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ABSTRACT

Since the landing of Anglo-Normans on the island of Ireland in 1169, Ireland’s position within
the British Empire has been marked by ambiguity and complexity.* Officially part of the
Kingdom from 1801, many Irish hoped for equitable treatment; however, the prevailing English
attitude often reflected contempt, viewing the Irish as insufficiently “civilised”. This bias was
largely rooted in religious differences, as the majority of Irish were Roman Catholic,
contrasting with England’s Protestant majority. The English perceived the Irish as ignorant,
outdated in their beliefs, and potentially sympathetic to Catholic powers on the Continent.
Strategically, Ireland’s proximity to Britain heightened fears that countries like France might
use it as a launch point for attacks. Historical events, such as the 1798 Rebellion and the Easter
Rising, exemplified these anxieties, as both uprisings sought assistance from France and
Germany during conflicts with Britain. Consequently, British governance of Ireland fluctuated
between coercion and appeasement, while Irish aspirations ranged from seeking assimilation
within the Empire to pursuing full independence. This paper will explore the intricate historical
relationship between England and Ireland, analysing their mutual perceptions and reactions
throughout this period. By doing so, it aims to enhance our understanding of contemporary
relations between Great Britain, Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland, particularly in
light of the recent developments stemming from Brexit.

*The island of Ireland currently comprises the Republic of Ireland, a sovereign country, and
Northern Ireland, which is part of the United Kingdom. Great Britain consists of England,
Scotland, and Wales, while the United Kingdom includes Great Britain and Northern Ireland.
In this paper, “Ireland” will refer to the island of Ireland before 1921, while it will denote the
Republic of Ireland for the period after 1948."
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