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In	a	ten-month	period	of	civil	war	between	1922	and	1923,	the	Irish	Free	State	

executed	seventy-seven	of	its	citizens	for	various	acts	of	treason	and	sedition.	Seventy-

seven	deaths	should	give	anyone	pause,	but	as	a	statistic	of	war	alone,	it	is	not	shocking.	

Far	more	have	been	killed	for	far	less	in	other	places	at	other	times.	However,	these	men	

did	not	die	as	Republican	soldiers	in	the	fields	of	war.	They	were	held	in	jails,	tried,	and	

sentenced	to	capital	punishment	for	criminal	acts	by	their	own	countrymen.	The	

examination	of	this	distinction	between	soldier	and	citizen,	between	casualty	and	capital	

punishment	in	the	Irish	Civil	War,	gives	clarity	to	the	character	of	this	conflict	and	sheds	

light	on	the	fundamental	relationship	between	instrumental	violence	and	power.			

	The	executions	were	ordered	by	the	newly	formed	provisional	Irish	government,	

known	as	the	Free	State,	during	the	Irish	Civil	War.	The	conflict	began	in	1922	and	was	

fought	between	the	Free	State	and	the	anti-treaty	Irish	Republican	Army	who	opposed	it.		

In	addition	to	the	official	executions,	there	were	field	executions	and	disappearings	carried	

out	by	the	police,	bringing	the	total	estimated	number	of	executions	in	the	name	of	the	

state	to	around	150.	Political	executions	account	for	more	than	ten	percent	of	the	thousand	

or	so	estimated	casualties.		
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One	must	be	careful	not	to	overstate	the	scale	of	executions	during	the	war	by	

conflating	quantity	with	influence.	Capital	punishment	was	not	the	primary	mode	of	killing	

during	the	war,	nor	was	it	the	fate	of	the	vast	majority	of	Republican	prisoners.	The	

executions	did,	however,	have	a	decisive	effect	on	the	war	and	created	an	impact	that	is	still	

felt	in	the	collective	memory	of	the	nation	today.		

This	paper	attempts	to	understand	the	purpose	and	the	influence	of	these	

executions	through	a	Foucauldian	framework,		arguing	that	the	Free	State	used	executions	

as	both	a	means	of	deterrence	and	as	a	means	of	strengthening	the	institutions	that	

performed	them.	By	taking	soldiers	out	of	the	field	and	into	the	judicial	system,	the	state	

demonstrated	and	legitimized	its	sovereign	right	to	kill.	Free	State	leaders	utilized	the	

corporal	and	symbolic	violence	of	a	death	at	the	gallows	to	achieve	the	control	of	its	

citizens	necessary	to	rule.			

To	understand	the	function	of	executions	during	the	Irish	Civil	War,	we	must	first	

establish	a	theoretical	foundation	for	examining	logics	of	violence.	One	often	hears	the	

phrase	“senseless	violence”	thrown	around	in	casual	discourse.	There	is	no	such	thing.	All	

violence	has	purpose.	All	violence,	at	the	macro	level,	flows	in	rational,	observable	

channels.	In	Discipline	and	Punish,	Panopticism,	philosopher	Michel	Foucault	argues	that	

violence	is	a	means	by	which	society	constitutes	itself.1	Codes	of	justice,	often	enforced	

through	violent	acts,	represent	and	materially	enact	social	power.	In	his	model,	violence	is	

a	primary	instrument	through	which	justice	acts.		

Historically,	the	right	to	determine	and	enforce	codes	of	justice	has	been	held	by	the	

sovereign	power.	Oftentimes	in	our	human	history,	this	has	meant	a	single	ruler	and	their	
																																																								
