolutionary period of the last decade, and Hone’s work spoke to the  

influence of the church, something Yeats was critical of. 

 The church did exert a huge amount of influence once the Free State came into being. The hierarchy 

(priests and bishops) saw it as their responsibility to monitor the “public morality” of this new Catholic state. 

They feared the effect of the British media on people’s morality, and they influenced the governments - both 

Cosgrave and de Valera were religious - to enact laws such as (purple box) The 1932 Eucharistic Congress, 

held in Dublin to mark 1,500 years since the arrival of St. Patrick, was seen by de Valera as a chance to earn 

respect for himself and his Fianna Fáil government, and to promote a national identity that was Catholic as 

well as Irish. (points about the Congress) 

 The cultural identities that were promoted on either side of the border ended up different from what 

Eoin McNeill and Lord Londonderry had originally planned. In the North, Londonderry’s failure to unite the 

two sides of the population led to sectarian tensions, which carried on when the Unionist government dis-

criminated against the Catholic population for years to come. The Unionist fear that “Home Rule is Rome 

Rule” was practically proved correct by the actions of Cosgrave and de Valera as they bowed to pressure from 

the Church to ban divorce and contraception and censor what was considered to be against the “public  

morality”. Although de Valera refused to make Catholicism the state religion when drafting the 1937 Constitu-

tion, his promotion of an Irish Catholic identity during the 1932 Congress strengthened the link between the 

Irish national identity and the Catholic religious identity. By 1945, the Free State was not so much a state that 

was “not just free but Gaelic too”, instead it had been promoted as “free, but Catholic too” and the influence 

of the church on Irish culture would remain for decades to come. 


