










































































THE LAND WAR AND THE LAND QUESTION 

In retrospect the Land War seems a decisive stage in the 
history of landlord-tenant relations. The main achievement of 
the Land League, the Land Act of 1881 , which established a 
system of dual ownership in which rents were fixed by special 
tribunals, eventually reconciled the landlords to land purchase. 
Also it created an alliance between nationalists and tenants that 
endured for decades, and went a long way to securing self­
government for Ireland. From the nationalists' point of view, 
the timing of events was fortunate. If Parnell and Davitt had 
not seized the leadership of the agrarian movement in 1879, it 
is unlikely that nationalists would ever have secured mass 
electoral support; without their leadership, the agrarian crisis 
would have produced its own leadership, preoccupied and torn 
by conflicting agrarian interests; or it might have produced no 
leadership at all, like the crisis in the early 1860s. Even if the 
tenants had produced a unified movement, strong enough to 
survive the crises of 1879-82, it is difficult to see how such a move­
ment could have captured the labourers when they were enfran­
chised in 1885. Without the New Departure and Parnellism, 
nationalism would probably have split into a number of 
impotent fragments: constitutional home rulers who would have 
been drawn into the orbit of the new Liberal government after 
1880; ageing Fenians, waiting for a European war that was 
only a remote possibility as long as Bismarck controlled 
Germany; idealist successors of George Henry Moore and 
William O'Neill Daunt who might have consoled themselves by 
vindicating the rights of Ireland within the new literary 
movement. 

The profound effects of the New Departure and the Land 
War were displayed within a few years of 1882 when in 1885 
the great electoral victory of Home Rule and the Land Purchase 
Act set the scene for the next generation. The system of dual 
ownership became firmly established, and co-existed with the 
very halting progress of land purchase: it took a long succession 
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of statutes between 1885 and 1909 to entice the majority of Irish 
tenant farmers to become owner occupiers. Yet the short-term 
effects of the Land War should not be exaggerated. The Land 
Act of 1881 did not have dramatic effects; during its first ten 
years, only £ 1 • 4 million was taken off Irish rents. (It is doubtful 
if these figures underestimate the reduction in rents, for 
rentals show the same fall.) It is even arguable that landlords 
were better off with the act than without it, for it stabilized rents; 
if rents had fallen in line with agricultural output, for example, 
their fall would have been greater - to some extent, therefore, 
landlords actually recovered some of the financial ground they 
had lost in the 1870s. Some landlords were, however, embarrass­
ed by a fall in their incomes, expecially those already in debt, 
as CuRTis has shown. But it cannot be argued that the Land 
War broke the spirit of the landlords: the wave of evictions 
between October 1881 and the middle of 1882, probably the 
worst since the Famine clearances, showed that many landlords 
had reserves of toughness that might hav~ surprised observers 
who knew only the Ireland of the 1870s. It has been argued that 
the Land War irreparably damaged the spirit of deference that 
had sustained the land system before 1879- that tenants 
stopped lifting their hats to landlords. This is a doubtful 
argument; for one thing, there is not much evidence one way 
or the other - unfortunately the R. I . C. did not keep statistics 
of hat lifting. What little evidence there is suggests there was 
no revolution in manners: testimonials to landed families 
on occasions such as the heir's majority continued; the petty 
sessions continued to play an important part in local law 
enforcement right up to the end of British rule ( and for longer 
in Northern Ireland); local government was dominated by 
landlords until 1898, although they began to lose control 
of the poor law boards in the 1880s. Finally, it is worth 
remembering that the system established in 1881 lasted for over 
thirty years: it may have been unsatisfactory, but Parliament 
found it difficult to persuade tenants to buy their farms without 
considerable inducements. 

The tenants did not emerge from the Land War with many 
new skills in organization and resistance. If anything, the Land 
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War created divisions and brought home the dangers of 
resistance. Between 1879 and 1883 14, 600 tenants were evicted 
which was almost one in thirty and more than had been evicted 
in the previous twenty years. The tenants' victory had been won 
at a cost; if there had been no resistance to landlords in 1879-81 
and if the crisis of 1879-82 had passed like that of 1861-2, there 
might have been 3 or 4,000 evictions (as there were in 1861-2): 
the difference between what happened and what might have 
happened was 10,000 evictions, which was one of the costs of 
the Land Act of 1881. (It is also remarkable that the number 
of evictions, even after 1882, in spite of the Land Act and the 
Arrears Act, remained high by pre-1879 standards, suggesting 
a new harshness in landlord-tenant relations.) The depression 
that began in 1885 was probably worse that that of 1879-80, 
but it did not lead to a similar outburst; for the Plan of 
Campaign, while it was better organized than the Land War, 
fell far short of a great popular attack on landlordism, and by 
1892 it was by no means clear that the tenants had won. It is 
remarkable that Irish tenants, under the impact of two major 
depressions in agriculture, did not organize more effectively, 
for neither the Land League nor the Plan of Campaign 
compared in effectiveness with industrial tr ade unions. 

