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Cork studies in the Irish revolution


This is the first of a series of books that will appear over the coming decade. It contains, as will future volumes, the selected proceedings of conferences organised within University College Cork on the subject of the major events and developments that marked the ‘revolutionary decade’ in modern Irish history, 1912–23. Each volume will bring together young, up-and-coming scholars, senior figures within the Irish historical profession, and individuals outside that profession with valued perspectives on the period, with a view to conveying to the broader public the most up-to-date research on the event, events or theme covered by the volume.


The second volume in the series, on the 1913 Dublin Lockout and the more general cause of labour during the revolutionary decade, is scheduled to appear next, with the third, on Ireland and the First World War, to follow shortly thereafter. Further volumes – including (amongst others topics) examinations of the 1916 Rising, the international dimensions to the revolutionary decade, the War of Independence, partition and the Irish Civil War – will follow at approximately yearly intervals.
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Introduction


The crisis that followed the introduction of the third Home Rule bill at Westminster on 11 April 1912 was a defining one in both British and Irish history. For decades, however, it has been, at best, on the periphery of the collective memory of the events of the early twentieth century of both peoples. The reasons for this are not hard to find. In Britain the cataclysm of the First World War tended to eclipse the other seminal events that were occurring at that time – including the demand for the extension of suffrage to women, the industrial unrest of the pre-war period and the post-war rise of the Labour Party at the expense of the Liberals – before, in turn, being virtually erased from popular remembrance and being replaced by the apparently ‘good war’ of 1939–45. In Ireland most historically minded citizens found the 1916 Rising, the subsequent rise of republicanism and the collapse of the Home Rule cause in the 1918 general election, the War of Independence, partition, Treaty split and Civil War more than enough to digest, and by degrees the events of 1912–14 ebbed to a point where, for most people, they reposed in obscurity, if not entirely in peace.


If there is a theme running throughout the diverse collection of essays in this volume, it is that this collective amnesia was unfortunate (for many reasons), is to be regretted and, where possible, should be corrected – for what happened in these islands between 1912 and 1914 was a series of political seismic shocks that will forever register high on the Irish and British historical Richter scales. The almost daily confluence of dramatic developments experienced during these years simply has not happened very often over the centuries, and if, in this case, what was seldom may not have been entirely wonderful, it was certainly important – very important.


It was in recognition of this significance that the School of History, University College Cork, as part of its broader programme of events designed to mark the revolutionary decade in modern Irish history, convened a major public conference in the university in October 2012. Over the two days of the event approximately 200 academics and members of the public heard and discussed, in formal session and in informal discussions, manifold aspects of the crisis over the Home Rule bill. At the end of the programme the overwhelming consensus among all participants – speakers and audience members alike – was that the proceedings should be published. To that end selected participants in the symposium were given an opportunity, on the basis of the discussions at the conference, to refine their ideas before submission of their final texts. The resulting volume is one that contains a multiplicity of views on the third Home Rule crisis, some of them, as one would expect, at odds with each other. There is no single ‘line’ or interpretation evident here, no over-arching ‘meta-narrative’, save, perhaps, a refusal to be unduly influenced by the subsequent development of the ‘Irish’ and ‘Ulster’ questions – matters to which the attention of future conferences and volumes in the series will be directed. In the meantime, I trust that the reader shall have as much pleasure in reading the various papers as I have had in collating and editing them.


Gabriel Doherty


School of History


University College Cork

















Opening Address to the Conference,


19 October 2012


The 1912 Home Rule bill:


then and now


Dominick Chilcott


I applaud the vision of the School of History, University College Cork, in organising this conference. It seems exactly right, for reasons on which I intend to elaborate further, that the events that form its theme should be held up to the light of objective, modern scholarship and re-evaluated. The Minister of Justice, Equality and Defence, Alan Shatter, put it very well in his statement to the Dáil, earlier this year, announcing the pardon for Irish soldiers who had deserted their posts in order to join the Allies to fight against Nazi Germany in the Second World War. Mr Shatter said that in the time since the outbreak of the Second World War ‘our understanding of history has matured. We can re-evaluate actions taken long ago, free from the constraints that bound those directly involved and without questioning or revisiting their motivations. It is time for understanding and forgiveness.’


Before going any further, I should offer a health warning and make a plea. At the de la Salle boarding school in Ipswich, where I was educated, I had to choose, at age fourteen, which subjects to study for ‘O’ level, the equivalent of the Irish junior certificate. For some Byzantine timetabling reason, we faced a straight choice between music and history. I chose music. I am confident, therefore, that, by a long distance, I must be the least qualified of all the speakers at this conference. So it is with an entirely appropriate sense of humility that I deliver this address to the cream of Irish, British and international scholars of this tumultuous period in British and Irish history.


I make one plea to this audience. Contested history is a subject best left to historians; governments enter the territory at their peril. There are many examples where modern interpretations of historic events by governments have caused tension in international affairs. Perhaps one of the best-known recent cases was the law passed by the French parliament in January 2012 making it a crime publicly to deny that the killings of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire in 1915 constituted genocide, an action that provoked an angry response from Ankara. I obviously want to avoid prompting that sort of controversy. So to be clear, where I touch on the events of 100 years ago, these are my personal reflections. I am entirely responsible for their accuracy or otherwise. They are not the policy positions of the British government. And someone who stopped studying history when he was fourteen is delivering them. So be gentle with me.


The title of this speech is ‘The 1912 Home Rule bill: then and now’. The ‘now’ is significant. The ambassador’s job is to promote his country’s interests in his host country. Happily, relations between Ireland and Britain have never been stronger or more settled than now. We both have governments committed to accentuating the positive in our relations. The ‘joint statement’ agreed by the Taoiseach and the Prime Minister in March sets out a new narrative for our relations, one that is no longer dominated by Northern Ireland but focuses more on promoting jobs and economic growth and working together in the European Union and in the wider world. We both recognise the very high value our economies have for each other. The United Kingdom is Ireland’s biggest trading partner. Ireland is the UK’s fifth biggest export market. When one of us is in difficulty, it affects the other. When one of us is growing fast, it helps to promote growth in the other. We are increasingly interdependent. It has never been less true that England’s or, more correctly, Britain’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity. As two very open economies, we sink or swim together.


The greatly improved state of affairs between our two countries is due to a number of factors. Firstly, ever since our entry into the European Economic Community in 1973, British and Irish ministers and officials have been cooperating and building alliances on European issues. We often have a very similar approach to European Union business. Secondly, the successful design and implementation of the peace process in Northern Ireland saw our two governments sustaining an unprecedented level of cooperation at the highest level over a number of years as we worked towards a common goal. And thirdly, Queen Elizabeth’s visit to Ireland last year removed any lingering inhibitions that the British or Irish people might have felt about expressing our regard and indeed affection for each other. A very important stage in that historic visit, of course, took place here in Cork. None of us will quickly forget the sight of the Queen joshing with the stallholders in the English Market or enjoying a walkabout with the people of the city.


Why is this relevant? Both governments and the vast majority of our two peoples want to strengthen our bilateral cooperation since it is so clearly to our mutual benefit. But there remains a very small minority who feel differently. They may wish to exploit the decade of centenaries for their own nefarious purposes. We mustn’t allow them to wind the clock back. One of the best ways of preventing this is for both governments and for scholars and historians from our two countries and from other parts of the world to come together in a spirit of transparency and truth seeking to commemorate the past. We should make this as inclusive an endeavour as we can. We are not trying to hide from the past or cover it up – on the contrary. We know that some of it will be uncomfortable. And we recognise how important an understanding and knowledge of the past is to our separate senses of national identity.


In her speech at Dublin Castle, the Queen said we should ‘bow to the past but not be bound by it’. Those words carried extra force as, earlier in the day, she had indeed bowed her head at the Garden of Remembrance as she laid a wreath in memory of those who gave their lives in the cause of Irish freedom. And as President McAleese said during the Queen’s visit: ‘We cannot change the past. But we have chosen to change the future.’ The British government is working closely with the Northern Ireland Executive, the Irish government and others to commemorate the different anniversaries in a way that promotes reconciliation and healing. Events like this conference are an opportunity to come together in a spirit of mutual respect and in a manner that emphasises the importance of forbearance and conciliation.


