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ABSTRACT
ILLUMINATING THE IRISH FREE STATE: NATIONALISM, NATIONAL
IDENTITY, AND THE PROMOTION OF THE SHANNONG
HYDROELECTRIC SCHEME

McKayla K. Sutton, B.A., M.A.
Marquette University, 2014

This dissertation focuses on the ways in which the Shannon Hydroelectric
Scheme influenced perceptions of Irishness in the fraught context of postcolonial nation
building. The Irish Free State, established by a treaty with Great Britain in 1921, faced
the difficult task of maintaining order and establishing stable institutions for the new
state. One of the government’s most audacious efforts to achieve these objectives was to
construct the largest hydroelectric dam in the world on the River Shannon in 1925 with
the help of German contractors from Siemens-Schuckert. The first half of the dissertation
deals with several ideological issues brought to the fore by the Scheme. 1 will
demonstrate how the Free State government usurped the project as a symbol of its own
political success, and the ways in which the education system and the Catholic Church
responded to the demands of modernity. The presence of hundreds of German engineers
and their families, and the absence of any real participation by the British, provided an
unparalleled opportunity for the Irish to explore concepts of “otherness” and race—hot-
button issues in the interwar period. Regional tensions similarly allowed various Irish
people to define themselves within the national community, as the people of Limerick
distinguished their community from Dublin, Cork, and the Gaeltacht. The second half of
the dissertation deals specifically with the promotional campaigns designed for tourists
and women.

The Shannon Scheme served as a nexus where interwar and postcolonial issues
converged and provided a space for the Irish to examine intricate facets of their local and
national identities. In discussions about the dam, politicians, electricians, journalists,
priests, and citizens articulated theories about politics, religion, education, race, and
gender. By focusing on the promotion of the Scheme, | can reconstruct the ideal image of
Irishness its advocates sought to cultivate, with Irish, imperial, and international
audiences in mind. I argue that Ireland’s former colonial status dictated the particular
contours of identity formation, but that perceptions of nationalism, modernity, and
Irishness were multifaceted and shaped as much from within national boundaries as they
were by global responses to the new state demonstrating autonomy.
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INTRODUCTION

Will it [the Shannon Hydroelectric Scheme] mean in the long run the emergence

of a new type of Irishman, alert to apply to his own purpose every modern

discovery and every improved method, yet cherishing at the same time the ideals

of the legendary past and drawing his mental sustenance from Gaelic culture?*

—NM. G. Palmer, January 12, 1930

With this insightful question, M. G. Palmer captured the essence of what the
Shannon Hydroelectric Scheme meant to Irish society. The seemingly contradictory
notions of tradition and modernity in many ways shaped the development of the Irish
Free State and perceptions of Irishness in the interwar years.? Political leaders and
citizens alike had to ask themselves if Ireland was Irish merely because of its Gaelic
heritage, or if being Irish could simultaneously take on more progressive and modern
connotations. For postcolonial societies engaged in nation building, this debate was
pervasive, and the degree to which each has sought a balance between what came before
and the desired trajectories of the post-independence states is critical to fostering national
identities. Indeed, while nationalist dogma that advocated severance from colonial control
undoubtedly looked to the past for legitimacy, inevitably populations in newly
independent states must confront the present and the future when the goal of

independence is achieved. The inherent problem with this dialectic is that it can appear

that traditions must be sacrificed in the name of modernity; that the balance is in practice

! M. G. Palmer, “The Shannon Stirs New Hope in Ireland: Popular Imagination Has Been Fired by
the Harnessing of Its Historic Waters to Make Industries Grow,” New York Times Magazine, 12 January
1930: Patrick McGilligan Papers, University College Dublin Archives (UCDA) P35d/15(15).

% The Irish Free State was established by the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, though the state did not
come into existence until December 1922 with the adoption of the Constitution of the Irish Free State. It
replaced the self-proclaimed Irish Republic of 1919 and had dominion status within the British Empire. The
six counties of Northern Ireland opted out of the Free State, which was refashioned the modern state of
Ireland in 1937 when citizens voted to replace the Constitution.
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a zero-sum game.® However, as a study of the Shannon Scheme and its promotion
demonstrates, these themes were negotiated and addressed in ways that did not make
them necessarily incompatible. The Free State harnessed the project in the name of nation
building in an attempt to cultivate a particularly Irish modernity. Janus-faced on the
surface, this type of modernity was unlike industrialism elsewhere because the
government promised not to sacrifice agriculture (tradition) for the sake of industry
(modernity). The questions that beg to be asked are why the Free State adopted the
Scheme for this purpose and how it struck a balance between a nationalist ethos that
emphasized connections to a Gaelic past and modernization that would propel the nation
in new directions.

While a few entrepreneurs and engineers had speculated on the possibility of
harnessing the River Shannon prior to the 1920s, many nationalists contended that the
British had resisted developing Ireland’s resources in order to stunt industrial growth for
their own colonial purposes. Inspired by new developments in hydroelectricity and the
potential for its implementation under an Irish government, Thomas McLaughlin, an
engineer and graduate of UCD, picked up on these earlier speculations and made them a
reality when he took a job in Berlin working for Siemens Schuckert in December 1922.
Using the close connections he had with former classmates turned politicians,

McLaughlin facilitated conversations between Siemens and the Free State. He received a

¥ The term “modernity” will be used in place of “modernization” or “industrialization” as its
definition more broadly encompasses technological, political, and cultural progress. While modernity
incorporates modern and industrial projects, such as hydroelectric development, the concept is more
expansive in its outlook by also considering transformations in consciousness concerning how the modern
present came to differ from past traditions and values. Similarly, modernization and industrialization,
though related, are not synonymous given that modern luxuries, including electricity in the home, did not
necessarily have industrial functions. See Joe Cleary’s essay “Ireland and Modernity,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Modern Irish Culture, ed. Joe Cleary and Claire Connolly (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 1-24.
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positive response from government ministers after presenting his ideas in December
1923, which in turn led to the publication of a White Paper in March 1924. This report
laid out the conditions for submitting a proposal to develop electrical power in Ireland.
Later that year, Siemens’ proposal, The Electrification of the Irish Free State: The
Shannon Scheme Developed by Siemens-Schuckert, was handed over to a committee of
four European experts charged with evaluating its merits before it was finally presented
to the two houses of Free State legislature, Dail Eireann and the Seanad, for approval.
After debates over the cost, size, and technical aspects of the project, the Shannon
Electricity Act of 1925 signaled the official sanction needed for construction to begin.
This massive undertaking put excessive demands on the already extensive portfolio of the
Department of Industry and Commerce. In an effort to ease this burden and more
effectively orchestrate the sweeping promotional campaign, the Electricity (Supply) Act
of 1927 transferred the management of the project and the distribution of electricity to
one government entity: the Electricity Supply Board (ESB). Part of this semi-state body’s
responsibility was to nationalize the electricity industry in Ireland, meaning that the small
producers were bought up by the government, leading some to interpret this as a
manifestation of socialism. In addition, the ESB was charged with selling the Scheme to
the public, which, especially in areas outside of Dublin, had little experience with
electricity and needed to be educated on its benefits.