1	Michel	Foucault,	Discipine	and	Punish:	The	Birth	of	the	Prison,	trans.	Alan	Sheridan	(New	
York:	Random	House,	Inc.,	1977)	27.	
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advisors.	Beginning	in	the	sixteenth	century,	however,	many	nations	saw	senates,	

parliaments,	and	other	legislative	bodies	replace	individual	rulers	as	the	arbiters	of	justice,	

and	the	monarch	was	supplanted	by	the	centralized	state.	The	state,	an	embodiment	of	the	

collective	governing	institutions	and	their	officials,	is	in	many	ways	both	the	supra	and	the	

infrastructure	of	the	nation.	As	Foucault	traces	it,	the	state	assumed	the	monarch’s	power	

over	life	and	death-	its	power	over	the	body	of	its	citizens.2	The	“sovereign	right	to	kill”	no	

longer	belonged	to	an	individual.	It	was	bestowed	upon	a	concept,	"The	State,"	and	was	

materially	enacted	through	the	institutions	that	constitute	it.	Thus,	capital	punishment	for	

violent	crime	serves	as	evidence	that,	as	philosopher	Max	Weber	has	coined	it,	the	state	

enjoys	a	monopoly	over	all	legitimate	means	of	violence.3	

To	fully	understand	the	significance	of	political	executions	during	the	Irish	Civil	

War,	one	must	keep	in	mind	the	relationship	between	violence	done	to	the	body	and	the	

state’s	hold	on	power.	When	Republican	leader	Erskine	Childers	was	pulled	from	his	home	

during	the	night	and	swiftly	taken	to	the	gallows,	it	was	an	execution	in	the	name	of	the	

state.	When	two	pro-treaty,	Free	State	members	of	the	Dáil,	the	Irish	legislative	body,	were	

killed	for	their	political	alignment	a	month	later,	the	state	ruled	their	deaths	cold-blooded	

assassinations.	All	three	men	suffered	political	deaths,	but	only	two	of	their	fates	were	

deemed	murder.			

Before	any	further	exposition	of	the	executions,	we	must		contextualize	the	Civil	

War	and	its	place	in	Irish	history.	The	threads	of	history	tie	the	events	of	1922	and	1923	to	

																																																								
2	Michel	Foucault,	The	History	of	Sexuality,	vol.	1,	Right	of	Death	and	Power	over	Life,	trans.	
Robert	Hurley	(New	York:	Random	House,	Inc.,	1985)	138.	
3	Max	Weber,	Essays	in	Sociology,	Politics	as	a	Vocation,	trans.	H.	H.	Gerth	and	C.	Wright	
Mills	(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	1946)	83.	
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Wolfe	Tone	and	the	Rebellion	of	1798,	to	the	Fenian	Rising	of	1867,	4	and	to	many	other	

precedent	moments	in	the	collective	memory	of	the	nation.	At	the	root	of	all	of	these	

events,	though,	is	the	British	occupation	of	Ireland.	From	the	twelfth	century	to	the	

twentieth,	Britain	maintained	colonial	rule	of	Ireland.	Irish	resistance	to	foreign	occupation	

was	constant,	and	in	the	nineteenth	century,	calls	for	Home	Rule	began	to	gain	substantial	

traction5.	Recognizing	the	violence	done	to	the	Irish	people	during	foreign	rule	is	critical	to	

understanding	the	Civil	War.	The	British	State	often	used	force	to	maintain	control	of	its	

colonies,	and	as	the	twentieth	century	turned,	Britain	had	controlled	Ireland's	means	of	

production,	censored	its	culture,	and	exercised	sovereign	power	over	the	bodies	of	its	

people	for	centuries.				

One	must	acknowledge	the	violent	foundation	of	British	rule	to	contextualize	the	

War	of	Independence,	also	called	the	Anglo-Irish	War,	and	the	Civil	War	that	followed	it.	

Frantz	Fanon,	a	theorist	who	spent	much	of	his	career	examining	French	rule	in	North	

Africa,	discussed	the	violent	nature	of	colonialism	and	subsequent	decolonization	in	his	

work,	The	Wretched	of	the	Earth.	In	his	first	chapter,	he	writes:		