The decade of centenary commemorations has had an encouraging start. The First Minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson, gave a ground-breaking lecture on Carson and unionism in Dublin earlier in the year. The then-British Minister of State in the Northern Ireland Office, Hugo Swire, delivered the John Redmond lecture at Waterford in April. A small exhibition, commemorating the third Home Rule bill, opened in Westminster in March and has travelled to Dublin and Belfast since. The big parade on the anniversary of the Ulster Covenant passed off peacefully and in something of a carnival atmosphere.


Despite my disclaimer earlier on, I would like to offer some thoughts on the third Home Rule bill and its aftermath. It’s hard to read about those times without coming away with a strong admiration for John Redmond. There is no doubting his parliamentary talents. The deal he struck with Asquith, whereby the Irish Party supported the Liberal government’s Parliament Act, which restricted the power of the House of Lords, in exchange for commitments on Home Rule, was the game-changer. The methods he used to pursue his ambition of Home Rule for a united Ireland commend him highly. He eschewed violence and revolution. He was a moderating influence as the leader of the Irish Volunteers. His constitutionalist and parliamentary approach achieved a lot. He not only exploited an opportunity in British politics to get the third Home Rule bill introduced to parliament, but he navigated it onto the statute book a month after the start of the First World War.


Another reason for warming to Redmond was the position he took at the outset of the First World War. He realised that this was not a war of two morally equivalent parties, as some have presented it. There was an aggressor and at least one neutral victim – a small Catholic country, Belgium. It was the violation of Belgium’s neutrality, of course, that triggered Britain’s entry into the war. The expectation was that, like previous European wars, this war would be relatively short. The fighting in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870–1 had lasted only six months. The industrial-scale slaughter of the First World War that would last more than four years and take the lives of a million men in the British armed forces, including over 40,000 Irishmen, could not have been foreseen in August 1914. So I’m with the former Taoiseach, John Bruton, in believing that Redmond’s call for Irishmen to join the army in September 1914 should be judged by what he was trying to achieve at the time. His aim was to persuade Ulster unionists voluntarily to come in under a Home Rule government in Dublin. His goal was ‘unity by consent’. He hoped that the experience of fighting shoulder to shoulder would bind together Ulster unionists and Irish nationalists.


It didn’t work, as we know. The war was far longer and bloodier than anyone had expected. The Liberal government, crucial for Home Rule, collapsed during the war. And it is probably fair to say that, like many nationalist leaders of the time, Redmond did not understand Ulster well and underestimated the intensity of unionist opposition to Home Rule. His reputation survives in Westminster to this day. His bust stands just outside the members’ dining room in the House of Commons – a tribute to an outstanding parliamentarian and political leader who believed passionately in Irish unity and self-government and sought to achieve those aims through constitutional and peaceful means.


The assessment of Edward Carson, the statesman who began his career as a barrister in Dublin, and the Ulster Covenant are, in terms of the methods they advocated, less straightforward. Of course, the Covenant expressed the reasons why unionists were so opposed to Home Rule. They feared Home Rule or ‘Rome Rule’ would undermine their civil and religious freedom. They worried about its effect on the more advanced, industrial economy of Ulster. And they thought their interests were being cynically sacrificed to the demands of the Irish Party by a Liberal government desperate to keep itself in power. As the Emeritus Professor of Irish studies at Queen’s University, Belfast, Brian Walker, has said, these arguments from a unionist point of view were not unreasonable. The Ulster Volunteer Force was established in 1913 and equipped with rifles in a clandestine operation in April 1914. The creation of the Irish Volunteers was, of course, the nationalists’ response. To quote Professor Walker again:


It is possible to claim that the Ulster Covenant served to protect the interests of Ulster unionists in the six counties of what became Northern Ireland. At the same time it helped to justify the threat or use of force which led to the rise of armed resistance and Irish separatism in the rest of Ireland.1


For much of the twentieth century, the people of these islands lived with the legacy from that time, of the gun being at the centre of Irish politics. We must hope that, with the success of the peace process in Northern Ireland, the use or threat of violence has finally been replaced by democratic principles and consent. I believe that this conference and similarly inclusive events, which re-examine and commemorate, as dispassionately as we can, the years leading up to Ireland’s independence, will help cement a culture of greater tolerance, understanding and reconciliation in our politics.


This conference took place in the week that the United Kingdom and Scottish governments reached an agreement to provide for a referendum on Scottish independence. The story of constitutional developments on these islands clearly has some distance to run. This week’s agreement will ensure the referendum in Scotland is legal, fair and decisive and commands the confidence of all sides. The people of Scotland will have a single-question referendum on independence, based on the principles set out for referenda held across the United Kingdom. There will be a clear choice: partnership within the UK or separation without it. Of course, the British government adheres to the view that any decisions on Scotland’s future are for people in Scotland to decide. We believe that the principles of free debate and governance by consent which underlie the process in Scotland are universal values.


It would be foolish to draw very close parallels to developments in Scotland today and Ireland 100 years ago. The context and circumstances are very different. And thankfully one way in which they are different is the absence of the threat or use of violence in the process in Scotland.


I think John Redmond would approve.








1 The Irish Times, 27 September 2012.
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When histories collide: the third Home Rule bill for Ireland


Thomas Bartlett


The narrative is well known.1 On 11 April 1912 the British Prime Minister, Herbert Henry Asquith, introduced in the British House of Commons the third Home Rule bill for Ireland. Two previous Home Rule bills, both introduced by William Ewart Gladstone, in 1886 and 1893 respectively, had failed, the first in the House of Commons, the second in the House of Lords. The third Home Rule bill, however, had every chance of passing into law, for the Parliament Act of 1911, carried with Irish Party support, meant that the House of Lords could delay designated legislation for only three years – which meant that, all things being equal, Irish Home Rule would become law in 1914. But if this was the major difference between this Home Rule bill and the earlier ones, there was still a remarkable similarity, principally in what was on offer, between all three. As with the 1893 Bill, though not with that of 1886, which had provided for no Irish representation, forty-two Irish MPs would continue to attend at Westminster – which would of course be supreme – and Ireland would remain an integral part of the Empire and United Kingdom. The proposed new legislature to be set up in Dublin would have two chambers: a senate with forty members, and a lower house with 164 members. However, the term ‘legislature’ is undoubtedly rather extravagant, for the powers to be delegated to the new assembly were extremely limited. Matters relating to the monarchy, marriage (a hot topic at the time because of the Ne Temere decree),2 the military, peace or war, foreign affairs, coinage, the law of treason, and trade and navigation – even lighthouses and, curiously, trademarks – were to be outside its remit, while others – such as policing, tax collection, old age pensions, land purchase, national insurance and even the post office – could possibly be delegated to Dublin, but only after a period of years. We may note that in a marked departure from proposals in the earlier Home Rule bills, that proposed by Asquith stipulated that there could be no Irish interference with the existing Irish civil service.3 In addition, a lord lieutenant would reside, as before, in Dublin, but now he would have real power, with the authority to approve or veto legislation, or to delay action of any kind. Admittedly, a sum of around six million pounds would be transferred annually from the British Exchequer, but even here there was a humiliating condition: the money would be paid only in proportion to the receipt of annuities due under the various land acts of the previous twenty years. If Irish farmers failed to pay up, funds from the British Exchequer to Ireland would dry up. Uncharacteristically – for he had accepted the rest without demur – John Redmond, leader of the Irish Party, was moved to complain that this safeguard for the British Treasury meant that ‘the whole revenue of Ireland is thus held in pawn’.4 By any standards, the third Home Rule bill offered a derisory amount of devolved government to Ireland: a legislature shorn of legislative powers, whose prime function, as envisioned in the days of Gladstone, was to act as a collector of British taxpayers’ money previously advanced to Irish tenants to enable them to buy their holdings. Thirty years and more of constitutional and political struggle had, it seemed, produced a legislative mouse.