Although revolutionary in many ways, the Shannon Scheme was not responsible
for introducing electricity to the island. In fact, as Maurice Manning and Moore

McDowell have noted, “the first electric light in Ireland was an arc lamp outside the
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office of the Freeman’s Journal in Prince’s Street, Dublin, in 1880.”*

The novelty did
not, however, inspire many industries, and as the authors claimed, “in retrospect it is hard
to be enthusiastic about the progress of electrification in Ireland prior to independence.”
When the Free State government took over in 1922, one hundred and sixty separate
suppliers managed the nation’s electrical needs.® However, these unconnected entities,
with the exception of the Dublin Corporation, mainly catered to local industries, and
“over a quarter of them had fewer than five consumers.”” The introduction of the
Shannon Scheme, therefore, transformed the way people thought about electricity
because it revolutionized the daily business of running homes and factories in places that
had previously been outside the range of these small electricity suppliers.

Commissioned by the government as part of its state-building agenda, the
Shannon Scheme was an unprecedented and audacious venture in national electrification.
It was the largest civil works project of the time in Ireland, and it briefly was the largest
hydroelectric dam in the world. This undertaking, facilitated by the power station built at
Ardnacrusha on the Shannon River, enabled Ireland to create the first national
electrification grid in Europe. The Shannon Scheme was also a watershed in Irish history
because it played a fundamental role in the Free State’s efforts to establish political and

economic independence from Britain. Constructed by a combination of German

engineers and workers from Siemens, alongside Irish laborers, the Shannon Scheme

* Maurice Manning and Moore McDowell, Electricity Supply in Ireland: The History of the ESB
(Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1984), 1.

® Ibid, 16.

® “The Shannon Scheme Project,” in Siemens in Ireland, 1925-2000: Seventy-Five Years of
Innovation, by Gerald O’Beirne (Dublin: A & A Farmar, 2000): 41.

" 1bid, 42.
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stood at the forefront of modern engineering. However, this project could be seen as a
major break from the desired agricultural paradise proclaimed by Irish nationalists, since
electricity was generally associated with industrial development. The ways in which
Cumann na nGaedheal, the governing political party, promoted electricity emphasized the
challenges of its attempted reimagining of Irish national identity to incorporate industrial
and technological modernity. By linking the Shannon Scheme to the cause of nation
building, the Free State government and its supporters sought a delicate balance that
celebrated agriculture as Ireland’s greatest industry, with the caveat that in order to
compete with other ‘butter-producing’ nations, such as Denmark, it was necessary to
modernize.

The context in which the government undertook this expansive project, in the
hopes of competing with other European nations in the interwar period, indicates the
Scheme’s truly remarkable genesis. The Irish Free State was founded in the midst of
violent struggle and opposition to government. From undermining British representatives
during the Land War of the late-nineteenth century to a nationalist uprising on Easter
Monday 1916, there was a pervasive trend in Ireland to challenge political legitimacy.
This period of contestation did not end with the culmination of the Great War, but rather
escalated in response to the postponement of Home Rule—a constitutionally modest
program that had been the prime goal of Irish nationalists to break the bonds of British
colonial rule—bringing Irish nationalist forces into conflict with British troops during the

War of Independence from 1919-1921.2 Though the Anglo-Irish Treaty was designed to

® For more on Home Rule, see Alan O’Day’s Irish Home Rule 1867-1921 (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1998). See also Alvin Jackson’s Home Rule: An Irish History, 1800-2000
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2003).
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pacify the situation, it proved to be extremely divisive to the nationalist movement in
Ireland. Pro- and anti-Treaty factions fundamentally disagreed over the terms of this
treaty and fought a devastating Civil War from 1922-1923, dividing families and
communities for generations following the ceasefire. The loss of the northern six counties
as a result of the Treaty and the subsequent Boundary Commission only further
compounded this traumatic memory and legacy of violence because a united Ireland has
been essential to nationalists’ definition of the nation. The pro-Treaty victors of the Civil
War, most of who were represented politically by the Cumann na nGaedheal party,
adhered to maintaining the Treaty as a matter of honor and as a source of their own
legitimacy. The anti-Treaty faction—reconstituted as Fianna Fail in 1926 and led by the
putative republic’s president Eamon de Valera—protested against the Free State
government’s willingness to accept terms that required elected officials to take an oath of
allegiance to the Crown and that fell short of granting a republic. Thus, the Shannon
Scheme must be considered not only as a means to break from tradition by demonstrating
the new nation’s independence in the postcolonial period, but the project also linked the
state to the past by perpetuating the Irish revolution’s legacy.

On the surface, depicting early-twentieth century Ireland as a place marred by
war, violence, and skepticism of, if not outright objection to, government might seem to
be a valid assessment. Yet, the 1920s prove problematic to such a sweeping generality.
The decade also ushered in an era of dramatic change, political stability, and
technological innovation. Electrification was all the rage in Europe, but the new Irish
government understood that such an extensive and costly endeavor carried risks. Still not

recovered from the devastation of the Civil War—Iliterally in terms of infrastructure, but
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also psychologically as the postcolonial nation sought to break the bonds of a pervasive
inferiority complex—the Free State embarked on the Shannon Scheme because it viewed
electrification as a cure to this despondency: one that would spark not only Irish
industries, but also the Irish imagination. In many ways, Cumann na nGaedheal also
exploited the project as a means to bolster the party’s claim to the revolutionary mantle.
Fianna Fail, as the strongest voice of opposition, chastised the governing party for its
attention to big business and its seemingly pro-imperialist attitudes at the expense of real
Ireland—the small farmers who were struggling to pay land annuities to Britain. De
Valera’s party accused Cumann na nGaedheal of betraying the revolution by moving
away from the nationalist ethos that celebrated Arthur Griffith’s model for economic
independence as a necessary part of the Irish-Ireland movement.® The notable
achievement that was the Shannon Scheme has therefore been mired in relative obscurity,
as the emphasis on Cumann na nGaedheal’s shortcomings, made possible by Fianna
Fail’s impressive grasp on politics from 1932 until its fall in the most recent spring
election of 2011, persisted through most of the twentieth century.

