
armed struggle the history of the ira

Armed struggle has been a significant aspect of the Irish political
landscape, particularly in the context of the Irish Republican Army (IRA).
The IRA, founded in the early 20th century, has evolved through various
phases, reflecting the complexities of Irish nationalism and the struggle for
independence from British rule. This article explores the history of the IRA,
its ideological underpinnings, major campaigns, and the implications of its
armed struggle on both Northern Ireland and the broader Irish context.

Origins of the IRA

The roots of the IRA can be traced back to the Irish War of Independence
(1919-1921). The organization emerged from the Irish Volunteers, a
nationalist militia founded in 1913. Following the Easter Rising in 1916—an
insurrection aimed at ending British rule and establishing an independent
Irish Republic—the Volunteers gained prominence. The subsequent war against
British forces led to the establishment of the IRA as the military wing of
the newly formed Irish Republican government.

Key Events Leading to the Formation of the IRA

1. The Easter Rising (1916): A pivotal moment in Irish history, the Easter
Rising galvanized nationalist sentiment and laid the groundwork for future
armed struggle.
2. The War of Independence (1919-1921): Following the rising, the IRA engaged
in guerrilla warfare against British forces, ultimately leading to the Anglo-
Irish Treaty and the partition of Ireland.
3. Civil War (1922-1923): The treaty's acceptance led to a split within the
IRA, resulting in a civil war between pro-Treaty and anti-Treaty factions.
The anti-Treaty side continued to identify as the IRA.

The Provisional IRA and the Troubles

The modern iteration of the IRA, known as the Provisional IRA (PIRA), emerged
in the late 1960s amidst escalating tensions in Northern Ireland. The PIRA
sought to end British rule in Northern Ireland through armed struggle and
aimed to reunify Ireland.

Background to the Troubles

The Troubles, a violent conflict that lasted from the late 1960s to the 1998
Good Friday Agreement, was characterized by sectarian violence primarily
between the nationalist/republican community (predominantly Catholic) and the
unionist/loyalist community (predominantly Protestant). Key factors
contributing to the conflict included:

- Discrimination: Widespread discrimination against Catholics in housing,
employment, and political representation.



- Civil Rights Movement: Inspired by global movements for equality, the
Northern Irish civil rights movement sought to address injustices faced by
Catholics, leading to increased tensions with unionists.
- British Response: The British government's deployment of troops in 1969
exacerbated the situation, leading to further violence and the rise of
paramilitary organizations.

The Campaign of the Provisional IRA

The PIRA's armed struggle during the Troubles involved various tactics,
including:

- Guerrilla Warfare: The PIRA utilized hit-and-run tactics, ambushes, and
bombings against British security forces and infrastructure.
- Targeted Assassinations: High-profile targets included British soldiers,
police officers, and political figures, aiming to undermine British
authority.
- Public Support: The PIRA garnered support from segments of the nationalist
community, who viewed their actions as legitimate resistance against
oppression.

Major Incidents and Campaigns

Throughout the Troubles, several key incidents highlighted the intensity and
complexity of the conflict:

1. Bloody Sunday (1972): On January 30, British troops shot 26 unarmed civil
rights protesters in Derry, leading to widespread outrage and increased
support for the PIRA.
2. Bobby Sands and the Hunger Strikes (1981): Sands, an IRA member, led a
hunger strike to protest the treatment of prisoners. His death drew
significant international attention and sympathy for the republican cause.
3. The Brighton Hotel Bombing (1984): The PIRA targeted the Conservative
Party conference, resulting in significant casualties and demonstrating the
group's capability to strike at the heart of British politics.

The Ceasefire and Political Transition

The violence of the Troubles led to a recognition that a political solution
was necessary. Various attempts at peace negotiations culminated in the 1998
Good Friday Agreement, which established a framework for political governance
in Northern Ireland and addressed issues of identity, governance, and
reconciliation.

