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the Six Counties, it was nearly 7,200, 0.6 per cent of the popula-
tion. After this emigration slowed. Between 1926 and 1936, net
migration from the Free State was annually 16,700 (0.6 per cent
of the population) and from Northern Ireland 5,200 (0.4 per
cent of the population). The bulk of this probably occurred in
the late 1920s. During the 1930s, because of depressed conditions
overseas, emigration, for a time, virtually ceased. The result of
this continued outward drift of men and women was that Ireland
did not experience the growth in population which the balance
between birth and death rates would otherwise have entailed.
In the Twenty-Six Counties, population continued to decline,
though very slowly. In 1911 it was 3.140 million, in 1926 2.972
million, and in 1936 2.968 million. Meanwhile the Six Counties
experienced a modest growth in population from 1.25 million
in 1911 to 1.28 million in 1937.



Part VIII:
NATIONAL INCOME AND LIVING STANDARDS

The aim of economic activity in both areas was ultimately
to increase output and incomes per head of the population,
thereby increasing the living standards of the community. How
did the Irish economy perform in this respect during the interwar
period? It is difficult to say with precision. We have no adequate
national income figures for Northern Ireland until the late 1930s,
although the author has made a tentative estimate for 1924
which probably forms a reasonable approximation of the general
level in that year. National income statistics for the Saorstdt have
been calculated by G. A. Duncan: these are probably fairly
accurate when expressed in current prices.?® The problems
arise (and this applies equally in the case of Northern Ireland)
when we wish to measure changes over time in real incomes.
This involves adjusting the current figures for changes in the
price level, and there is controversy as to how this should be
done. Duncan therefore provided two estimates. The first,
based on an index he himself constructed, suggests that real
incomes per head of the Saorstdt population rose by as much
as 14 per cent between 1926 and 1931, after which they
stagnated, rising only a further three per cent between 1931 and
1938. The second, based on the cost-of-living index (which other
statisticians preferred) suggests a rise of 11 per cent between 1926
and 1931, followed by a two per cent rise between 1931 and
1938. The general picture, however, is clear; there was rapid
growth in the period before 1931 followed by stagnation during
the period of protection and the Economic War. Increases in
national income over the whole period in Northern Ireland were
probably of the same order of magnitude, between 10 and 15
per cent between 1924 and the late 1930s. By international
standards the performance in both parts of Ireland was poor.
In Britain, for example, incomes rose by about a quarter.

Given the possible margins of error in the national income
figures and remembering that they tell us nothing about changes
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in income distribution, we would be wise to look at other
indicators to try to obtain a clearer picture of trends in welfare.
They nearly all point in the same general direction; during the
interwar period there was slow but measurable improvement
in the standard of living. Life expectancy, for example, rose
in the Free State from 57.7 years in 1926 to 58.9 in 1936; in
Northern Ireland the rise was from 55.7 to 58.5. Although many
areas of health remained poor, generally things were improving.
The impact of tuberculosis was being reduced. In 1922 it
accounted for 10.1 per cent of all deaths in both Northern
Ireland and the Free State. By 1937 this had fallen to 6.5 and
7.9 per cent respectively. One area, however, where there was
no improvement was infant mortality. Though not particularly
high by international standards in the early 1920s, it did not
experience the fall in the interwar period that was taking place
elsewhere in Europe. Housing on the other hand, improved and
overcrowding was reduced. In both parts of the country roughly
a sixth of the housing stock was renewed 1n the interwar period,
although this overall similarly masks an important difference.
Local authority housebuilding, catering for the poorer sections
of society, was more significant in the Saorstdt where it accounted
for 41 per cent of the total compared to only 15 per cent in
Northern Ireland. The improvements in housing conditions,
which occurred in all regions of the country are shown in Table
I. Two features of the table merit comment. First, compared
to England and Wales, where there was massive building
between the wars, the situation remained poor. Second,
conditions in Dublin remained particularly bad. Despite slum
clearance, some 65,000 people, 14 per cent of the population,
lived as late as 1936 at densities of four or more to a room.

Nutritional standards probably also rose over the period, at
least in the Free State—adequate information for Northern
Ireland is not available after 1925. The number of cattle
consumed in the Saorstdt rose by no less than 79 per cent
between 1926/27 and 1936/37, though this is probably explained
by the poor export prices resulting from the Economic War.
The same factor also helps explain the increase in lamb
consumption (37 per cent) and eggs (14 per cent). Pigmeat
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TABLE I

Housing Conditions in Britain and Ireland between the wars showing (a) average
number of persons per room; (b) percentage of persons in families having more than
(WO persons per room.