Historical interpretations of Cumann na nGaedheal have largely echoed Fianna
Fail’s claims that the government and its policies were stagnant and anti-industrial. Thus,
one group of historians, including Mary Daly and John Regan, have argued that Cumann
na nGaedheal was conservative and lacked the initiative or desire to transform Ireland in

any meaningful way. Daly has claimed that

° Founded in the 1890s, the Irish-Ireland movement was a manifestation of cultural nationalism
that advocated a preservation of Irish heritage, including language, culture, and literature. Douglas Hyde’s
1892 article, “The necessity for de-anglicising Ireland,” expresses the tenets of Irish-Irelanders. See
Timothy G. McMahon’s Grand Opportunity: The Gaelic Revival and Irish Society (Syracuse: Syracuse
University Press, 2008).
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The late nineteenth-century stirring of Irish nationalism through language revival
and the adulation of traditional peasant society was explicitly antimodern in its
approach and saw a new Ireland as rejecting the materialism of an urban
industrialized society. The Cumann na nGaedheal government subscribed to these
values by endeavoring to focus Irish economic destiny on agriculture.*
She stressed the inefficiency of the government’s policy to delegate decisions to
committees that never produced reports or that chose to disregard appeals for economic
assistance for years at a time. Tariff reform was a particularly heated issue in this context,
as some people supported the establishment of tariff walls in order to protect Irish
industry, while others rejected it because they feared Britain would retaliate and Irish
agriculture would suffer. As Daly argues, in order to solve this dilemma, Cumann na
nGaedheal leaders sat on issues or took minimal action to appear as if they were doing
something, such as placing tariffs on economically unimportant goods, like rosary beads.
In The Irish Counter-Revolution 1921-1936, meanwhile, John Regan described the Free
State period as explicitly counterrevolutionary and proposed that Cumann na nGaedheal
leaders actually reversed some of the gains of the revolution.

Several historians have challenged this historiography by reassessing Cumann na
nGaedheal, and they have contended that it was neither as anti-industrial nor as anti-
modern as previous historians claimed. Jason Knirck’s recent research on the party
indicates that Cumann na nGaedheal was not the counterrevolutionary force portrayed by

Regan. Knirck investigated the complexities that shaped decisions made by Free State

leaders, whom he depicts as more pragmatic than their successors in Fianna Fail.** He

19 Mary Daly, Industrial Development and Irish National Identity, 1922-1939 (Syracuse: Syracuse
University Press, 1992), 174.

1 Jason Knirck, Afterimage of the Revolution: Cumann na nGaedheal and the Irish Revolution
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2014).
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stressed the state-building agenda of the party and the ways in which Cumann na
nGaedheal sought to maintain its connection to the revolution, all the while attempting to
establish faith in government institutions and provide stability. Ciara Meehan has
contributed to this reinterpretation of Cumann na nGaedheal in her book entitled The
Cosgrave Party: A History of Cumann na nGaedheal, 1923-33. Meechan’s work has
addressed a substantial gap in the historiography of the Free State by focusing on the
innovations of the party and its leaders in matters of electioneering, which she deemed
“both inventive and impressive.”*? According to Mechan, “the emphasis in the
historiography of the period 1927-1932 on Cumann na nGaedheal’s problems and
failures has meant that achievements are largely forgotten,” including in her list the
Shannon Scheme, the Statute of Westminster, and President William T. Cosgrave’s trip
to the United States."® Both Knirck and Meehan have made great headway in analyzing
Cumann na nGaedheal in its own right by demonstrating that the party was not as
inactive as historians like Daly and Regan claim.

Further, the debate between tradition and modernity affects interpretations of not
only Cumann na nGaedheal, but of the Irish nationalist tradition of which the party was
just one variant. D. George Boyce has outlined that “the chief characteristics of

nationalism in Ireland have been race, religion, and a strong sense of territorial unity and

12 Ciara Meehan, The Cosgrave Party: A History of Cumann na nGaedheal, 1923-33 (Dublin:
Prism, 2010), 119.

3 Meehan, 138. She noted the significance of the Statute of Westminster 1931which established
legislative equality among the dominions of the British Empire. This meant that the dominions were
independent and bound only by their own laws. When Fianna Fail won a majority in 1933, it used the
Statute of Westminster to legally disassemble the Anglo-Irish Treaty and draft a new constitution. In
addition to this boon for Free State foreign policy, Meehan discussed Cosgrave’s propaganda tour to the
United States and Canada in 1928. In addition to addressing the House of Representatives, Cosgrave visited
New York, Chicago, Washington, and Ottawa to promote the accomplishments of the Irish government.
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integrity; and in all its modes it has been profoundly influenced by the power and
proximity of Britain.”'* Since both leading political parties of the Free State were
nationalist in outlook, it was not unusual for both to appeal to the anti-modern aspect of
nationalism that emphasized the Gaeltacht as pure and untouched by British influence.*®
Most famously in a speech broadcast in 1943, then-President de Valera proclaimed,
The Ireland that we dreamed of would be the home of a people who valued
material wealth only as a basis for right living, of a people who, satisfied with
frugal comfort, devoted their leisure to the things of the spirit—a land whose
countryside would be bright with cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages
would be joyous with the sounds of industry, with the romping of sturdy children,
the contest of athletic youths and the laughter of happy maidens, whose firesides
would be forums for the wisdom of serene old age. The home, in short, of a
people living the life that God desires that men should live.*
Historians have also used similar rhetoric employed by romantic nationalists to
characterize the nationalist movement as decidedly anti-British. For example, Lawrence

McCaffery suggested that

In their [nationalists’] efforts to de-Anglicize Ireland they attacked British values.
They portrayed the Irish as spiritual people finding beauty in the things of nature.
In contrast, Englishmen were coarse materialists. Industrialism was a cruel
monster devouring the human spirit. Urbanization corrupted men’s personalities.
Utilitarianism was a vulgar justification of avarice. Without the presence of the
British and their perverse culture, Ireland would be a rural paradise.'’

Indeed, for much of the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, nationalists painted
Ireland as the direct opposite of Britain. If the latter was considered modern, industrial,

and forward-looking, Ireland was anti-modern, agricultural, and dedicated to tradition.

' David George Boyce, Nationalism in Ireland, 3" ed. (New York: Routledge, 1995), 19.
!> The Gaeltacht are Irish-speaking regions of the west that were also predominately agrarian.

) ¢ Eamon de Valera, “The Ireland That We Dreamed Of,” speech delivered March 17, 1943, in the
RTE Libraries and Archives, http://www.rte.ie/laweb/Il/Il_t09b.html [accessed May 5, 2009].