And yet, as is also well known, this excessively modest measure instantly provoked a series of extravagant, not to say hysterical, reactions that within a short time brought Ireland to the verge of a civil war. Even before Asquith had introduced his bill at Westminster, a nationalist crowd estimated at a half million strong had gathered in anticipation in Dublin city centre to acclaim the coming triumph. When Asquith did introduce the bill, Redmond declared flatly that ‘I personally thank God that I have lived to see this day’ and he hailed the third Home Rule bill as no less than a ‘great treaty of peace between Ireland, England and the Empire’.5 When Asquith visited Dublin in July 1912 he received a rapturous reception at the Theatre Royal: ‘the entire audience rose to their feet,’ reported The Irish Times, ‘and waving hats, handkerchiefs and papers, cheered enthusiastically with a growing rather than a diminishing volume of sound … for close on five minutes.’6 Given the extremely limited amount of devolved government on offer, such euphoria, such triumphalism, is hard to explain.


And, of course, on the opposite side of the case, Conservative and unionist fury at Asquith’s action appeared equally unwarranted. Two days before the bill had been introduced, Andrew Bonar Law, leader of the Conservative Party, with Sir Edward Carson, leader of the Irish unionists at his side, had reviewed a march past at Balmoral, near Belfast, of over 100,000 opponents of the proposed Home Rule bill and Bonar Law had pledged his party’s support in their resistance to that measure. On 12 July he went further: he warned that there were ‘things that were stronger than parliamentary majorities’, and some weeks later, he notoriously averred that ‘I can imagine no lengths of resistance to which Ulster can go in which I should not be prepared to support them.’7 Mobilisation against Home Rule proceeded apace. On ‘Ulster Day’, 28 September 1912, against a background of sectarian rioting in Belfast and elsewhere, and expulsions of Catholics and other deviants from the shipyards, Sir Edward Carson became the first to sign the Ulster Covenant at Belfast City Hall, in which document he and his fellow signatories pledged to use ‘all means which may be necessary to defeat the present conspiracy to set up a Home Rule Parliament in Ireland’. Within weeks, some 500,000 others, men and women, had followed his example and signed. Quite what ‘all means that may be necessary’ signified became clear over the subsequent months, with the purchase of arms, the drilling of armed men, the formation of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and gun-running at Larne and elsewhere in 1913. And these developments were mirrored on the nationalist side by the later formation of a corresponding force, the Irish Volunteers, and by the attempt to secure arms from abroad. As tempers flared, military preparations increased and the political temperature rose, it seemed that a civil war between opponents and supporters of the third Home Rule bill was inevitable, probably some time in 1914.


So far so conventional. Yet the puzzle remains: how could such a truncated piece of proposed legislation, one devoid of any Irish nationalist input, and one deliberately designed to set up such a toothless institution, arouse such elation on the one part and such horror on the other, so much so that civil war would quickly appear unavoidable?


In his review of Anglo-Irish constitutional relations between 1912 and 1972 Nicholas Mansergh addressed this question of the glaring disparity between what was offered and the extreme reactions that the bill produced. So far as Redmond was concerned, Mansergh noted, the limited nature of the bill was very much a secondary consideration. For him, and by extension nationalist Ireland, ‘[the bill] proposed to reconstitute a parliament for Ireland, all Ireland’, and ‘it was the “example” of [the parliament at] College Green that counted, not the powers or the lack of them to be vested in it’. Once a parliament was restored, Mansergh continued, Redmond believed that ‘much else would be added and the psychological gain would more than compensate for restrictions that were little short of humiliating’.8 There is undoubtedly much in this insight; and unionists at the time would have concurred that the third Home Rule bill represented precisely that ‘thin end of the wedge’ (or staging post to complete separation of Ireland from Britain) that they feared would mean ruination and destruction for them. Whatever else, the Home Rule parliament envisaged in 1912, precisely because it was so evidently flawed in its structure and restricted in its powers, could never prove a final settlement, and therein lay the danger for unionists.


Further unionist objections, though the word seems inadequate, to Home Rule for all Ireland have been well rehearsed in the literature. Unionists claimed – possibly with an eye to winning British support – that Home Rule would strike a blow at the integrity of the British Empire, even presage its break-up. Then there was the self-pitying charge that Home Rule was ‘the most nefarious conspiracy that has ever been hatched against a free people’ and that unionists had done nothing to deserve being prised from the embrace of mother England and handed over to their enemies. As Carson put it (quoting a report produced by the Belfast Chamber of Commerce protesting against the 1893 Act): ‘We can imagine no conceivable reason – no fault that we have committed – which will justify the treatment which this Bill prepares for us.’9 It was confidently asserted that Home Rule must mean both financial ruin, with Ulster money being drained to bail out feckless southern peasants, and industrial decay, since a Dublin parliament dominated by agriculturalists would legislate against the industrialised north-east. Home Rule, as well, would produce social chaos, with those, as Carson put it, ‘whose capacity has never been applied towards the practical advancement of the material interests of the country’, men who were demonstrably unfitted to rule, being placed over the natural governors.10 Home Rule in short was ‘ridiculous’, for it was a farcical proposition that the Irish could govern themselves, and the thing must end in complete ruination.11 Lastly, Home Rule was Rome Rule: as the Rev. Dr William McKean, a former Presbyterian moderator, put it in his sermon on ‘Ulster Day’ 1912: ‘The Irish Question is at bottom a war against Protestantism; it is an attempt to establish a Roman Catholic Ascendancy in Ireland to begin the disintegration of the empire by securing a second parliament in Dublin.’12


And yet, while conceding that unionist fears and anxieties – and determination to resist Home Rule – were undoubtedly real, it is still difficult to reconcile the modest measure of devolution on offer with the apocalyptic consequences that unionists argued would inevitably flow from it, or indeed with the triumphalism with which nationalist Ireland viewed the proposed measure. Perhaps one way of doing so is to concede from the beginning that Home Rule itself was not at stake here, that is to say, that the crisis sparked off by the third Home Rule bill was not really about Home Rule at all: that in essence Home Rule was always more about image than substance.13 And that image, for both unionists and nationalists, was refracted through Irish history.


When Asquith rose in the Commons to propose his Home Rule bill ‘for the better government of Ireland’, he declared that it signalled ‘the most urgent and most momentous step towards the settlement of the controversy which, as between ourselves and Ireland, has lasted for more than a century’.14 Asquith’s time frame – more than a hundred years – for the Irish demand for Home Rule may have struck some of his listeners as rather odd. After all, Gladstone’s conversion to Home Rule had been in 1886, just under thirty years earlier, and while Irish demands for home government under Isaac Butt and Charles Stewart Parnell had been heard ten years earlier, the first use of the term ‘Home Rule’ appears to have been in 1873: a long way short of that century of struggle to which Asquith alluded. It is possible that he was including Daniel O’Connell’s campaign in the 1840s for Repeal of the Union or ‘Simple Repeal’ in his passing reference to the chronology of the Home Rule agitation. After all, in a real sense, O’Connell not only pioneered the notion of the repeal of the Act of Union – and thus devolved government, however ill-defined, for Ireland – but he also created strategies, particularly electoral strategies, and institutions – the Loyal National Repeal Association and mass meetings – which later Home Rulers would make use of (and which their unionist opponents would copy).15 We are, however, even with O’Connell’s campaigns, some way short of the hundred years that Asquith mentioned, but we are approaching that period to which nationalists of all hues, and many Liberal politicians, looked back to with unashamed nostalgia and admiration: ‘Grattan’s Parliament’.


It is difficult nowadays to appreciate how much the perceived historical record of the last two decades of the eighteenth century weighed and played upon the imagination of those seeking Home Rule a hundred years on and was a constant source of inspiration. The years 1782–1801 appeared to be characterised by amazing triumphs: it was self-evidently a period of Home Rule under the guidance of Protestant patriots such as Henry Flood and Henry Grattan, and devolved government in the 1780s had also apparently sparked a surge in economic prosperity. In addition, the role played by the citizen-soldiers, the Volunteers of 1782, was particularly relished and even the United Irishmen, with their non-sectarian message and their union of Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter, offered proof that Irish people could cooperate together and need not always be at each other’s throats. True, it had all ended in the carnage of 1798 and the resulting Act of Union, but many believed that the rebellion had been deliberately exploded by the British government in order to furnish the pretext and provide the opportunity to end the independent Irish parliament.


