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ABSTRACT: 
‘Fighting grave indiscipline with a camera: Photography and the Irish Civil War, 1922-3’ 

 
This paper will explore the significance of photography in the political controversies generated by 
the Irish Civil War. This conflict, fought between those who accepted and those who rejected the 
Anglo-Irish Treaty (which offered Ireland Dominion status in the British Empire) was a key mo-
ment in the development of an independent Irish state. Memories of the civil war remain traumatic, 
not least because of some of the grave atrocities committed during the conflict.  
 
Approaches to studying the Irish Civil War have been predominately conservative, utilising high 
political analyses which focus on the personalities of the war’s generals and politicians. Only re-
cently have historians, such as Gavin Foster [see The Irish Civil War and society (Basingstoke, 
2015)], examined the conflict through the framework of social history. This paper will examine the 
Civil War, through photographs, a type of source that has generated very little interest in Irish histo-
riography and has been relatively under-explored in military history and interdisciplinary studies of 
conflict. Photographs, nonetheless, provide an illuminating source-base with which we can examine 
the Irish Civil War. Due to the growth of cameras and photographs as consumer products in 1920s 
Ireland, photography had a significant social and political impact on the emergent Irish state. The 
presentation that accompanies this paper will therefore be rich in photographs and other visual im-
ages.  
 
During the Civil War, outbreaks of military indiscipline, such as the Ballyseedy Massacre, were 
‘grave matters’ which bordered on serious atrocities. Although photography had a number of politi-
cal applications during the Civil War, this paper will focus on the significance of photography in 
combating negative perceptions of the pro-Treaty National Army. It will show, for instance, how 
photography constituted a vital part of the battle for ‘hearts and minds’ within the conflict and 
helped to project a ‘respectable’ ‘soldierly’ image of the National Army. It will also show how pho-
tography could be deployed subtly for surveillance purposes and ensure that the National Army fol-
lowed internationally-recognised rules and standards of warfare.  
 
Wars are vital processes in the formation of identities and memories, and the Irish Civil War was no 
exception. Some of the more serious atrocities committed continue to be traumatic and controver-
sial, and remain a site of continued resentment in Ireland today. By utilising a methodology of ‘dis-
course analysis’ this paper will highlight the complexity of the relationship between the identities, 
memories and debates associated with conflict, and visual culture. I will thus close the paper with 
an examination of the implications of this methodology.  
 
This paper thus offers a theoretically informed approach, grounded in ‘alternative’ sources, to a 
deeply controversial period in Irish history. The identities formed by the traumatic Irish Civil War 
remain bitterly strong today, and will be strengthened by the conflict’s centenary in five years time. 
Utilising visual sources allows us to deconstruct these identities further, and better understand the 
bitterness that military conflict generates.  