" Lawrence J. McCaffrey, “Irish Nationalism and Irish Catholicism: A Study in Cultural Identity,”
Church History 42, no. 4 (December 1973): 533.
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Historians and literary scholars have also used this argument to explain elements of Irish
nationalism. The legacy of this anti-British trope among Irish nationalists was highlighted
by Declan Kiberd, who traced it to the Norman invasion: “Ireland was soon patented as
not-England, a place whose peoples were, in many important ways, the very antitheses of
their new rulers from overseas.”® Joe Cleary has built on Kiberd’s interpretation by
suggesting that colonial ties to “modern” Britain meant that “from the nineteenth century
onwards, Ireland acquired a refurbished reputation as a national culture distinguished by
its supposed antipathy to the modern.”® Unlike other national schemes, such as the
language revival, which had historical links to Irish nationalism, hydroelectricity lacked
origins in a Gaelic past. Industrial development and the modernity associated with the
Shannon Scheme were generally negatively associated with Britain and its polluted cities
and urban polity. If, as some historians suggest, nationalists were obsessed with
demonstrating that the Irish were not British, then the Shannon Scheme surely proved
challenging to Cumann na nGaedheal leaders who were deeply influenced by nationalist
ideology, but they were also committed to the national electrification project. In order to
make electricity, which had obvious connections with British industrialism, compatible
with Irish nationalism, the government promoted it as the vanguard of something modern
yet still Irish.

Some scholars have begun to re-evaluate the degree to which Irish nationalism is
associated with tradition and have found that modernity was not necessarily incompatible

with nationalist thinking. Timothy McMahon’s study of the Gaelic Revival discussed the

'8 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London: Random
House Press, 1995), 9.

9 Cleary, 10.
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ways in which the Gaelic League, whose goal was primarily to promote the Gaelic
language and other elements of traditional Gaelic culture, encouraged industrial
development in local and national festivals. Since many Irish nationalists were also
Gaelic Leaguers, McMahon’s claim that Irish nationalists favored industry marks a
significant departure from other historians” works on Irish nationalism. He has argued
that
Gaelic Leaguers offered two main justifications for their intense interest in Irish
industries. First they believed that their work on behalf of the language could not
succeed unless native Irish-speakers stopped emigrating. . . . Second, League
activists in the English-speaking districts felt the need to refute the so called
‘bread-and-butter’ argument against learning Irish, that is, that studzying the
language would not result in any (material) benefit for the country.®
As evidence that linguistic revival was compatible with material improvement, the
Leaguers “argued that national revivals elsewhere in Europe had taught them that
language and industrial movements inevitably went hand in hand.”** McMahon stated
that in the planning of festivals, there was a “yearning to invigorate industry and
agriculture, thus reinforcing the economic ideals espoused by the League.”22 Mike
Cronin, on the other hand, has accused the Gaelic League of promoting ““a historical and
traditional embrace of Ireland’s ancient culture,” though he also recognized that the
majority of the Irish people, many of whom supported the nationalist movement, were

not anti-industrial either.?® A series of festivals called Aonach Tailteann were sponsored

by the Free State and designed to promote Irish traditional games. According to Cronin,

% McMahon, Grand Opportunity, 143.
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% Mike Cronin, “Projecting the Nation through Sport and Culture: Ireland, Aonach Tailteann and
the Irish Free State, 1924-32,” Journal of Contemporary History 38, no. 3 (July 2003): 398.
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“one of the most popular events was the industrial pageant through the streets of Dublin,
which allowed Irish firms to demonstrate their traditionalism and nationalism, as well as
their adherence to modern industrial methods.”?* Not only were Irish nationalists
supportive of industry, but the public was also quite receptive and curious about modern
industrial development. McMahon and Cronin have pointed to the ways in which
modernity and tradition coalesced to complement the objectives of cultural nationalism.
This translated to the political arena occupied by Cumann na nGaedheal, given that many
of its leaders were deeply devoted to the Gaelic Revival.

The consequence of defining nationalism in terms of tradition or modernity was
that it had tangible effects on perceptions of Irish national identity. According to Patrick
O’Mahony and Gerard Delanty, “National identity is located in the space between the
collective cultural identity of the nation’s people—Wwhat they consider themselves to be
and desire to become—and the political identity that transfers the substance of cultural
identity into values that underpin political activity.”?* Hence, national identity and
nations are not concrete entities, but rather they continuously evolve to fit the needs of
successive generations. O’Mahony and Delanty also make an important observation
about Irish nationalism in that it “on the whole did choose the kind of society it wanted
albeit in a conflictual, constrained and uncertain way, and its choices are revealed in the
fluctuating fortunes and evolution of its code of national identity.””® The insight that Irish

identity was created in a “conflictual” way paralleled the methods used by Cumann na
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nGaedheal to promote the Shannon Scheme. These methods juxtaposed conservatism and
agricultural predominance with progressivism and industrial modernity. The Shannon
Scheme highlighted the tension between agriculture and industry that persisted under the
post-1932 Fianna Fail government when “there was in much of the country a deep urge
toward self-sufficiency, a conviction that the life of an Irish small farm represented a
purity and decency of life that could set Ireland apart from the more commercial societies

that surrounded her.”?’

Finally, these authors suggest that “an inclusive code of national
identity, emphasizing what the condition of ‘being Irish’ means and what the society
should do to fulfil this condition, provided the symbolic basis for conservative
practices.”® The Shannon Scheme stands uneasily amidst the characteristically
conservative policies of the government, and it is thus crucial to understanding the
evolution of Irish national identity in the early days of independence.

The tension between a homogenous national sense of Irishness shaped by
modernity and a separate, distinct local identity is the subject of Mark Maguire’s article
“Constructing Culture in the West of Ireland: Representations of Identity in Text and
Space.”® He is concerned with the Abbey Fishermen, who made their livelihood on the
River Shannon, and the ways in which the development of the Shannon Hydroelectric
Scheme enabled them to shape their own identity based on tradition. Maguire employed

postmodern concepts to argue that texts, space, and discourse contributed not only to

power-knowledge in the Foucauldian sense, but also provided “legitimating categories to
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indigenous and marginal peoples.”®® Using William Lysaght’s 1968 text, The Abbey
Fishermen: A Short History of Snap-Net Fishing in Limerick, Maguire argued that there
was no “fishing identity” based on tradition until after the coming of the Shannon
Scheme which “had to encapsulate a particular version of the past—development could
not occur at the expense of tradition.”** According to Maguire, this was especially
relevant “in a country with few economic prospects and a troubled position betwixt
modernity and tradition, development allowed people to think in terms of a modern
Ireland.”*? Maguire concluded that the myth lamenting the destruction of local culture in
the name of progress brought by the Shannon Scheme demonstrated that alternate
traditional identities can be created in response to modernization and not necessarily
replaced by it. He complicated the tradition/modernity dialectic as it relates to identity
formation by suggesting that perceptions of traditional Irishness can also be defined as a
consequence of modernity—rather than inevitably falling prey to it. In considering the
promotion of the Scheme then, it is important to keep in mind the multiplicities of
Irishness that sprang from modernity and were not part of the state’s official vision. It is
against these varied meanings of Irishness that the Free State government invoked the
Shannon Scheme to refine its own take on national identity—one that simultaneously
looked to tradition and modernity