It mattered little that the historical record was far removed from the perception of a golden age. In reality, neither Grattan nor Flood had much influence with the new constitutional dispensation after 1782; what prosperity there was appears unrelated to the ‘revolution of 1782’, as some dubbed it; and, as the rebellion of 1798 made clear, it was not too difficult to stir up sectarian passions. Such criticisms – whether made at the time (‘a most bungling imperfect business’, claimed Theobald Wolfe Tone) or later (an ‘Ascendancy charade’ or ‘noisy sideshow’, as D. P. Moran and Daniel Corkery respectively dismissed the so-called ‘Grattan’s Parliament’) – mattered little and were easily brushed aside.16


Allusions to the halcyon days of Grattan’s parliament abound in the debates and arguments that surrounded the entire Home Rule agitation from the 1870s down to 1912 and beyond. W. E. Gladstone, for example, was enormously influenced by W. E. H. Lecky’s multi-volume depiction of Grattan’s parliament as a sort of golden age in which rank, loyalty and nationality were to be found fused together in the interests of the whole Irish people. It was in vain for Lecky, a Unionist MP for Trinity College Dublin, to protest that the preconditions for something like ‘Grattan’s parliament’ simply did not exist in late nineteenth-century Ireland and that his historical writings did not support the nationalist cause. Gladstone disagreed: unionist opposition to Home Rule was brushed aside by reference to the strong role played by Protestants in Grattan’s parliament. And he frequently alluded to the gallant Presbyterian farmers turning out against the king’s soldiers during the 1798 rebellion, making the point that their inner nationalism would re-emerge under devolved government and that their opposition to Home Rule was essentially bogus. As for Redmond, he yielded to none in his admiration for Grattan’s parliament, an institution that, he declared, ‘possesses today the enthusiastic and affectionate remembrance of the Irish people’. Redmond was even on record as claiming that with all its ‘disqualifications’ (‘a parliament in which no Catholic could sit; for election to it no Catholic was allowed to vote’) he would prefer taking back Grattan’s parliament ‘tomorrow’ to continued rule under the union.17 And he revered Grattan and Flood, indeed he saw himself acting as a latter-day Grattan or Flood when Home Rule was secured. Neither rebel nor fanatic, ‘Redmond’s natural pose’, intoned The Times of London in his obituary, ‘was that of the eighteenth-century patriot, a Grattan or a Flood.’18


Viewed in this light, it is clear that just as Grattan’s parliament was forever associated with the Volunteers of 1782, so too a reborn Volunteer formation would have been needed to safeguard whatever Home Rule was achieved. Now, it is frequently asserted that the Irish Volunteers of 1913 drew their inspiration from the recently formed Ulster Volunteers, and certainly Eoin MacNeill in his famous article ‘The North Began’ pointed to their example. The emergence of the Irish Volunteers at that time may, however, be regarded as much a coincidence as a direct emulation of the Ulster Volunteers. It was accepted on all sides of nationalist opinion that the major flaw in Grattan’s parliament had been the decision to disband the Volunteers. MacNeill in his article had explicitly evoked the example of the earlier Volunteers of 1782: ‘their disbanding led to the destruction alike of self-government and of prosperity’.19 And that well-known Home Ruler Patrick Pearse, when he appealed for Volunteers to be set up in 1913, stated that this time there would be no standing down: if the Volunteers of 1782 had not handed in their arms, Pearse said, there would have been no Union, no Famine and no emigration.20 Fifty years later, Éamon de Valera, in his foreword to F. X. Martin’s collection of documents on the Irish Volunteers, explained that the new Volunteer army was ‘a heaven-sent opportunity to repair the mistake made when the Volunteer organisation of 1782 was allowed to lapse’.21 UVF or no UVF, the lesson of history was that a Volunteer force was needed to safeguard Home Rule.


In short, nationalist Ireland, led by John Redmond, was prepared to settle for a cash-strapped assembly with little power because it appeared to offer the recreation of the glories of Grattan’s parliament. When defended by an army of Volunteers on the model of 1782, its existence would be safeguarded and its quest for more power presumably enhanced. It was, it may be argued, this fixation with a largely fictitious image of the last period of self-government, or Home Rule, at the end of the eighteenth century that explains Redmond’s, and nationalist Ireland’s, embrace of a devolved scheme of government in 1912 that was almost certainly unworkable.


Unionists, by contrast, had little time for Grattan’s parliament or the Volunteers of 1782. True, some of them took pride in their Presbyterian forebears who had turned out in 1798 against crown forces at Antrim, Saintfield and Ballynahinch, but their ancestors’ resistance to oppression in 1798, the ‘year of liberty’, offered a useful precedent for armed resistance to oppression in 1912; it most certainly did not reveal Ulster Presbyterians to be closet Home Rulers. This is not to say that Irish history, or examples drawn from Irish history, played little part in unionist opposition to Home Rule. On the contrary, such opposition to Home Rule was firmly rooted in Irish history. The unionist battle anthem was, after all, ‘O God our help in ages past’, and while Carson would often allude to differences between unionist and nationalist based on ‘traditions, ideas and race’, he also pointed to ‘deep-rooted historical questions’ that divided one community from the other.22


The difference between unionist and nationalist lay in the periods of Irish history from which they strove to draw lessons, examples, inspiration or warnings. Just as nationalists sought to emulate Grattan’s parliament, unionists preferred to contemplate the seventeenth century in Irish history, and within the seventeenth century, it was chiefly the Ulster plantation, the Irish rebellion of 1641 and the Williamite wars of 1688–91 from which they drew appropriate lessons. These years, beginning with the plantation, continuing with the rebellion of 1641 and concluding, after a series of heart-stopping reverses and glorious triumphs, with Protestant victory at the Boyne (1690) and Aughrim (1691) were of abiding interest to Irish Protestants. The plantation had proved a success, and this could be seen in the clear way that ‘Ulster’, and particularly Belfast and its environs, had through its industry and commerce decisively detached itself from Ireland by the end of the nineteenth century. Home Rule was seen as an attempt to undo the plantation and had to be resisted on that count. As well, and probably more important, Catholic treachery and cruelties in the Rebellion had been well documented at the time and they had been retold over and over in subsequent centuries. Sir John Temple’s Irish Rebellion (1646), with its lurid stories of Catholic excesses against defenceless Irish Protestants – such as drowning, boiling, hanging, stabbing, burning and robbing them – had frequently been reprinted and may be deemed pre-eminent among the literature of Irish atrocity. By the end of the nineteenth century the ghastly crimes attendant on the 1641 rebellion were being recalled in the public prints, on Orange Lodge banners and in quasi-scholarly productions. In particular, further selections from the 1641 depositions, or eyewitness accounts of atrocities that Irish Protestants suffered at the hands of Irish Catholics in the 1640s, were being published to acclaim (and to denunciation, from those who argued that such testimony was entirely suspect).23


Later additions to the Irish Protestant canon of atrocity tales had come from Archbishop King’s State of the Protestants of Ireland (1691) in which Irish Protestant resistance to tyranny and oppression – as threatened by James II and his ‘Catholicke designe’ – was not only fully justified but was shown to be a Godly duty. James had ‘designed’, wrote King, ‘to destroy and utterly ruin the Protestant religion, the liberty and property of the subjects in general and the English interest in Ireland in particular and alter the very frame and constitution of the government’ and on these grounds he had to be resisted. To Irish Protestants it looked as if Asquith and Redmond were embarked on a similar undertaking. But King spelled out especially the dreadful social revolution attempted by the Stuart king and his agents, in which those of mean condition and poor understanding – ‘the scum and rascality of the world’ fit only to be ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’ – were catapulted to positions of authority simply because they were Catholics, and he instanced as example ‘one that was no other than a cowherd to his Protestant landlord was set before him on the bench as a justice of the peace’.24 For Irish Protestants, King’s book detailed the social chaos attendant on Catholics gaining power over them.