"The	starving	peasant,	outside	the	class	system,	is	the	first	among	the	exploited	to	
	 discover	that	only	violence	pays.	For	him	there	is	no	compromise,	no	possible	
	 coming	to	terms;	colonization	and	decolonization	are	simply	a	question	of	relative	
	 strength.	The	exploited	man	sees	that	his	liberation	implies	the	use	of	all	means,	and	
	 that	of	force	first	and	foremost.	When	in	1956,	after	the	capitulation	of	Monsieur	
	 Guy	Mollet	to	the	settlers	in	Algeria,	the	Front	de	Libération	Nationale,	in	a	famous	
	 leaflet,	stated	that	colonialism	only	loosens	its	hold	when	the	knife	is	at	its	throat,	no	
	 Algerian	really	found	these	terms	too	violent.	The	leaflet	only	expressed	what	every	
	 Algerian	felt	at	heart:	colonialism	is	not	a	thinking	machine,	nor	a	body	endowed	
	 with	reasoning	faculties.	It	is	violence	in	its	natural	state,	and	it	will	only	yield	when	
	 confronted	with	greater	violence."	6	

	
																																																								
4	Mike	Cronin,	A	History	of	Ireland	(New	York:	Palgrave,	2001),	110,	152.	
5	Cronin,	A	History	of	Ireland,	124.	
6		Fanon,	Wretched	of	the	Earth,	61.		
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As	one	considers	the	inherent	violence	of	Fanon's	model	of	decolonization	alongside	

the	violence	endured	by	the	Irish	people,	it	becomes	understandable,	even	inevitable,	that	

Irish	men	and	women	were	not	only	prepared	to	give	their	lives	for	Home	Rule,	but	were	

prepared	to	take	life	for	it,	too,	even	the	lives	of	countrymen	if	it	were	necessary	to	secure	

freedom	for	their	people.		

		
Britain’s	use	of	violence	as	a	political	tool	underpins	one	of	the	great	challenges	

faced	by	the	Free	State-	the	establishment	of	their	own	political	legitimacy.	They	needed	to	

secure	recognition	as	the	sovereign	power	of	Ireland	if	the	independence	were	to	last,	but	

by	repressing	anti-treaty	Republican	forces,	they	risked	being	seen	as	an	illegitimate	

oppressor	themselves.	That	the	Free	State	government	needed	to	demonstrate	its	control	

of	violence	and	its	possession	of	both	political	and	military	power,	while	at	the	same	time	

maintaining	a	semblance	of	democracy	and	rule-by-consent	helps	to	explain	the	high	rate	

of	executions	during	the	war.	Only	the	sovereign	power	can	bring	someone	before	a	

tribunal	or	jury	before	taking	his	or	her	life.	Often	during	the	war,	the	difference	between	

an	assassination	and	an	execution	was	the	presence	of	a	gavel	and	paperwork.	Before	

examining	specific	executions,	however,	we	must	continue	the	history	that	led	to	the	war.		

By	1916,	tensions	between	Britain	and	the	Irish	people	had	reached	a	critical	

breaking	point.	On	Easter	Monday,	April	24,	a	force	of	roughly	1,200	Irish	Volunteer	and	

Citizen	Army	members	rose	up	to	take	strategic	points	throughout	Dublin	city	center.7	The	

British	responded	quickly	and	brutally,	and	after	six	days	under	shelling	and	heavy	

																																																								
7	Cronin,	A	History	of	Ireland,	190.	
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machine	gun	fire,	Patrick	Pearse	surrendered	on	behalf	of	the	rebellion	to	British	forces.	

The	conflict	would	leave	over	450	men	and	women	dead,	and	thousands	wounded.8	

Though	no	major	political	gains	were	made	in	its	immediate	aftermath,	the	Easter	

Rising	and	the	harsh	British	reprisals	in	the	weeks	that	followed	stoked	the	flames	of	the	

revolutionary	movement.	Having	witnessed	the	indiscriminate	slaughter	of	civilians	by	

blanket	machine	gun	fire	and	the	execution	of	over	ninety	Irish	men,	the	general	public	

would	no	longer	endure	foreign	rule.	Paramilitary	organizations	began	increasing	their	

numbers,	and	political	parties	that	had	once	been	viewed	as	fringe	or	radical	began	gaining	

seats	in	Parliament.	In	the	years	after	the	Easter	Rising,	Sinn	Féin,	a	party	whose	core	

platform	was	the	creation	of	an	independent	republic,	held	a	majority	of	the	Irish	seats	in	

Parliament.	