If the Land War was a turning point in the history of the 
land question, it was not only because of the achievements of 
the Land League; for the period 1879-86 coincided with pro­
found changes in the fortunes of agriculture . T he crisis of 1879 
was not a temporary setback in a rising market, like that of 
1861-2; it was in fact the beginning of a long recession in 
European agriculture that lasted into the twentieth century. 
Although there was some recovery in the early 188Os, prices fell 
sharply in 1885-6, to points even lower than in 1879. These two 
crises were like a hinge in the history of nineteenth-century 
agriculture: on the one side prosperity interrupted by temporary 
setbacks , and on the other , stagnation occasionally disturbed 
by short periods of prosperity. It was the changing fortunes of 
agriculture as much as the Land W ar that undermined land­
lordism, for land ceased to be an attractive investment, and land 
purchase offered the prospect of exch anging land for money· 
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If the crisis of 1879-80 had been temporary, the Land Act of 
,... 1881 could easily have served as a new land code, leaving 

landlords in a strong position where they would have been forced 
to do nothing that they had not done before 1879; in fact the 
act might have given them some interesting new powers, such 
as the right to have the value of tenant right fixed by the courts 
(a power that was useful only in a rising market); it might have 
forced them to manage their estates more effectively; above all 
it might have introduced some useful tension into the relation­
ship between landlords and tenants , binding them together and 
engrossing them in constructive conflict. Without the lift of rising 
prices, however, the Land Act of 1881 was not so important , 
except in killing the Land League and stabilizing rents. 

At most, then, the Land War was a stage in the dismantling 
of landlordisrn, comparable with the electoral victory of Horne 
Rule in 1885, the First World War, the War of Independence 
and partition. Moreover the decline of the gentry was not an 
inevitable result of the destruction of landlordisrn, for it was 
envisaged that they would survive the sale of their tenanted land. 
By 1914 three-quarters of occupiers were buying out their 
landlords, mostly under the great acts of 1903 and 1904, which 
directly initiated the decisive decline of tenancy and led to the 
transfer in ownership of about nine million acres to the occupiers. 
In the 1920s, in both parts of Ireland, land purchase was made 
compulsory and the remaining tenanted land was taken from 
the landlords. The most striking sign of the decline of land­
lordisrn, the disappearance of the gentry from the countryside, 
was only evident from that decade: by the 1970s hardly one 
quarter of the mansion houses of the 1870s were lived in by 
descendants of nineteenth-century landed families. 

Landlords had remained important in the countryside after 
1881, and even after their metamorphosis under the land 
purchase acts. They played a part in the co-operative movement 
started by one of their own number, Horace Plunkett; they were 
connected with the Irish literary movement through George 
Moore and Lady Gregory, and were benignly immortalized in 
the works of Edith Somerville and Martin Ross; they became 
firmly entrenched in the great Conservative alliance that 
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dominated British politics from 1886 to 1906, one of whose first 
fruits was Arthur Balfour's chief secretaryship ( 1887-92) during 
which landlords and government were more closely combined 
than they had been for forty years; they remained politically 
important in Ulster where they led the Unionists after 1886 and 
provided three prime ministers of Northern Ireland between 1921 
and 1971. History was kiGd to the Irish landlords in their decline, 
and their going was unmarred by great acts of ineptitude: they 
produced no Franz von Papen to usher in a Hitler, nor a Claus 
von Stauffenberg who failed to usher him out. 

* * * 

Was the land question as important as it seemed to 
nineteenth-century Irishmen? There is no doubt that it gave 
nationalists an important opportunity to establish themselves 
between 1879 and 1882. But it did not dominate politics before 
1879, for it had to compete with other issues such as the 
disestablishment of the Irish church. Nor was it a barrier to 
agricultural progress, for farmers prospered before they were 
given security of tenure . If tandlordism had been abolished in 
the early 1850s, most of the benefits would have been enjoyed 
by larger tenants, and smaller tenants and labourers would have 
gained relatively less; if the three Fs had been granted in the 
1850s, or even in 1870, rents 1night actually have been higher 
and evictions more frequent, although sensational incidents like 
the Derryveagh evictions could not have occurred. As the number 
of agricultural labourers declined, the tenurial relationship 
between landlords and tenants became more important; but it 
was rivalled by a new one, the link between debtors and creditors. 
In the early 1870s, for example, for every civil bill ejectment 
process issued, there were fifty ordinary processes for debt. 

The real import4nce of the land question was perhaps less 
obvious. Because of the well established obsession with landlord­
tenant relations, and the events of 1879-82, the whole issue of 
Irish land came to be viewed exclusively in terms of ownership 
and occupation. Against the drama of evictions and agrarian 
crime, the minutiae of agricultural improvement and rural 
organization seemed dull; against the contending claims of 
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landlords and tenants , the claims of other groups - landless 
labourers , taxpayers , and city people who wanted access to 
land - seemed less pressing. As a result, when landlordism was 
abolished, it was replaced by a highly private system of owner­
ship. Public control was limited to the modestly exercised powers 
of the Land Commission; the landlords as centres of power were 
not replaced; farming became confined to those who inherited 
land, with some exceptions; physical access, even to stretches 
of beach, became a matter of private arrangement . Thus despite 
the Land League's campaign, the 'land for the people' did not 
lead to the establishment of great national forests , to areas of 
common land, or even to public footpaths . Above all, the land 
ceased to be a source of revenue; in the 1860s, for example, 25 
per cent of total Irish revenue was raised directly by taxes on 
land; in the course of the twentieth century, the expiry of land 
purchase annuities, the abolition of local government rates, and 
the growth of central government's assistance to agriculture have 
transformed the land into a net receiver of public revenue . 
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There is now a considerable body of secondary works, of 
which a selection is given below. It is important, however, to 
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system of private ownership that permits partial alienation by 
mortgaging, leasing or sub-letting. Even the prevalence of great 
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to the British Isles. ' On the land system in the rest of the United 
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