The trilogy of works in Irish atrocity literature was completed by Sir Richard Musgrave’s Memoirs of the Different Rebellions in Ireland (1801). He reaffirmed from his compilation of atrocities committed by Catholics during the 1798 rebellion that Catholicism was, and remained, a cruel and oppressive religion, and he confirmed that Catholics must never be permitted to assume a position of authority over Protestants.


There were other motifs drawn from the seventeenth century: a compact with God to resist oppression, a tradition of self-reliance in the face of danger and a conviction that a besieged Protestantism would ultimately triumph – hence the Covenant of 1912, which was inspired by the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643 against Popery and Prelacy. Hence, too, the Ulster Volunteer Force of 1913, which was most likely modelled not on the Volunteers of 1782, but on the Yeomanry of the 1790s and, even further back, the Laggan army, an armed body swiftly mobilised by Protestant settlers in the west of Ulster in the face of Catholic onslaught in 1642. And hence, lastly, the overwhelming presence of siege imagery in Protestant rhetoric at the time of the Home Rule crisis. Speaking at the massive Balmoral rally of Easter 1912, Bonar Law had recourse to the by now familiar language of an Ulster under siege:


Once again you hold the pass – the pass for the Empire. You are a besieged city. The timid have left you; your Lundys have betrayed you but you have closed the gates … a boom [has been set up] against you to shut you off from the help of the British people. You will burst that boom.25


To conclude: the limited, indeed drastically truncated terms of the third Home Rule bill are almost entirely irrelevant; few of the half million or so who pledged undying opposition ‘by all means necessary’ to the bill going through the House of Commons had any idea of its terms and conditions. They viewed the whole project through the lens of history, especially the history of the seventeenth century; and in this stark glare any measure of devolved government that put Catholics in charge must prove not just threatening or dangerous, but potentially catastrophic. Home Rule, ‘a term redolent of family values and fireside comfort’, or so nationalists thought, when viewed through the prism of seventeenth-century Irish history became a fearsome thing for unionists.26 As in the seventeenth so too in the twentieth century: the issue had never been about politics; it was what it had always been – ‘a struggle between the loyal for existence and the disloyal for supremacy’.27 By contrast, Irish nationalists were not just content, but were euphoric at the prospect of what many saw as the recovery of Grattan’s parliament, an institution forever associated with patriotism, economic prosperity and communal goodwill. Its profound flaws were ignored, just as the faults of the third Home Rule bill were dismissed as inconsequential. What mattered was the image; the substance could wait. It was the collision of those rival or mutually exclusive views of the Irish past that was to lead to the very real prospect of civil war after the third Home Rule bill was introduced.
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The politics of comparison: the racialisation of Home Rule in British science, politics and print, 1886–1923


Matthew Schownir


In the months leading up to the reading of the second Irish Home Rule bill in 1893, two leading Members of Parliament traded rhetorical blows in the pages of the North American Review over the issue of Irish self-government. The Duke of Argyll, a leading unionist, reminded his American audience of the support he had given to the federalist cause during their ‘great Civil War’ three decades past. In that war, the Duke ‘felt that the “North” was in the right, and that the cause of civilisation was at stake’ in the union’s fight with the secessionists. For Argyll, the debate over Irish Home Rule was no different. Catering at once to New England sympathy and nomenclature, the Duke claimed that Irish self-government could be summarised ‘in one well-known word – “Secesh”’. After all, English rule and law had only benefited the Irish, ‘due to the utter absence of civilising institutions’ before English conquest. Regrettably, even under such benevolent rule there was ‘the survival in Ireland of semi-barbarous habits that were peculiarly Irish’, including a ‘contentment with a very low standard of life’.1


The response to Argyll’s editorial came from none other than William Gladstone, Liberal prime minister and architect of the Home Rule legislation in question. Though Gladstone dismissed the Duke’s disdain for the Irish character, he insisted that England’s ‘feebler sister’ would retain that love of law that the English had bestowed on the island. After all, wrote Gladstone, even Lord Salisbury had wondered whether the heavy-handedness of British rule over Ireland could be blamed for the ‘lag’ of the Celtic race. It was time to give the Irish a degree of self-rule and prove that England’s civilising instruction had left a positive mark on the Irish people.2


Victorian debates over the Irish question have long been examined by historians of Great Britain. The imposing amount of literature on the topic reveals the complexity of the political, social and economic relationships between Britain and Ireland that made the latter only a junior partner in the United Kingdom for over a century. One important aspect of this relationship is, however, often overlooked. As highlighted in the anecdote above, discussions of the Irish question often involved, in explicit or implicit language, an indictment of the Irish racial character, a topic that inherently involved comparisons with England’s self-prescribed Anglo-Saxon lineage. This was especially the case among opponents of Home Rule, who sought to emphasise perceived racial differences between the Irish and British races as a political tool to combat Irish self-government and maintain British hegemony.3


The politics of comparison over Ireland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries followed the decision to grant self-government to other parts of the Empire. Britain’s white settler colonies of Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Newfoundland all acquired responsible self-government decades before Irish Home Rule was even proposed. What made Ireland unique from Britain’s other imperial possessions was its proximity to, and historical dominance by, England, as well as its ‘Celtic’ racial heritage. These factors complicated discussions on Home Rule in parliament and in British society at large, and the language of Irish racial fitness can be traced from the first of the Government of Ireland bills (hereafter referred to as the Home Rule bills) in 1886 to the fourth and final iteration in 1920.


This essay uses the four Home Rule bills as focal points to investigate the racialisation of such a sensitive and volatile subject in British social thought. The conceptualisation of the Irish race, as it pertained to political debate, is vital to understanding why Home Rule was so divisive and fought over so bitterly, not only by the political parties in Westminster, but also in newspapers, magazines, scientific journals and popular caricatures of the day. These perceptions, reflected in all facets of British society, are frequently ignored by a scholarly literature that often focuses on the parliamentary machinations and great political figures of the day.


The aim of this essay is to demonstrate the issue of Home Rule as a racialised topic of political contention, a notion articulated through Victorian scientific thought and popular media, as well as by the rhetoric within parliamentary debates. In this instance, racial difference was accentuated by those in Britain wishing to maintain control over Irish affairs; this was often accomplished by drawing racial comparisons between a weak, backward Celtic race and a virile Anglo-Saxon British national persona. This racial component of Home Rule comprises a key element to understanding the broader historical issue of the Irish question in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


This approach correlates with emerging aspects of the historiography of this topic. While political histories have dominated discussions of the Irish question in general and Home Rule in particular, scholars have increasingly argued for more nuanced approaches. Historians such as L. P. Curtis and Sheridan Gilley first broached the subject of a Victorian construction of Celtic racial identity in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Although their scholarly debates called into question entrenched understandings of race surrounding Anglo-Irish relations in the Victorian period, it was generally treated as an isolated phenomenon by successive literature on the Irish question. Fortunately, several scholars have recently begun to revisit the intersection of racial ideas and politics concerning Victorian and Edwardian conceptualisations of imperialism and federalism, particularly British notions of racial compatibility within different parts of the Empire. This essay similarly seeks to include formerly buried factors in the Anglo-Irish relationship before Ireland became an independent state.4


A considerable link connects the four Home Rule bills of 1886, 1893, 1914 and 1920, influencing the politics and social discussion of Irish self-rule. This time frame supersedes Curtis’ argument for the culmination of Anglo-Saxonism as a political factor by the turn of the twentieth century; rather, the racialisation of the Anglo-Irish relationship continues well after the supposed decline of Anglo-Saxonism after the 1890s. Various areas of British society harboured Anglo-Saxonist attitudes of comparison toward the Irish Celt that emerged in Home Rule debates. Popular magazines and newspapers depicted the Irish as a race of buffoons who knew nothing but how to bring disaster upon themselves and could not manage their own affairs without the civilising tutelage of Britain. In intellectual circles, celebrated anthropologists, ethnologists and social commentators referred to pseudoscientific evidence to explain Celtic helplessness and degradation, and to prove English racial superiority. Finally, these racialising exhortations found root in the political sphere, as prominent parliamentary figures defended their respective positions on Home Rule with the patronising language of race.5 By taking examples from each of these areas of British society at the time of the four Home Rule bills, this essay points to a firm trajectory of racialised thinking over the course of five decades, which obscured the otherwise political issue of Home Rule in British dialogues.