The	fervor	of	Irish	Republicanism	had	reached	a	fever	pitch,	and	in	1919,	Sinn	Féin	

established	an	all-Irish	legislature,	the	Dáil	Éireann,	which	reaffirmed	the	1916	Easter	

Rising’s	Declaration	of	Independence,	and	declared	“an	existing	state	of	war,	between	

Ireland	and	England.”	After	two	years	of	bloody	guerilla	war	between	the	Irish	Republican	

Army	and	the	British	“Black	and	Tans,”	a	ceasefire	was	ordered	on	both	sides.	On	December	

6,	1921,	the	Anglo-Irish	Treaty	was	signed	by	Michael	Collins	and	Arthur	Griffith,	on	behalf	

of	the	new	Free	State,	as	well	as	by	representatives	of	the	British	parliament.	The	Dáil	

narrowly	ratified	the	treaty	by	a	vote	of	sixty-four	to	fifty-seven	the	following	January.	9	

Collins	and	Griffith	did	not	receive	a	hero’s	welcome	when	they	returned	to	Ireland.	

The	treaty	allowed	the	previously	partitioned	six	northern	counties	to	remain	within	Great	

																																																								
8	Knirck,	Jason.	Imagining	Ireland's	Independence:	The	Debates	over	the	Anglo-Irish	Treaty	of	
1921	(Lanham:	Rowman	and	Littlefield,	2006),	41.	
9	Cronin,	A	History	of	Ireland,	196,	199,	202,	210.	
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Britain,	and	though	the	Republic	would	be	self-governing,	it	would	be	a	dominion	of	the	

Empire	with	the	English	king	as	its	Head	of	State.	Many	Irish	felt	betrayed	by	Collins	and	his	

supporters.	There	was	a	strong	sentiment	circulating	through	the	country	that,	treaty	or	no	

treaty,	the	war	would	not	stop	until	Ireland	was	truly	free.	Anti-treaty	forces	feared	that	

acceptance	of	the	Free	State	would	guarantee	a	continued	British	presence	in	Ireland.	Their	

actions	were	motivated	by	a	belief	that	to	achieve	the	cause	of	the	Easter	Rising,	a	truly	

autonomous	and	free	Ireland,	they	must	continue	fighting	until	they	could	secure	a	better	

treaty.	Éamon	de	Valera,	a	Sinn	Féin	party	leader	and	prominent	revolutionary	who	had	

worked	closely	with	Collins	during	the	war,	denounced	the	ratification	of	the	treaty.	During	

a	speech	in	Thurles,	de	Valera	indicated	the	readiness	of	Republican	anti-treaty	forces	to	

use	violence	in	order	to	achieve	their	goals.		

“If	they	accepted	the	treaty,	and	if	the	Volunteers	of	the	future	tried	to	complete	the	
work	of	the	Volunteers	of	the	last	four	years	had	been	attempting,	they	would	have	
to	complete	it,	not	over	the	bodies	of	foreign	soldiers,	but	over	the	dead	bodies	of	
their	own	countrymen.	They	would	have	to	wade	through	Irish	blood,	through	the	
blood	of	the	soldiers	of	the	Irish	Government,	and	through	perhaps	the	blood	of	
some	members	of	the	Government,	in	order	to	get	freedom.”10	

	

	 De	Valera’s	rhetoric	vividly	depicts	the	climate	in	Ireland	at	the	time	of	the	Civil	

War,	and	speaks	to	the	level	of	threat	faced	by	the	Free	State	at	its	beginning.	In	The	Subject	

and	Power,	Foucault	argues	that,	“consensus	and	violence	are	the	instruments	of	power”.11	

It	is	clear	from	de	Valera’s	speech	that,	while	the	Free	State	may	have	controlled	the	

																																																								
10	John	J	Hassett,	“De	Valera’s	Thurles	Speech	of	1922	Recalled,”	The	Tipperary	Star,	22	
October	2009,	Local	News	Section.	http://www.tipperarystar.ie/news/local-
news/devalera-s-thurles-speech-of-1922-recalled-1-2272700,	14	November	2014.	
11	Michel	Foucault,	“The	Subject	and	Power,”	Critical	Inquiry	volume,	no.	4	(Summer,	1982)	
789.	
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legitimate	use	of	force,	it	lacked	the	ubiquitous	support	of	its	people	necessary	to	secure	its	

position	as	the	sovereign	power	of	Ireland.		