In Postcolonial Dublin, Andrew Kincaid offers a creative approach to the

relationship between modernity and Irish nationalism by arguing that town planning and

% Ibid, 87.
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architecture were reflections of postcolonialism. In response to scholars who suggest that
the Free State was antimodern, Kincaid claimed, “the leaders of the postcolonial state
were engaged in a modernization project, a project that, like nationalism, cannot be

dismissed out of hand as simply nativist or reactionary.”*

Kincaid also argued that “the
strategies through which Irish nationalist leaders and movements won legitimacy were
highly innovative. Nationalism is not inherently an anti-modern movement, despite the
inward-looking and past-centered portrayal many contemporary critics and historians
give it.”** He proposed that “efforts to shape the physical growth of Dublin and to
regulate its architecture were attempts to define what nationalism was, what the function
of government ought to be, and whom the state should aid.”** The same could be said of
the Shannon Scheme. Similar to town planning, hydroelectricity emphasized that
“nationalism is the product of modernity. Those who live with it also live with its
paradoxes, pushing forward while remaining troubled about their legacy to the past.”*® In
an effort to deal with these paradoxes, Kincaid suggested that in order “to appeal to its
constituents, to afford them continuity and community in the face of unavoidable change,
nationalist leaders are forced to dress their rhetoric in the garb of the past.”?’7 This is

precisely what the Cumann na nGaedheal government did in its promotion of the

Shannon Scheme.
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The inclusion of the Shannon Scheme in studies on the history of architecture in
Ireland complements Kincaid’s argument. Paul Lamour’s 2009 publication, Free State
Architecture: Modern Movement in Architecture in Ireland, 1922-1949 mentioned the
Scheme as one of only “two very notable departures from conventional historicism . . . in
the mid-to-late 1920s.”*® The Modern Movement was exemplified by “the use of new
structural techniques, mainly reinforced concrete and skeletal steel framing, and the
subsequent and gradual departure from historical revivalism.”*® Lamour saw the Shannon
Scheme as a break from the revivalist styles of Irish architecture because “the modernism
of the Shannon Scheme was characterised by its austerity of form and resolute and
powerful functionalism,” reminiscent of approaches to modernism in Germany—with a
focus on large windows and a lack of ornamentation.*® Since the Irish government
commissioned Siemens-Schuckert to develop plans for the Scheme, this conclusion is not
unwarranted. The significance of Lamour’s discussion of the project lies in his contention
that modern Irish architecture and engineering were only in nascent stages by the early
1920s, and foreign expertise was necessary to design the monumental work. Though
Lamour is unconcerned with the project as an example of nation building, he does
indicate that while the Scheme provided evidence for Irish architecture’s focus on more
traditional styles, it also demonstrated a willingness to embrace new and modern forms
that would later be replicated. Modernism as a movement in architecture was certainly

not synonymous with modernity, but its overlap in tension between new and old forms is
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relevant as a cultural component of modernity—and as Kincaid would argue—also
reflective of the modernization associated with nationalism.

Historian Andy Bielenberg and art historian Eimear O’Connor have engaged the
Shannon Scheme from still another angle: art. The main reason for the project’s
importance in the history of Irish art is that Sean Keating, one of Ireland’s most famous
and prolific artists in the twentieth century, was among several people who were
personally attracted to the idea of capturing the modernity of the Scheme. Not initially
commissioned by the Free State, Keating recorded the construction in progress and
painted about life at the site. However, according to Bielenberg’s article, “Keating,
Siemens, and the Shannon Scheme,” the Free State was eager to obtain his work for
propaganda purposes. Bielenberg stated that “the series of paintings marks a transition in
Keating’s work from his earlier concerns with cultural and political nationalism to the
whole business of state-building.”*! O’Connor, who is quickly becoming the leading
expert on Keating, has published several works concerning his influence on Irish culture
and politics. In Sean Keating in Context: Responses to Culture and Politics in Post-Civil
War Ireland, she argued that Keating was particularly concerned about developing a
uniquely Irish form of art and advocated “for Irish artists to return to the West of Ireland .
.. [because] a new school of art could not be born from the ashes of any aspect of the

42 .
ascendancy.” O’Connor saw his work on the Shannon Scheme as an expressed hope for
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the future of the Free State, but she also highlighted Keating’s personal acknowledgment
of “a positive alliance between modernity and Socialism,” a message the government
certainly would not have appreciated.* Biclenberg and O’Connor emphasize the value of
art as a cultural reflection and commentary on political issues, in addition to being a
critical component in identity formation.

Largely as a result of Keating’s association with the project, art historians have,
therefore, turned their attention to other images of the Shannon Scheme and the visual
manifestations of nation-building. In the 2009 publication, Ireland in Focus: Film,
Photography, and Popular Culture, Sorcha O’Brien contributed a chapter entitled,
“Images of Ardnacrusha: Photography, Electrical Technology, and Modernity in the Irish
Free State.”** She compared Sean Keating’s paintings of the Scheme to collections of
photographs taken during its construction. Arguing that the former was favored in
promotion because it was considered more traditional and less “avant-garde” than
photographs, O’Brien labelled this perceived tendency as a reflection of the Free State
more generally. She concluded that “the poor currency of the Shannon Scheme
photographs can be attributed to their creation as overtly technological images within a
culture concentrating on imagining the self in terms of nature and romantic tradition,
rather than technology and modernity.”45 To support this claim, O’Brien compared a
photograph of a man standing in a penstock tube to the same image in the form of a

woodblock print that appeared in a monogram letter in the chapter on “Power Supply in
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the Irish Free State” in the Official Handbook of the Irish Free State, published in 1932.
While she noted the neo-Celtic design of this government publication, including a cover
reminiscent of the Book of Kells, she suggested that a woodblock print was chosen over
the photograph upon which it was based because the technological aspects of the Scheme
could “only be rendered ‘safe’ by representation in a traditional form, mediated by an

established and legitimized fine artist.”*®

O’Brien’s assumption that it was the medium of
photography, not its portrayal of technology that was problematic, was further supported
by the lack of any photos in other chapters of the Handbook not related to technology,
such as language or flora. However, the fact that paintings, hand-drawn maps, and
woodblock prints account for all of the images in this one publication was more
indicative of the aesthetics of the piece as a whole, and less a stance on modernity on the
part of its publishers, as O’Brien contends. Indeed, the plethora of photographs depicting
progress on the Shannon Scheme published in Irish newspapers, and their inclusion in
technologically-advanced slide shows and movie reels designed explicitly for
promotional purposes demonstrated that the Free State was equally open to defining
Irishness based on notions of “technology and modernity” as it was to “nature and
romantic tradition.” More probably the Cumann na nGaedheal-led government applied
utilized neo-Celtic designs in the Handbook in an effort to draw on traditions, not
because it was influenced by a visual culture that O’Brien viewed in terms of “reluctance

to engage with the ideological questions the use of technology brings,” but because it was

acutely aware that its ten-year legacy in power needed to be bolstered by an association
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with an established Irish past while it was being challenged electorally by a party—
Fianna Fail—equally intent on laying claim to that past.