The racialisation of the Irish question


The Irish question, as conceptualised by British politicians in the Victorian period, was born of the paternalist relationship created by the Act of Union.6 As originally envisaged, the structure of Irish governance within the union smacked of colonial uplift: Ireland could vote a small number of representatives to the imperial parliament at Westminster, but Ireland proper remained under the supervision of a non-Catholic viceroy lord lieutenant appointed by London. Hence, an exercise in civilised democracy was balanced by a firm British hand on the ground in Ireland.


To many British, closer association under the union provided a unique opportunity for the Irish to learn from a stronger and civilised England. In voicing its support for the proposed union in 1799, The Times predicted that ‘nothing can tend to humanise the barbarous Irish as an habitual intercourse with this country and the opportunities of observing the civilised manners of those who are from it’. The creation of the union inspired hope in a civilising mission to ‘remodel Ireland politically, economically, and morally’, an effort that, in the minds of many British, bore little fruit in the following decades.7 The Whig party particularly embarked on various reforms of land law, franchise expansion and religious disestablishment, both to quell opposition to British rule and to reverse the endemic poverty of the Irish that ‘depraved and vitiated their characters, and fitted them for the commission of every crime’.8


Regular agrarian raids and a peasant revolt in the 1830s, however, convinced the government that the Irish had not reached the state of civilisation it had once hoped for. Richard Lalor Sheil, a prominent Irish MP, delivered a scathing indictment of the failings of the union before parliament in 1833, claiming after a recent tour of the island that ‘the mass of the people are in a condition more wretched than that of any nation in Europe; they are worse housed, worse covered, worse fed, than the basest boors in the provinces of Russia’.9 The potato famine of the 1840s and 1850s marked a turning point for Britain’s Irish hopes; post-famine attitudes at Westminster focused on suppressing nationalist sympathy and efficiently ruling Ireland, rather than rehabilitating it. The Irish question took shape as finding the best way of upholding British institutions effectively, and any residual virtues of civilisation that could rub off on the Irish were seen as a secondary benefit of British rule.10


The nineteenth century also introduced a language of racism as men of science began categorising humanity into hierarchical groups, gauging innate capacities and framing discussions of peoples in terms of generalised racial differences. In 1813 the English ethnologist James Cowles Prichard published his Researches into the Physical History of Man, a study that attempted to link physical appearance with cognitive ability in an effort to classify Europeans into four distinct groups that shared common peculiarities. Craniologists such as Anders Retzius and F. J. Gall also developed physiognomy as a correlative to emerging ethnological theories by applying quantitative measurements of jaw and forehead angles to prescribe inherent mental capacities in different types of humans.11 In 1862 acclaimed physiognomist John Beddoe published Races in Britain, a seminal book that provided the basis of scientific racial comparison for the rest of the century. By applying his callipers to skulls throughout the British Isles, Beddoe developed an ‘Index of Nigressence’ that attempted to measure how close various peoples were to the African Negro. A self-styled expert on Ireland, Beddoe undertook many scientific excursions to each of the island’s counties and eventually concluded that the modern Irish skull was ‘usually rather long, low, and narrow’ when compared to the average English skull. From this comparison he inferred that the Irish were in fact ‘European Negroes’.12


But even before Beddoe’s scientific approach claimed an empirical link between the backward Irish and primitive Africans, popular depictions of the Irish as ape-like and bestial were already in circulation in British popular discourse. One infamous example is found in the popular humour magazine Punch, in which a cartoon drawn for the 4 November 1843 issue features the ‘Irish Frankenstein’ of the repeal movement. Wielding a shillelagh and featuring torn, ill-fitting clothes, a gangly Irishman with dark skin, unruly hair and a simian face violently threatens John Bull, with the word ‘Repale’ written across his chest. This simianisation and dehumanisation of the Irish in popular caricature was typical of Punch and other popular publications of the nineteenth century, a stereotype that Beddoe’s index seemed to confirm formally using ‘scientific’ evidence.13


Finally, the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man, in 1859 and 1871 respectively, introduced the idea of evolutionary theory to European science and discussions of race. Darwin’s contribution to the discourse cemented an ideological shift away from a ‘monogenistic’ approach to humanity inspired by the long-held belief in the creation story of Christianity, to a secular ‘polygenism’ in which all humans were not assumed to derive from Adam but from different hereditary origins that directly affected the innate characteristics of different human ‘races’.14


Emerging trends in physiognomy, evolutionary theory and anthropology heavily influenced British attitudes towards the Irish in the Victorian era, by which Britons conceived of distinct racial boundaries within the United Kingdom. New scientific ideas provided tangible ‘evidence’ for why the backward Irish did not have the same inherent love of law, democratic institutions and progress as the English, Scottish and Welsh. Racial typology neatly explained historic Irish predicaments and English hegemony: the Irish were a Celtic race, inclined to a decadent tribal culture and never ‘Romanised’, whereas the Anglo-Saxon lineage of the English (which was, rather ambiguously, shared at least in part with the Welsh and lowland Scots) prescribed a people with ‘a particular genius for governing themselves’ and the ability to reason into existence institutions that upheld justice and liberty. The negative traits of the Celtic Irish could indeed be predicted in ‘observable physical differences’, such as skin and hair colour and the angles of their skulls. The stereotypical ‘Paddy’ (and the female version, ‘Fanny’) typified in British popular discourse was always ‘a Celt, a Catholic, and a peasant’. These three characteristics, as well as the popular and scientific portrayal of the simianised Irishman, provided racial ammunition when the Irish question took a new turn in the latter half of the nineteenth century as Home Rule was first discussed and eventually tried as a solution to Britain’s Irish woes.15


As various settled parts of the Empire acquired dominion status and responsible government throughout the course of the century, the idea of Home Rule increasingly enjoyed circulation in Britain as a viable option to the Irish question, beginning in the 1860s. Many prominent political leaders regarded Ireland’s continuing problems to be, at least in part, a consequence of distant British rule. The most influential of these was William Gladstone, who eventually became the writer and sponsor of the first two Home Rule bills.


Home Rule drew passionate criticism from several corners of British society, however, even before it took legislative form. Many intellectuals cited the Irish’s deficient racial traits that made Home Rule untenable. Historian and Anglican priest Charles Kingsley wrote how he was ‘haunted by the human chimpanzees’ he saw during a trip to Ireland in 1860. ‘I don’t believe they are our fault … they are happier, better, more comfortably fed and lodged under our rule than they ever were.’ Goldwin Smith, political essayist and historian, was of the opinion that ‘the clannish Celt preferred subservience to a king or despot to freedom’, compared to the Anglo-Saxon, who had an innate love of law, parliament and free institutions. Albert Venn Dicey, who became one of the most outspoken unionist voices against Home Rule, and published four books on the topic, argued that the civilised and uncivilised races of the world were locked in an eternal conflict, and the Irish, being of the latter group, were fundamentally unfit to govern themselves.16