In	this	same	speech,	De	Valera	condemned	the	major	Irish	newspapers	of	the	time,	

calling	them,	“no	supporter[s]	of	the	Republic.”	As	one	combs	through	major	publications	of	

the	time,	both	Irish	and	American,	one	does	see	a	strong	tendency	among	the	papers	to	

portray	the	Republican	forces	as	insurgents	and	extremists,	often	leaving	the	Free	State’s	

right	to	govern	unchallenged.	Headlines	such	as	“Bishops	Denounce	Violence	in	Ireland”	

and	“Irish	May	Face	Reign	of	Terror”	typify	the	media's	implication	that	the	Republican	

forces	were	radicals	threatening	the	safety	of	Ireland,	rather	than	soldiers	fighting	for	their	

country1213.	Whether	or	not	the	alarmist	rhetoric	employed	by	the	papers	impacted	public	

opinion	is	ultimately	inconsequential	to	its	exemplary	nature	as	a	demonstration	of	the	

Free	State's	institutional	power.		

Though	it	lacked	the	consent	of	a	decisive	majority	in	Ireland,	the	Free	State	had	the	

support	of	crucial	sources	of	influence	and	power.	The	United	States	and	England	offered	

financial	resources	and	weaponry,	the	Dáil	created	political	and	legal	legitimacy,	the	Press	

circulated	a	narrative	of	events	which	favored	the	Free	State,	and	Catholic	Church	of	

Ireland	performed	a	violence	which	was	beyond	even	the	reach	of	the	sovereign	power:	

excommunication.	So	while	the	Free	State	may	have	not	have	possessed	the	consensus	

mentioned	by	Foucault,	it	did	have	access	to	numerous	instruments	of	power,	among	which	

																																																								
12	“Bishops	Denounce	Violence	in	Ireland,”	The	New	York	Times,	7	February	1921.	
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/98456614?
accountid=7118.	28	October	2014.		
13	“Irish	May	Face	Reign	of	Terror,”	Los	Angeles	Times,	20	November	1922.	
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/161172610
?accountid=7118.	28	October	2014.		
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was	sovereign	power	over	the	body-	the	right	to	use	force,	the	right	to	use	legitimate	

violence,	the	right	to	order	executions.			

After	several	months	of	skirmishes,	the	Civil	War	erupted	in	earnest	on	June	28,	

1922.14	In	September,	the	Free	State	proposed	legislation	to	establish	military	tribunals	

and	institute	martial	law.	The	Army	Emergency	Powers	Resolution,	commonly	referred	to	

as	the	Public	Safety	Bill,	granted	courts	the	power	to	sentence	both	life	imprisonment	and	

the	death	penalty	for	many	war-related	offenses,	including	the	possession	of	firearms	and	

ammunition.15	This	bill	created	a	means	by	which	acts	of	war	and	sedition	could	be	brought	

into	the	courtroom,	allowing	the	Free	State	to	legally	exercise	its	sovereign	right	to	kill.	By	

executing	Republican	soldiers	in	the	gallows	of	the	prisons	rather	than	killing	them	in	the	

field,	the	Free	State	created	a	relationship	that	was	between	a	criminal	and	a	legal	

authority.	A	death	on	the	field	can	be	seen	as	a	struggle	between	soldiers.	A	death	at	the	

gallows,	however,	especially	one	done	quietly	after	a	week’s	imprisonment	and	a	swift	trial,	

is,	as	Foucault	might	say,	a	struggle	between	a	subject	and	the	sovereign	power.		