Factors Leading to the Ceasefire

- Exhaustion of Violence: The prolonged conflict resulted in significant loss
of life and a desire for peace among the communities.
- International Pressure: The involvement of the United States and other
international actors in facilitating dialogue was crucial.



- Political Engagement: The recognition that political engagement was
essential for achieving the aims of nationalism and republicanism.

The Role of the IRA in the Peace Process

The PIRA announced a ceasefire in 1994, followed by a more permanent
cessation of hostilities in 1997. Key aspects of the IRA's role in the peace
process included:

- Disarmament: The decommissioning of arms, overseen by international bodies,
became a critical element of the peace agreement.
- Political Engagement: The IRA's political wing, Sinn Féin, engaged in
negotiations leading to the establishment of the Northern Ireland Assembly.

Legacy and Contemporary Implications

The history of the IRA and its armed struggle has left a complex legacy in
Ireland and beyond. While the Good Friday Agreement marked a significant step
towards peace, the ramifications of the conflict persist.

Ongoing Challenges

- Sectarian Divisions: Despite the political progress, sectarian divisions
remain entrenched in Northern Irish society, impacting community relations
and political dynamics.
- Dissident Republican Groups: Some factions, dissatisfied with the peace
process, continue to advocate for armed struggle, posing challenges to the
stability achieved.
- Cultural Memory: The narratives surrounding the IRA and the Troubles are
deeply embedded in Irish and British cultural memory, influencing
contemporary politics and identity.

Conclusion

The history of the IRA and its armed struggle is a testament to the
complexities of nationalism, identity, and the pursuit of self-determination.
While the organization has transitioned from a paramilitary group to a key
player in the political landscape of Northern Ireland, the legacy of its
actions continues to shape the discourse around peace and reconciliation.
Understanding this history is essential for addressing the ongoing challenges
and fostering a more inclusive future for all communities in Ireland.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary goal of the Irish Republican



Army (IRA)?

The primary goal of the IRA was to end British rule in Northern Ireland and
to reunify Ireland as a sovereign nation.

When was the IRA founded and what historical context
led to its creation?

The IRA was founded in 1919, emerging from the Irish War of Independence,
which followed centuries of British control over Ireland.

What were the main phases of armed struggle by the
IRA?

The IRA's armed struggle can be divided into several phases, including the
War of Independence (1919-1921), the Troubles (late 1960s to 1998), and
various splinter groups continuing armed activities in the 21st century.

How did the Good Friday Agreement impact the IRA's
activities?

The Good Friday Agreement, signed in 1998, led to a ceasefire by the IRA and
a shift towards political means for achieving their goals, effectively ending
much of the violence associated with the Troubles.

What were some significant operations carried out by
the IRA during the Troubles?

Notable operations included bombings, assassinations, and armed attacks
against British security forces and infrastructure, most infamously the
Birmingham pub bombings in 1974.

What role did the IRA play in the broader context of
Irish nationalism?

The IRA was a key military organization for Irish nationalists, representing
the armed struggle for independence and influencing political movements and
public sentiment around Irish reunification.

What were the ideological differences between the
Provisional IRA and the Official IRA?

The Provisional IRA, formed in 1969, focused on armed struggle and was more
militaristic, while the Official IRA advocated for a political solution and
Marxist ideology, leading to a split in the movement.

How did international factors influence the IRA's
activities?

The IRA received support from the Irish diaspora, particularly in the United
States, where fundraising and political lobbying contributed to its
operations and public perception.



What legacy has the IRA left in contemporary Irish
society?

The IRA's legacy is complex, with ongoing debates about its role in Irish
history, its contributions to the peace process, and the impact of its
actions on communities affected by violence.

What are some modern interpretations of the IRA's
struggle?

Modern interpretations vary widely; some view the IRA as freedom fighters,
while others see them as terrorists, reflecting the continuing divisions in
Irish society regarding their actions and motivations.
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