[}

(a) (b)

1926 1931 1936/7 1926 1931 1936/7
IRISH FREE STATE 1.19 1.09 27.2 22.5
Leinster 1.14 1.08 vy 24.5
Munster 1.16 1.05 22.9 18.2
Connacht 1.35 1.19 32.8 24.4
Ulster (part) 1.24 1.12 29.6 24.5
Dublin Co. Borough 1.55 1.26 45.3 35.2
NORTHERN IRELAND 1.01 0.91 18.2 15.3
(urban) 0.98 0.87 14.7 9.6
, (rural) 1.04 0.96 21.6 17.2
Belfast Co. Borough 1.01 0.88 16.8 8.5
ENGLAND AND WALES - 0.83 - 7.0

Sources: Census of Population of the Irish Free State 1936; Census of Population of
Northern Ireland 1937.

consumption remained roughly stable. Imports virtually
disappeared, but the deficit was made good by domestic
production. Offsetting these increases to some extent was a
decline in the consumption of butter by roughly a third. There
was, as we have noted, a premium on its export thanks to huge
subsidies. But in general the available evidence suggests that
diets were becoming more varied over the period. This was
particularly the case amongst the urban population where
incomes were rising. Probably the dietary standards of the
agricultural community, who were experiencing falling incomes
in the 1930s, showed little or no improvement.

Not only diet was becoming more varied; the whole pattern
of leisure activities was changing, again particularly in urban
areas. The stereotypical Irish pastime, drinking, declined
markedly; over the course of the period beer consumption in
the Free State fell by approximately a quarter and whiskey by
30 per cent. In Northern Ireland there was such a decline in
alcohol consumption, about a third between the early 1920s and
the war, that the government, despite its advocacy of
temperance, became seriously embarrassed by the losses in
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revenue this entailed. Cinema-going on the other hand was on
the increase — the length of film imported into the Free State
rose by 60 per cent in the interwar years. By the middle 1930s
there were 190 cinemas in the Saorstdt with seating capacity for
110,000. The number of admissions was estinated at over 18
million, six admissions per annum per head of the population.
As regards Northern Ireland, Belfast had virtually the same
number of cinema seats per capita as London. Participating in,
and watching, sport became more important: attendance at
GAA finals rose from generally under 20,000 in the late 1920s
to 70,000 in 1938. By the end of the 1930s gates at rugby
internationals had risen to 85,000 at Landsdowne Road and to
30,000 at Ravenhill. Radio sets became increasingly common.
On the eve of the war nearly one family in two had a wireless
set in Northern Ireland and perhaps one in four in the Free State.
(The actual figure suggested by licenses is one in five, but one
suspects that not all receivers were legally operated.) Many other
indicators of the ‘modernisation’ of leisure activities could be
given, for example the increased use of cars and the spread of
gambling. (The Irish Free State pioneered betting shops,
establishing them in 1931, a generation before Britain.).




CONCLUSION

Despite some economic development and social progress, the
interwar period was one of only slow change. Both economies,
north and south, slipped further behind Great Britain. In the
Free State, particularly in the stagnant 1930s, the government
must receive part of the blame for this. In Northern Ireland
the policy pursued by Stormont was probably neutral. Its powers
were in any case so limited that it was impotent to do much.
The province was the victim of international forces quite
outside governmental control. Overall the economic performance
in both parts of Ireland in the interwar period was of a similar
order of magnitude, with per capita incomes probably growing
in the range of 13 to 17 per cent. The war, however, was to
see a considerable divergence. For reasons that lie outside the
scope of this work, the economy of Northern Ireland grew with
unprecedented rapidity between 1938 and 1947; national
income in real terms rose by 84 per cent compared to 47 per
cent in the United Kingdom as a whole. The result was that
incomes per head of the population grew from only 55 per cent
of the United Kingdom average in 1938 to nearly 70 per cent
after the war. The situation in the South was very different;
growth between 1938 and 1947 was only 14 per cent. Although
comparisons across national boundaries are notoriously difficult,
available figures would suggest that in the immediate pre-war
period incomes per head in Eire were slightly under half the
British level (they had been 60 per cent in the late 1920s). By
1947 they were under 40 per cent. This was at a time when
incomes in the North had risen to nearly 70 per cent of British
levels. Put another way, living standards in Ireland were on
average much the same on both sides of the border around 1930;
by the late 1940s income per head in Northern Ireland were
nearly 75 per cent above those in Eire. These changes had
enormous implications. In the late 1920s, though politically
divided and structurally dissimilar, Ireland was essentially, in
terms of standards of life and the movement of goods across the
border, one economic nation. Twenty years later, thanks to the

growth of protectionism, the Economic War, and above all the
‘real’ war, 1t was not,
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