The	first	executions	of	the	Civil	War	were	carried	out	on	November	17,	1922.	Four	

anti-treaty	Republican	soldiers	were	executed	in	Dublin	for	bearing	arms	against	the	state.	

Three	more	executions	followed	on	November	19.	As	mentioned	previously,	Erskine	

Childers,	a	leader	of	the	anti-treaty	movement	who	had	served	as	a	secretary	to	the	Anglo-

Irish	Treaty	negotiations,	was	executed	on	November	24,	following	his	arrest	in	his	home	

for	possession	of	a	firearm.	One	high-ranking	British	judge	is	reported	to	have	said	of	the	

execution,	“The	Provisional	Government	now	is,	dejure,	as	well	as	defacto,	the	ruling	

																																																								
14	Cronin,	A	History	of	Ireland,	204.	
15	Michael	Hopkinson,	Green	Against	Green:	The	Irish	Civil	War	(New	York:	St.	Martin’s	
Press,	1988)	189.	
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authority	in	Ireland	and	its	duty	is	to	preserve	the	peace,	administer	the	law,	and	to	

repress,	by	force	if	necessary,	all	attempts	to	overthrow	it.”16	Though	perhaps	biased	by	the	

anti-Republican	sentiment	present	in	Britain	at	the	time,	this	quote	illustrates	the	

institutional	power	held	by	the	Free	State	and	the	way	in	which	executions	were	a	

reflection	of	it.	It	also	speaks	to	the	power	of	executions	as	a	deterrent.	The	final	version	of	

the	Public	Safety	Bill	ordered	that	even	non-combatant	Republican	supporters	could	face	

capital	punishment	for	offenses	relating	to	the	support	of	Republican	troops.	In	this	way,	

the	threat	of	violence,	made	viable	by	an	increasing	number	of	executions,	gave	the	Free	

State	power	to	control	the	conduct	of	its	subjects,	with	or	without	their	consent.	

Following	the	assassination	of	Sean	Hales	and	the	severe	wounding	of	Pádraic	Ó	

Máille,	both	members	of	the	Dáil,	Free	State	leaders	decided	to	execute	four	prominent	

Republicans	as	a	reprisal.	On	December	8,	Liam	Mellows,	Rory	O’	Connor,	Richard	Barrett	

and	Joe	McKelvey,	all	members	of	the	IRA	Executive,	were	executed	by	firing	squad.	By	the	

end	of	the	month,	nine	more	Republican	combatants	would	be	executed.	That	O’	Connor,	

Mellows,	Barrett	and	McKelvey	were	executed	as	citizens	rather	than	prisoners	of	war	

demonstrates	the	way	in	which	the	Free	State	used	executions	to	circumvent	an	

acknowledgement	of	the	legitimacy	of	the	Republican	Army.	17	

In	January	1923,	Free-State	leader	Kevin	O’	Higgins	argued	for	an	expanded	

campaign	of	executions	in	every	county	in	order	to	maximize	their	effectiveness.	This	

speaks	to	the	purpose	of	the	executions.	The	Free	State	was	not	trying	to	weaken	the	

numbers	of	the	Republican	forces.	They	already	had	a	material	and	number	advantage	over	

																																																								
16	The	Times	(U.K.),	“The	Childers	Case.	Judge’s	Reasons	For	Refusing	Writ.”	24	November	
1922.	
17	Hopkins,	Green	Against	Green,	191,	222.	
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Republican	troops.	Rather,	the	State	employed	political	violence	as	a	demonstration	of	its	

power	over	its	subjects	to	force	their	acknowledgement	of	its	position	as	the	legitimate	

authority	of	the	nation.		

	The	expanded	campaign	was	also	a	response	to	the	insurgent	nature	of	the	

Republican	Army.	At	this	point	in	the	war,	Republican	forces	were	fighting	almost	

exclusively	with	guerilla	tactics.	To	subdue	these	swift	and	irregular	attacks,	the	Free	State	

had	to	dampen	the	will	of	the	soldiers	who	carried	them	out.	To	do	this,	executions	had	to	

be	seen,	figuratively,	in	all	of	the	twenty-six	counties.	

