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Literature and History



Key Dates and Historical Facts

• 1845-1851 Great Irish Famine causes death of over 1m 
people and c. 1 million people emigrate between 1846 and 
1851 (pop. Island of Ireland in 1841 was 8.5 million; in 1851 
6.5 million)

• 1881 more than one third of all Irish-born people alive at 
time lived outside of the country

• 1916 ‘Easter Rising’: short-lived rebellion against British 
government (mostly in Dublin) 

• 1918 Vote granted to women over 30
• 1919-1921 Irish War of Independence
• 1922-1923 Irish Civil War (those for versus those against 

establishment of Irish Free State: independence for 26 of 
32 Irish counties; 6 Northern Irish counties remain in UK)



• St George trampling the Irish dragon from 
Albon Levert's 'Athlone Officer of Armes of 
the whole Realme of Ireland, 1649-57'. 
National Library of Ireland



New Irish State
• 1922 Equal franchise to women in first constitution of the Irish Free 

State
• 1929 ‘Marriage bar’ introduced whereby teachers had to resign 

posts on marriage (operable from 1932); later extended to all parts 
of Civil Service

• 1937 Constitution of the Irish Republic
• Article 41, Irish Constitution/Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937):
‘The State recognises the Family as the natural primary and 
fundamental unit group of Society…..
In particular the State recognises that by her life within the home, 

woman gives to the State a support without which the common good 
cannot be achieved.
The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that Mothers shall not 
be obliged  by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of 
their duties in the home.
The State pledges itself to guard with special care the institution of 
Marriage, on which the Family is founded.’



Social Change

• 1979 Family Planning Act: ‘Irish solution to an Irish problem’ (result 
of cases to European Court and Irish Supreme Court; contraception 
theoretically limited to married couples for medical reasons, with 
opt-out clauses for medical personnel)

• 1983 Eighth Constitutional Amendment passed, established equal 
rights to life of the mother and unborn child

• 1986 Referendum confirmed constititutional ban on divorce
• 1990 Election of Mary Robinson as President of Ireland
• 1992 ‘X’ case (14 year old) led to Supreme Court finding that 

abortion is legal if a ‘real and substantial threat to the life of a 
pregnant woman’ exists and later to passing of Abortion 
Information and Right to Travel Referenda 

• 1993 Homosexuality decriminalised, with equal age of consent (17)



Literature and Social Change



(death of Ann Lovett, 1984)



Contemporary Ireland

• 1997 Ceasefire in Northern Ireland (end of ‘Troubles’, 
Northern Irish Conflict began 1968); 1998 Good Friday 
Agreement established devolved rule and power-sharing in 
Northern Ireland

• 2013 Limited legislation passed in Irish Parliament with 
regard to 1993 Supreme Court finding allowing abortion if a 
woman’s life is at risk, including risk of suicide: abortion 
and reproductive rights still a highly contentious issue in 
Ireland

• 2015 The Thirty-fourth Amendment of the Constitution 
(Marriage Equality) Bill passed (Ireland first country in 
world to legalise same-sex marriage by popular vote – 62% 
yes)

• 2016 (June) 51.9% of the participating UK electorate voted 
for ‘Brexit’



IDENTITY, LANGUAGE AND RELIGION

Ability to speak Irish 2011:
• 1.77m say they are able to speak Irish in 2011 census (from total 

population of Republic of Ireland 4, 588, 252; Northern Ireland 1.8m)
• 41.4 per cent of respondents; decrease from 41.9 in 2006 but 

increase in real terms from 1.66m to 1.77

• 77,185 said they speak it daily outside the education system (increase of 
5,037 since 2006)

• 110.642 said they spoke it weekly
• 613,236 said they spoke it less often than weekly
• One in four said they never spoke Irish

Foreign Language 2011: Over a half a million (514,068) Irish residents  - 11% -
spoke a foreign language at home including Polish – 119,526.



IDENTITY, LANGUAGE AND RELIGION

Religious Identity: 2011 Census

• 84.2% of the population identified themselves 
as Roman Catholic – decrease of 3% since 
2006 but increase of 180,000 in real terms; 

• Church of Ireland 2.8%;

• Non-Christian religions 1.9% including Islam 
1.07% 

• 5.9% identified selves as not having a religion; 
1.6% did not state a religion

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholic


The Language Question (in Irish)



The Language Question (English)



Literature, Myth and Wonder



60 years of Irish-Japan relations

2 Irish Haiku (by Michael Hartnet

In the sad canal
my face and a broken wheel –
debris of dead tribes

I make my sad verse
but hope keeps interfering –
forget-me-nots wink



60 years of Irish-Japan relations

Irish Haiku (by Seamus Heaney, Nobel Prize 
Winner, 1995)

Dangerous pavements

But this year I face the ice

With my father’s stick!



Crediting Poetry: Seamus Heaney’s Nobel 
Lecture (1995)

Poetry’s power: ‘ the power to remind us that 
we are hunters and gatherers of values’