Anthropologists also sought to portray Home Rule as a scientific impracticability. At a meeting of the Anthropological Society of London in 1869, J. Gould Avery presented a paper in which his proclaimed objective was ‘to show that the position of the Irish people in relation to England, and the alleged severity and badness of the English government, arise from and illustrate the racial characteristics of the Irish themselves’. Avery went on to argue that the Irish were inherently given to filth, idleness and drunkenness; were hostile to the concept of law; and possessed an overactive imagination that nevertheless prevented them from achieving any cultural edifice of value. Though maintaining he had no interest in political matters, he took the opportunity to reject any notion of Home Rule for the Irish, claiming that ‘to govern the different races of men, you must study their peculiar racial characteristics and tendencies, and treat them accordingly’, and that ‘but for the interference of the English, the native people [of Ireland] would have utterly destroyed each other long ago’. Respondents to Avery’s paper agreed that ‘a parental government would suit the Celt … you cannot lead him as we are led’, and ‘if only those in authority would but take the trouble to make themselves acquainted with certain race distinctions – in fact, become anthropologists – there would be fewer political mistakes than ruled at present’.17


The following year, Celtic expert Henry Hudson, alongside Beddoe, spoke to another meeting of anthropologists to ‘depict the marked characteristics of the Irish Celtic race, and to draw conclusions from thence as how they ought to be governed’. Hudson went on to say that the Irish were warlike, hasty, improvident and inherently ‘clannish, from a want of individual reliance’, hence unable effectively to rule themselves like the Saxon race. Hudson admitted he found his sudden interest in the topic piqued by recent talk about ‘giving contentment to the Irish as a nation’ in order to ‘conquer England’s great difficulty’, namely, the Irish question.18


The first bill, 1886


The controversial introduction of the first Home Rule bill by Gladstone and the Liberals has been thoroughly documented by political historians. It will suffice to say here that the January 1886 elections turned out a sufficient number of Irish nationalist MPs to enable them to form a ruling coalition with the Liberals, which they did under the condition that an Irish Home Rule bill would be advanced in the spring sessions. The promise of such a piece of legislation was divisive enough to split the Liberal Party in two; those disaffected by Gladstone’s concession to the Irish nationalists absconded from the party altogether to form a new bloc, the Liberal Unionists, who were devoted to killing any parliamentary measure that proposed giving Home Rule to Ireland. The Unionists allied themselves with the Conservatives for that express purpose; after two months of debate over the bill, from its first reading in April to its third in June, this alliance outnumbered the Gladstonians and Irish to vote it down. In a fatal political move, Gladstone took the matter to the country and called for a new general election in July, as a result of which the Conservative/Unionist bloc was voted overwhelmingly into power.19


Britain’s print media reflected the importance of Home Rule in the popular arena. From the time Gladstone first announced his plans to introduce Irish governmental legislation to parliament, Home Rule received significant coverage in leading political periodicals. In the Fortnightly Review political (and racial) ideologies battled in the editorial pages. Frank Harris, a journalist born in Ireland to Welsh parents, argued that the union formed more than eighty years earlier should ‘on no account be relaxed’, and claimed that ‘Ireland is not a nation’, citing ‘no distinctive, honourable past, no distinctive language, literature or art’. In The Contemporary Review, J. D. Campbell, the marquis of Lorne, urgently warned that Ireland was so poor that it would ‘perish’ if England removed itself from its direct governance.20


The twin notions of violence and Irish nationalism pervaded the public discourse over the first Home Rule bill. The memory of agrarian theft and violent revolts against British landlords in the 1860s and 1870s, as well as the 1882 assassination of Lord Frederick Cavendish, the chief secretary for Ireland, convinced many among the British public that Home Rule would either lead to more violence against the British and Protestants in Ireland, or be viewed as capitulation by the government to Irish terrorism. Jesse Ashworth, a retired Primitive Methodist preacher, asked, ‘What, we ask, are the laws which Irish Roman Catholics choose to break – are they the laws enforced against them by the hated Saxon? In answer, they are the laws of Jehovah Himself; laws against murder, injustice and crime.’ Punch, too, mockingly depicted a chaotic parliamentary scene in one of its cartoons, with the caption reading ‘The Irish House. Moved from Westminster to Dublin’, implying that any instance of Irish convening to discuss politics invariably involved violence.21


There were a few publications that took a dissenting stance, but these, too, carried hints of paternal racism. The Daily News, the only London paper that supported Gladstone’s Home Rule project in 1886, said it was ready to ‘hope and trust that Irish human nature is so much like other human nature, that the right and privilege of self-government will make Irishmen more contented, more prosperous and more neighbourly than they have been at any former period of our history’. The author did, however, add that a single, centralised Irish ruling body in Dublin would be better for Britain because it would be easier for London to monitor and control.22


Language in the parliamentary debates between supporters and opponents of Home Rule also took on a noticeably racialised tone. Unionists in Gladstone’s government invoked Britain’s dire responsibility to upholding true civilisation in Ireland. The lord chancellor of Ireland, Lord Ashbourne, declared that the island ‘must always be ruled’, ensuring that ‘life, property, and liberty must be preserved there. Those are the conditions of every civilised society.’ John Morley, the chief secretary of Ireland, cited the economic, religious and ‘curious perversities of the geographical mixture of religion and race in Ireland’, honouring the union’s ‘terrible task’ in ‘welding all these elements into a corporate whole and stable society’.23


It was, however, the Liberal Unionists who played most strongly on Ireland’s racial makeup. Joseph Chamberlain, a Radical Liberal, who led the unionist defection from his party, argued that Ireland ‘is not a homogenous community … it is a nation which comprises two races and two religions’, and that if greater material benefits were bestowed upon the poorer, Catholic race, ‘you will do more for its pacification than any political scheme or any constitutional change’.24 George Goschen, a Scottish MP representing Edinburgh, had perhaps the most vitriolic words for the bill:


Can he [Gladstone] not see that, without looking upon the Irish people as lost to the common virtues of civilised communities, we may think that they are not such an angelic people as to be likely to be suddenly transformed at one stroke of the pen, and all at once endowed with the faculty of governing themselves? No people with such antecedents as the Irish could be suddenly trusted with the unexampled powers which he proposes to confer on them.25


For his part, Gladstone rebuked his opponents for their Irish prejudices. At the opening of the Home Rule bill’s debate, he declared that Irishmen deserved free institutions as much as Englishmen or ‘Scotchmen’ did. Even he, however, engaged in racialising language when discussing the subject. Responding to Queen Victoria’s opening of parliament in January 1886, in which she strongly warned against any change in the union with Ireland, Gladstone remarked that ‘a fair and a proper view to take of this matter is not to judge Ireland by any abstract standard of peace and order; but she must be judged by the various circumstances connected with her history and race, and the position of her inhabitants’. Still, his words were more benign than his Conservative counterpart, Lord Salisbury. In a speech for his supporters between sessions, Salisbury disparagingly compared Home Rule to the ludicrous idea of granting democracy to the lowly and backward Hottentots; his resolve was bolstered by his claim that the Irish had become ‘habituated to the use of knives and slugs’ to get what they wanted from London, and Home Rule would be tantamount to state capitulation.26


The discussion of the first Home Rule bill was invariably tied in with discussions of Irish racial character, a product of Victorian scientific developments that focused on outwardly determining the characteristics and even innate capacity of a particular people. Such a divisive issue brought out the worst in many Britons in terms of fear-mongering and stereotyping, but this was justified under the aegis of scientific ‘fact’. This trend continued for the rest of the nineteenth century, most evident in Gladstone’s second attempt at granting Home Rule to Ireland.