Though	the	war	could	not	have	been	won	without	traditional	tactics,	such	as	

blocking	Republican	access	to	ammunition	and	weaponry,	it	is	worth	noting	that	a	more	

abstract	front	of	the	war	existed	in	hearts	and	minds.	By	its	use	of	capital	punishment,	the	

Free	State	combated	pride	with	fear.	In	January	alone,	thirty-four	prisoners	across	the	

country	were	executed	by	firing	squad,	from	Dundalk	to	Carlow	to	Tralee.	The	executions	

were	generally	done	swiftly	and	quietly,	with	farewell	letters	and	news	of	the	executions	

reaching	the	family	of	the	departed	days	after	the	event.	This	created	a	climate	in	which	

Republican	soldiers	increasingly	feared	that	they	would	be	whisked	away	in	the	night,	

without	the	chance	to	say	goodbye	to	their	families	and	without	the	chance	to	fight	back.	

Despite	this	fear,	fierce	dedication	to	the	Home	Rule	cause	and	a	sincere	belief	in	the	

independent	Republic	of	Ireland	kept	many	Republican	soldiers	fighting.		

Following	the	first	wave	of	executions,	the	Free	State	suspended	executions	and	

offered	an	amnesty	in	early	February	1923,	in	hopes	of	ending	the	conflict.	Republican	

attacks	continued,	however,	and	executions	had	resumed	by	the	end	of	the	month.	Between	

the	end	of	the	February	amnesty	and	the	official	cease-fire	called	on	April	30,	at	least	
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twenty	more	official	executions	were	carried	out.	Though	the	rate	of	executions	declined	

steeply	following	the	ceasefire,	deaths	by	firing	squad	continued.	Four	Republican	

prisoners	were	executed	in	May,	while	the	final	two	executions	of	the	war	were	carried	out	

on	November	20,	1923,	months	after	the	fighting	had	ceased.18	 	

The	Free	State	was	able	to	secure	enough	power	to	convince	a	majority	of	the	

nation,	including	leaders	of	the	anti-treaty	Republican	Army,	that	it	was	too	strong	to	be	

deposed,	and	that	it	would	remain	the	highest	authority	in	the	land.	The	violence	of	

political	executions,	while	by	no	means	the	sole	basis	of	this	power,	was	instrumental	in	

strengthening	the	legitimacy	of	the	Free	State’s	legal	rulings,	as	well	as	deterring	assistance	

and	support	of	anti-treaty	forces.	As	Sinn	Féin	posters	from	the	time	indicate,	the	Free	

State’s	execution	policy	had	by	no	means	won	over	the	hearts	and	minds	of	the	Irish	public.	

One	particularly	scathing	poster	asks,	“Are	we	to	forget	these	murders,	forgive	the	murder	

cabinet	and	slavishly	accept	British	domination,	the	cause	of	all	our	evils?”19	The	execution	

policy	had,	however,	demonstrated	the	government’s	legal	power	over	the	body	and	

sovereign	right	to	kill	to	the	extent	that,	when	coupled	with	the	Free	State’s	superior	access	

to	material	resources	and	institutional	backing,	it	became	clear	that	this	was	a	war	the	anti-

treaty	forces	would	not	win.		

The	Republic	of	Ireland	ultimately	achieved	its	goal	of	total	autonomy	in	1948	with	

the	passage	of	the	Republic	of	Ireland	Act,	which	severed	all	ties	with	Britain,	and	declared	

the	southern	twenty-six	counties	an	independent	Republic.20	Though	conflict	stemming	

																																																								
18	Hopkins,	Green	Against	Green,	189,	257,	270.	
19	Cumann	na	mBan,	“Lest	We	Forget:	Some	March	Anniversaries,”	
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000148447,	14	November	2014.	
20	Cronin,	A	History	of	Ireland,	220.	
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from	the	partition	of	the	island	continued	throughout	the	twentieth	century,	the	authority	

of	the	Oireachtas	Éireann,	the	judiciary,	and	other	bureaus	and	branches	of	the	Irish	

Republic	were	secure,	and	their	sovereignty	established.	
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