Tricia Cusack, affiliated with the Visual and Cultural Studies program at the
University of Birmingham, also focused on images of the Shannon Scheme in “Shannon
Riverscapes: Myth and Modernity in the Making of Ireland.” This chapter was part of a
larger work, Riverscapes and National Identities, published in 2010 in which Cusack
argued that “riverscapes have been employed in diverse ways to bolster national identity
and belonging,” with an emphasis on “how the powerful symbolism of the river continues
to be invoked for myth-making.”*” She defined riverscapes as “the river itself and its
human fashioning,” along with “second-order representations such as painting” and the
author demonstrated an awareness of the varieties of nationalism over time and space,
including the ways in which different religions utilized riverscapes.*® Cusack contended
that “riverscapes of the Shannon depicted both the mythical-religious and modern aspects
of Irish identity so the river served as an ideal metaphor for the nation’s Janus-faced gaze
to the past and the future.”*® She compared a nineteenth-century watercolor by George
Petrie to one of Keating’s most famous allegorical paintings of the Shannon Scheme to
show that the river concurrently represented the mythical past and the modern nation-
state. Cusack, along with other art historians, has made a convincing case for the power
of images and art in shaping national identities. The Shannon Scheme has been well-

represented in these studies, which indicates that viewing the massive undertaking had a
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profound effect not only on the artists, but also on their audiences who were exposed to
multiple layers of meaning in each representation.

Moreover, the Shannon Scheme featured prominently in other cultural narratives
as well, including works of fiction, plays, and other literary forms. Michael Rubenstein
has recently addressed this curious process whereby “works of art and public works . . .
are imaginatively linked in Irish literature of the period for reasons having to do with the
birth of the postcolonial Irish state.” In Public Works: Infrastructure, Irish Modernism,
and the Postcolonial, he analyzed characterizations of Irish identity and public utilities,
including electricity, in literature as transformative sites of modernization between 1922
and 1940. Rubenstein’s chapter on the Shannon Scheme considers Denis Johnston’s play
The Moon in the Yellow River as a critical commentary on the establishment of the Irish
Free State and its consolidation of power through electrification. The play debuted in
Ireland in 1931, just a few years after the completion of the Scheme, and was set near
Dublin, where a fictitious hydroelectric station was being erected. As Rubenstein noted,
Irish audiences found stereotypes of nationalists and the Free State government so
distasteful that a riot broke out on opening night.>* He argued that Johnston’s status as a
middle-class Protestant (‘West Briton”) and “hostility to the public utility in his The
Moon and the Yellow River reveals mainly his dismay in the face of the transfer of
power—from one power station to another, and from the Protestant Ascendancy to the

Irish Catholic majority.”? Thus, Rubenstein has contributed to the historiography of the
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Shannon Scheme by highlighting the ways in which literature not only responded to, but
also engaged with, the political and cultural tensions inherent in nation building.

Cathy Leeney also considers the cultural milieu of modernity as a lens for
playwrights to view society in Irish Women Playwrights 1900-1939: Gender and
Violence. Her chapter on Mary Manning, an actress, playwright and editor of the Gate
Theater’s journal in Dublin, devoted a great deal of attention to the ways in which an
atmosphere of change and transformation shaped her writings. Leeney contended that
“the issue of Irish identity had become a post-colonial burden compromising the future of
the country, and is over-taken in Manning’s work by a crisis of gendered identity and
personal fulfilment.”®® According to the author, Manning “was aware of the disruptive
influences of modernity: the Shannon Electrical Scheme . . . in fact all the ways in which

»* But Manning’s

Irish life was becoming more and more like life anywhere else.
awareness reflected a deeper understanding of how endeavors like the Shannon Scheme
factored into evolving understandings of nationalism and national identity as a result of a
struggle between tradition and modernity. Leeney acknowledged that the playwright
“recognised the gap between these often energizing developments and the discourses of
nationalism, in which Ireland’s ‘traditional values’ were deployed to re-affirm political
and social stagnation and isolationism.” Just as Johnston emphasized a sense of

skepticism towards change in The Moon, so too does Manning, but instead of lamenting a

shift in power away from the Ascendancy, Manning lamented the narrow confines of

>3 Cathy Leeney, Irish Women Playwrights 1900-1939: Gender and Violence on Stage (New
York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., 2010), 128.

% Ibid, 135.

% |bid.

www.manaraa.com



24

masculine nationalism that did not allow the youth to flourish. Though her plays did not
engage the Shannon Scheme directly, Manning’s satirical perspective on the Free State
and its limits, as critiqued by Leeney, provide a cultural complement to the politically and
economically driven histories of the same period.

In spite of this recent interest among art historians and cultural commentators, the
Shannon Scheme itself remains understudied in Irish historiography. Many historians
refer to the project as an anomaly in a period of strict financial orthodoxy, but they do not
elaborate on the reasoning behind the government’s pursuit of this anomaly as an
exception to the rule. Those who focus on more general aspects of the period rarely do
more than mention the project, and those who do address it in greater detail have a
tendency to dismiss it as a radical, but unrepresentative exception to Cumann na
nGaedheal’s policies. In the aforementioned Industrial Development and Irish National
Identity 1922-1939, Daly argued that the government “clung to economic orthodoxy and
the party’s economic and social policies were characterized by procrastination,” yet she
glossed over the impact of hydroelectric power on the process of industrialization.*® To
be sure, she described the Scheme as a “major economic intervention,” but only briefly
noted its role as a monopoly and an opportunity to provide much needed employment.>’

The dominant narrative classifying Cumann na nGaedheal as conservative and
backwards-looking has influenced the ways in which historians have characterized the
Shannon Scheme in the context of modern Irish history. While some mention the project

as an example of nation building or modernization, the majority labels the Scheme as a
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hiccup in an otherwise unpopular history of Cumann na nGaedheal policymaking, in
which cutting old age pensions and teachers’ salaries were the most notorious. However,
in characterizing the project as an anomaly, historians have missed the significance of the
Scheme as anything more than an aberration in modern Irish history. J. J. Lee’s classic,
Ireland, 1912-1985: Politics and Society discusses the project as it related to finance,
though the author did concede that “major government initiatives were confined to the
Shannon Scheme for the generation of electricity, and the establishment of the first sugar
beet factory at Carlow, both ventures depending heavily on imported expertise.”® Martin
Mansergh concurred with Lee by arguing that apart from these works, “few major
development projects were undertaken,” as a result of Cumann na nGaedheal’s “ultra-
orthodox” economic policy.”® Dermot Keogh’s influential work, Twentieth Century
Ireland: Revolution and State Building dedicated only a few lines to the Shannon Scheme
as “a symbol of the new state’s road to modernization.”®® However, Keogh did not
elaborate on this loaded statement, but rather depicted the Scheme as inconsistent with
Free State policymaking alongside the Agricultural Credit Corporation and national
radio. He concluded that “with few exceptions, therefore, the government of Saorstat
Eireann was far from being innovative.”® Finally, Alvin Jackson’s definitive work on

two centuries of Irish history, Ireland 1798-1998: Politics and War stated that “the
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government . . . did little to aid industrial development—except indirectly through its
programme of electrification.”®

