
Social Context of the 1901 and 1911 Census Records

Ireland at the turn of  the 20th century was a society undergoing profound change and the
1901 and 1911 censuses capture a country in transition.  A series of  Land Acts,
culminating in the Wyndham Land Act (1903), transformed land ownership with a
provision for tenants to purchase their farms, providing families with greater security and
stability. 

These changes coincided with a culmination of  internal migration from poor rural areas
to cities, such as Cork, Belfast and Derry, shaping new, urban, working-class
communities. 

However, overcrowding, disease and chronic poverty shaped daily life for tens of
thousands of  urban families, particularly in Dublin. Low wages, poor working conditions
and overcrowded tenements, fanned the flames of  social agitation. Figures, such as
James Connolly and James Larkin became central to the emerging Irish Labour
movement, advocating for workers’ rights and improved working conditions.

When the Old Age Pensions Act (1908) introduced Ireland’s first state welfare payment,  
5 shillings per week to those aged 70 and over, many older people exaggerated their
ages in the 1911 census to qualify for the pension, creating notable age discrepancies
when compared to their 1901 returns. 

Politically, the late 19th and early 20th centuries were shaped by the struggle for Irish
self-government. Home Rule was the defining issue of  the era, though it divided opinion
and the country. Alongside this political nationalism, a cultural revival was also emerging.

The Irish language was central to this revival. Before the Great Famine, it is estimated
that half  the population were Irish speakers, but mass emigration and the English
language national school system contributed to its’ decline. By 1911, only around one in
six people reported speaking Irish.

The Gaelic League, established in 1893, promoted the Irish language and provided
classes for adults and children. Some households completed their census forms in Irish
as an act of  cultural pride and subtle nationalism.
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Census return of Douglas Hyde / Dubhglass de hÍde (1  President of Ireland) ‘as Gaeilge’, in Irish st

using old Gaelic script - nationalarchives.ie/collections/search-the-census/view-pdf/?doc=nai000186386
Courtesy of the National Archives of Ireland

Women played a far more central role in early 20th-century Ireland than the census alone
suggests. Enumerators were instructed not to record women’s occupations, despite rural
households’ reliance on women’s labour and women being given the right to vote and
stand in local council elections (with a property qualification) in 1898. Women played a
critical role in the movements of cultural nationalism, while suffragism was also gaining
momentum. Many of these women later played integral roles in the struggle for Irish
independence.

Bridget Nugent, Suffragette, Aghagogan, Carrickmore, Co. Tyrone — notably listed as head of household despite
her husband’s presence nationalarchives.ie/collections/search-the-census/view-pdf/?doc=nai003385200

Courtesy of the National Archives of Ireland

Meanwhile, Unionism was strengthening, particularly in Ulster, where many feared Home Rule
would threaten their political and economic interests. 

The censuses capture this widening divide, revealing a society increasingly polarised yet
culturally vibrant, on the edge of the revolutionary decade that would reshape Ireland.
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