There is certainly truth to the assertions that the Free State government typically
adhered to the financial policies it inherited from the British government. During this
period of nation-building, Cumann na nGaedheal embraced economic orthodoxy,
generally focusing on balancing the budget and limiting government interference in the
economy. According to one contemporary observer, “the most important and most
gratifying feature of the budget is that it balances.”®® Similarly, J. J. McElligott, who later
replaced Joseph Brennan as secretary of the Department of Finance, noted that if the
government “refuses to attempt a balance, its claim to govern—its power to govern—is
largely gone” and that a failure to balance the budget would lead to “an arrestation of

»®% Brennan’s retirement was actually the result of tensions in the

national development.
Department over the Shannon Scheme, as Finance Minister Ernest Blythe
uncharacteristically accepted the Department of Industry and Commerce’s lead, much to
Brennan’s disapproval.®® As Regan has persuasively argued, the frugal economic policies
the Free State inherited from Britain shaped the relationship between the Department of

Finance and the rest of the government. He stated that “such dogged determination as the

Cumann na nGaedheal leadership demonstrated in their resistance to deficit borrowing
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placed restraints on the programmes they could introduce and ultimately framed their

2

propaganda.”® Regan also acknowledged that “with the exception of Patrick
McGilligan’s proposals for the Shannon hydro-electricity scheme in 1925, the writ of the
Department of Finance ran through all departments.”®’ Even if, as Lee contended, the
government subscribed to the belief “that if Finance looked after the book-keeping the
economy would look after itself,” this fiscal orthodoxy does not explain the controversial
decision to fund the Scheme.®® This was no drop-in-the-bucket at 20% of the national
budget revenue, and exception or not, this must be accounted for in order to view
Cumann na nGaedheal and the development of the Free State from a nuanced
perspective.

In order to create a significant rise in demand for electricity to pay for the Scheme
and to justify the creation of the national grid, the Free State embarked on a massive
national promotional campaign under the direction of the Electricity Supply Board.
Recently, a few historians have addressed the more general topic of electrification and the
history of the ESB in Ireland. Michael Shiel’s The Quiet Revolution: The Electrification
of Rural Ireland gave a brief overview of the Shannon Scheme, including a section on
“Promotional Strategies.” While Shiel noted that promotion was a critical task for the

ESB, he chose to focus on the success of promotions instead of detailing the strategies.*

In Electricity Supply in Ireland: The History of the ESB, meanwhile, Maurice Manning
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and Moore McDowell offered a comprehensive history of the ESB from its origins in
1927 to its role as a supplier of electricity in the late 1970s.”® Manning and McDowell
included several chapters on the Shannon and the process by which the ESB was
established, but they did not investigate the promotional strategies used by the Free State
government or the ESB in their efforts to increase the demand for electricity, and,
therefore to make the project a profitable investment.

Andy Bielenberg’s collection of essays, The Shannon Scheme and the
Electrification of the Irish Free State, and Michael McCarthy’s High Tension: Life on the
Shannon Scheme are the two most prominent studies on the Scheme itself.”* While these
works draw on extensive research and provide a better understanding of the project’s
general history, they do not sufficiently address the broader historical significance of the
Scheme in terms of politics or culture. Instead, the contributing authors focused on labor
issues among German engineers and Irish workers, living conditions on the site, and
engineering aspects of the Scheme. These studies form an invaluable foundation for my
work and | hope to contribute to this growing historiography by specifically addressing
how the Shannon Scheme was used to promote a modified Irish identity that did not
challenge the conservative and agricultural traditions of Irish nationalism.

It is the contention of this study that the Shannon Scheme functioned outside of its
obvious purpose of providing electricity; it was inherently political because it shaped
perceptions of the Irish Free State, the Cumann na nGaedheal party, and the elusive

concept of national identity. Its importance also transcended its place in the narrow
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confines of Irish history as an example of nation building in a postcolonial society and as
a model for the ways in which modernity was contested in the interwar period. Electricity
was the symbol of modernity in the 1920s, and its influence spanned multiple spheres
including politics and domestic life. Since many facets of Irish society were caught in the
tentacles of the Shannon Scheme, it serves as an instructive case study of top-down
propaganda concerning what the state wanted people to think and of bottom-up responses
that engaged this official narrative. The pervasiveness of opposition and skepticism about
the Scheme necessitated a widespread promotional campaign that dually operated as a
pedagogical tool and as a means to bolster Cumann na nGaedheal’s reputation. To avoid
retracing the work of the scholars who have contributed much on the history of the
engineering aspects of the Scheme, its place in art and architectural studies, and its role in
rural electrification, therefore, | will focus specifically on the promotion of the Shannon
Scheme as a contribution to Cumann na nGaedheal’s attempts to re-imagine Irishness and
by rebuilding the nation in the aftermath of the Civil War.

Balancing official publications with unofficial press commentary and individual
observations of the Shannon Scheme, this study will trace the ways in which promoting
the grand national venture shaped a sense of Irishness and redefined Irish political
culture. The influence of the project on Cumann na nGaedheal’s nation-building efforts
exemplified the tradition/modernity debate within Ireland, but also underscored the
significance of this debate in terms of the nation’s place in a global system. In order to
get at the crux of how and why the promotion of the Scheme wielded such a powerful
grasp on Irish politics, economics, and culture, it is necessary to address both the

intellectual drives behind the promotional campaign, and the practical nuts-and-bolts
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sorts of propaganda that developed in response to these ideas. Part 1 will focus on the
ideological issues promoters faced in attempting to posit the Scheme as a necessary
national project that would reorient Ireland’s future to modernity and progress. Chapters
1 and 2 deal with political rhetoric and Cumann na nGaedheal’s responses to opposition
as the party sought to establish its legitimacy by linking the success of the Shannon
Scheme with its success. Chapter 3 addresses questions of racial identity in portraying the
Scheme as an Irish accomplishment, and the ways in which promotion emphasized a
complete lack of British influence, yet could not ignore the presence of the German
engineers who were crucial to its construction. In fashioning the Scheme as a means to
shape an Irish national identity, its promoters engaged the anti-British rhetoric of Irish
nationalism, while simultaneously bolstering the role of the Irish to overcome the
perceived threat that the dam could be seen as more of a German than Irish
accomplishment. Chapter 4 identifies the ambivalent role of religion and the Church’s
conflicting stance on what electrification under the Shannon Scheme meant for a nation
heavily steeped in Catholicism. As the primary provider of education in the Free State,
the Church’s role underscores the dual functions of electrical education as both an
intellectual endeavor to redirect technological instruction and as a practical means of
distributing information about electricity to the public. Chapter 5 serves as a transitional
section to Part 2 on the basic components of the promotional campaign by highlighting
the tensions between national rhetoric about the dam and the regional experiences of
those who lived and worked near the construction site in Limerick. Chapters 6 and 7
provide a detailed analysis of the promotional campaigns directed toward two particular

audiences—tourists and women—selected as both potential consumers of electricity and
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arbiters of national identity. Matters of politics, race, religion, and education factor
prominently in how promoters targeted each of these groups and demonstrate that
advertising the Scheme had as much, if not more, to do with ideological discourses on
modernity as with selling electric current.

While appropriated as a symbol of the tradition/modernity debate, however, the
Shannon Scheme surpasses a cursory discussion on the respective merits of agriculture
and industry. Electrification became a national symbol in Ireland. It demonstrated the
scope of the government’s vision and what the Irish people could accomplish—
significantly, without British assistance. Keen to dissociate modernity from Britishness,
the Free State government sought to dispel the myth that Ireland was a land of poets
while technological progress happened elsewhere. This is not to say that in promoting the
Shannon Scheme and the modernity that would come in its wake, that the Irish could not
maintain elements of Irishness that celebrated Celtic heritage or an affinity for the fine
arts. The Irish Free State was modern because of the Shannon Scheme and it was also
more independent because of it—the Irish achieved what the British never had in
electrification. Initiated at a critical point in nation building, the Scheme contributed to
redefining what it meant to be Irish by projecting an image of modernity that was
harmonious with tradition. Whether or not the “new Irishman” prophesied by M. G.
Palmer actually maintained an ideal balance between the modern and the legendary past
is something different altogether. What matters here is that the Cumann na nGaedheal

government relied on this rhetoric in promoting the Shannon Scheme.
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CHAPTER I
PARTY POLITICS PART I: HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Great days are ahead of every nation that is developing electricity.*
—Thomas Edison, “Future of Electricity,” Leitrim Observer, 6 October 1928

Never before or since has an Irish government taken such a calculated risk and

never before had a single economic project assumed such importance as a

fundamental act of nation-building.

—Irish Times, 6 April 1976

Inherently political for the Irish Free State government, the Shannon
Hydroelectric Scheme represented one of the greatest risks undertaken by Cumann na
nGaedheal’s leaders in the 1920s. The politicization of this project was especially
significant considering the tumultuous years leading up to the establishment of the Free
State and the subsequent reputation gained by Cumann na nGaedheal, the leading
political party for a decade, as stagnant and anti-industrial. The deep fissures that
manifested themselves when the revolutionary movement split into pro-Treaty and anti-
Treaty factions became cemented during the devastating Civil War from 1922 to 1923. In
its wake, the pro-Treaty victors, represented politically by Cumann na nGaedheal, faced
the daunting task of uniting the new nation in the wake of violence. One of the ways the
party sought to establish its political legitimacy and promote a sense of shared Irishness
was to construct the Shannon Scheme.

The government and its supporters justified the project in language designed to

resonate with a community steeped in the rhetoric of the Irish revolution. For example,

! “Future of Electricity,” Leitrim Observer, 6 October 1928.

2 An anonymous historian for the Electricity Supply Board (the semi-state organization established
by the Irish Free State government in 1925 to deal with distribution and promotion related to the Shannon
Scheme), Irish Times, 6 April 1976, quoted by Lothar Schoen in “The Irish Free State and the Electricity
Industry, 1922-1927,” in The Shannon Scheme and the Electrification of the Irish Free State, ed. Andy
Bielenberg (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2002), 47.
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courage and bravery were usurped from the battlefield and assumed by Cumann na
nGaedheal leaders to describe their visionary commitment to the future as demonstrated
by national electrification. Further, government officials and a sympathetic press used
rhetoric to establish a link between the success of the party and the success of the
Shannon Scheme. However, opposition to the project, particularly criticism originating
from Fianna Féil, meant that the hydroelectric scheme became tied up in public Irish
political discourse—an opportunity made possible by the establishment of the Free State.
Political jockeying about the Shannon Scheme and the government’s response to
naysayers were representative of the processes by which the Irish Free State and, later,
the Irish Republic established and maintained democratic traditions and institutions.
While some historians, including John Regan, point to the peaceful transfer of power
when Fianna Fail took over the government in 1932 as Cumann na nGaedheal’s “finest
moment” in its struggle to gain political footing, the party experienced an
underappreciated victory with the success of the Shannon Scheme.® The culmination of
this achievement for the party occurred at the opening ceremony in 1929, when political
pageantry was on full display, and for a brief moment, Cumann na nGaedheal regained
the upper hand over its opponents. While political motivations cannot be separated from
the discussions of the project’s wider implications that will form the basis of subsequent
chapters, this chapter will focus primarily on the ways in which the Shannon project was
exploited and discussed by political leaders, the press, and interested parties for partisan

purposes. By uncovering the forces responsible for the politicization of national

® Regan, The Irish Counter-Revolution, 279.
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electrification in the Irish Free State, on can better recognize the Shannon Scheme as a
key cog in the machine of nation-building in the 1920s.
Post-Civil War Nation-Building

Jason Knirck has recently argued that Cumann na nGaedheal was committed to
three specific policies of the revolution: maintaining an anti-colonial outlook, making the
new state “Irish,” and demonstrating sovereignty. The Shannon Scheme was
representative of Knirck’s assessment of the broader political landscape in the sense that
the project was promoted as a means to achieve all of these political objectives. As Mike
Cronin has stated, “beyond the business of politics, the creation of the instruments of
governance and order, and the complexities of independent Ireland’s place within
international and Anglo-Irish affairs, many Irish politicians and administrators sought to
embody the ethos and image of the new state on a variety of public stages.” The
Shannon Scheme was precisely this kind of public stage for Cumann na nGaedheal
leaders to demonstrate that their party remained committed to select revolutionary ideals.

A central feature of the post-Civil War period, in which the Cumann na
nGaedheal government was attempting to build a new nation, was the issue of Ireland’s
postcolonial status and relationship with Britain. As the political faction that stood by the
Anglo-Irish Treaty, Cumann na nGaedheal lay open to criticism for its apparently pro-
British position. However, as the leaders of an Irish government, its members sought out
means to highlight the Free State’s separation from Britain. In order to do this, promoters

of the Shannon Scheme not only situated the project as one that lacked British influence,

* See Knirck, Afterimage of the Revolution.

® Cronin, “P