The second bill, 1892–3


The second bill began life in much the same way as its predecessor. The electorate voted enough seats for Gladstone’s Liberal Party to form a minority government with the Irish nationalist MPs and again Gladstone prepared a Home Rule bill for parliamentary review. The political and intellectual climate had, however, changed in the interim. The Irish nationalist leader Charles Parnell had died in 1891, following his highly publicised divorce scandal, which had precipitated a split leadership in the Irish Party. Without the polarising figure of Parnell in the headlines, the Irish question commanded less public attention than at the time of the first Home Rule bill, as the issue took a back seat to social reforms and questions of voting franchise expansion.27


Additionally, a general shift in the intellectual approach to ethnography changed the foundation upon which Irish racial characteristics were constructed. Archaeologist and sometime Liberal Unionist MP John Lubbock set out to reinterpret the works of Beddoe and other anthropologists just after the battle over the first Home Rule bill. Lubbock’s argument that ‘English, Irish, and Scotch are all composed of the same elements, and in not very dissimilar proportions’ represented the general intellectual shift of the day. Citing a common origin and prehistoric interracial mixing of the peoples inhabiting the British Isles, Lubbock concluded that the Irish did not have their own nationality from which to argue for a government separate from that of Great Britain. In his studies, Lubbock singled out Home Rulers for creating a fictitious Irish nationhood to disrupt British politics.28


One constant between 1886 and 1892 was the Conservative–Unionist alliance, and its commitment to defeating Irish Home Rule. One of the primary charges levelled against Home Rule was that Irish responsible government, and the acolytes of Parnell who pushed for it, did not represent the true wishes of the Irish people. Conservatives and Unionists argued that organised nationalism ‘was a largely ephemeral phenomenon which had astutely exploited agrarian discontent’, but would lose its appeal once material problems were properly remedied by the government. The focus on the material conditions of the Irish echoed the argument of Chamberlain in 1886. That this focus never seemed to come about was owed in part to the reluctance of unionists to infringe on the prerogative of Irish landlords, who were traditionally supporters of the Conservative Party. Introducing reforms that would strengthen the poor agrarian tenantry against their landlords would endanger the Unionist alliance with the Tories; nonetheless, a series of concessional Land Acts was gradually extended by those who opposed Home Rule as a political principle and overt solution to the perceived Irish question.29


Individual political rights became a major point of contention in the parliamentary debates over the second iteration of Home Rule in 1892–3. Again the topic took on a language that carried racial undertones, and this time Irish nationalists sought to confront the racial aspect head-on. Thomas Sexton, an Irish MP in the Commons, asked during the second reading of the Local Government (Ireland) bill why ordinary Irishmen could not enjoy the same rights in the franchise as their English or Scottish counterparts, adding ‘why should Irishmen be supposed to be naturally more corrupt, dishonest, or criminal than the men of any other race?’ Michael Davitt, representing Cork, when speaking on the second reading of the second Home Rule bill, accused the opposition of being ‘blinded by bigotry and race hatred’, otherwise they would ‘recognise and acknowledge the services which Ireland is rendering to Great Britain and to the Empire’. William Redmond, a rising nationalist politician in the Commons, and brother of the Irish Party leader, pointedly confronted the racial assumptions of the unionists:


You Englishmen – many of whom have never been in Ireland – whose information is extremely limited, to sit there and waste the time of your country – simply because you think yourselves superior to Irishmen, and better able to judge what is good for them locally than they are themselves … make yourselves the laughing stock of the whole world.30


Salisbury’s answer lay in his assertion that ‘incurable differences’ existed between the Irish and English races, in that the Irish believed themselves to have a distinct and separate nationality from the peoples of Great Britain. The definition of ‘nation’ was left unexplained in Salisbury’s statements, but his disdain of the ‘quarrelsomeness’ of the Irish was rather less ambiguous in his speeches. For his part, Chamberlain’s response to nationalist arguments was also dismissive: ‘I would be inclined to pay more attention to these flowers of rhetoric if I did not know that it is “only Pretty Fanny’s way”.’ As with the first bill, George Goschen again stuck to his racialised historical perspective to argue that ‘the Celtic races have never displayed that kind of cool patience and coolness of dealing which has always characterised the Parliaments of Anglo-Saxons’. These examples should not overshadow the fact that many other opinions were brought forth by Unionists and Conservatives to demonstrate the folly of Home Rule for Ireland, including financial and strategic concerns, as well as the protection of the Protestant minority centred in Ulster. It is important to note, however, that concepts of the Irish as a race were as embedded in the official dialogue over the second bill as was the case six years earlier.31


In the popular media, the topic of Home Rule lay largely dormant between the death of the first bill and the introduction of the second in 1893. Historian Ann Parry has written that the three most popular periodicals of the day that discussed Liberal ideas and politics published only nineteen articles on Ireland from 1886 to 1891. One of these, The Nineteenth Century, began publishing numerous essays by influential unionist intellectual A. V. Dicey, beginning in 1892. Dicey’s long-standing Liberal credentials provided him an authority with which he could publicly question Gladstone’s integrity and motives, while negatively eulogising Parnell by portraying the man ‘in his true colours, revealing the type of race to which he belonged’. Additionally, journalist Thomas Lister published his account of a happenstance meeting on a passenger train one evening between himself and Parnell, whom Lister could only describe as cunning, ambivalent and possessing the suspicious temperament typical of an Irishman. This defamation of Parnell’s character helped the magazine push a negative portrayal of Home Rule, Irish nationalism and the Irish race in general.32


Popular cartoons also impugned the character of Parnell and the Irish nationalist platform in the years leading up to the revived debate over Home Rule. Fun, a satiric magazine that rivalled Punch in London, ran a cartoon in 1890 entitled ‘The Two Parnells’, in which Parnell was at once portrayed as both patriot and traitor to Ireland for his disreputable behaviour. This realistically human caricature was rather more forgiving of Irish stereotypes than that seen in Judy on 20 September 1893. In this cartoon, Salisbury is seen booting out of parliament the second Home Rule bill, portrayed as a diminutive Irishman with torn rags as his clothing.33


The fate of the second Home Rule bill was accurate to Judy’s portrayal. Though the measure passed the Commons with the numerical superiority of Liberals and Irish nationalist MPs, it foundered in the Conservative-dominated House of Lords in September 1893. Lord Salisbury’s successful resistance to the second iteration of Home Rule led to Gladstone’s resignation as prime minister a few months later and the end of his political career. With the subsequent dominance of Conservative governments, Home Rule remained a muted issue for nearly two decades. The dialogue surrounding Gladstone’s two Home Rule bills, however, suggests that many Britons holding positions of public and intellectual influence in society felt little reason to change their minds about the basic make-up of the Irish racial character.34


The third bill, 1910–14


As with the hiatus between the first and second attempts at Home Rule, the years between the second and third bills witnessed a general decline of interest in the Irish question on the part of the British public. The ongoing infighting of Irish nationalists, the reduction of agrarian crime and the influx of thousands of immigrants into London helped shift public attention away from Irish nationalist aspirations. Additionally, international events concerning the Empire, such as Fashoda, the Jameson raid and the Second Boer War, as well as the balance of power on the continent, caused Britons and their leaders more anxiety than the apparently defunct issue of Home Rule.35


Some scholars of fin de siècle Britain argue that a shift in national identity occurred in the early twentieth century, particularly after the military setbacks in the Second Boer War, the entente with arch-rival France, and the comparative weakening of British industrial and commercial strength with respect to the emerging powers of Germany and the United States. These and other factors point to a gradual decline in the belief of Anglo-Saxon superiority within Britain. Though Chamberlain and public intellectuals hailed the prominence of perceived Anglo-Saxon countries in world affairs, Britons were not as secure in the belief that it was their civilisation leading global progress.36


L. P. Curtis argues for a spike in Anglo-Saxon ethnocentrism in the mid-1890s, after which more attention was given to ‘environmentalist’ than to ‘hereditary’ explanations of race. In the years immediately after the second Home Rule debates, the publications of William D. Babington’s Fallacies of Race Theories as Applied to National Character (1895) and John M. Robertson’s The Celt and the Saxon (1897) helped dispel some of the comparative assumptions laid down by physiognomists and ethnologists earlier in the century. These two anthropologists specifically targeted the Anglo-Saxonism that tainted the scientific inquiries of such men as the Duke of Argyll, Goldwin Smith and John Beddoe; Babington and Robertson argued for environmental factors, instead of inherent Celtic racial characteristics, as the explanation of the perceived differences between the Irish and the Scottish, Welsh and English races. Although a general shift back to a monogenetic ‘brotherhood of races’ began by the turn of the twentieth century, a focus on racial characteristics through non-adaptive traits could still be found in the emerging literature, such as A. H. Keane’s 1900 publication The World’s People. As the racial basis for anti-Irish prejudice remained the subject of scientific dispute, however, the Irish question again assumed tangible form in the years immediately preceding the First World War.37


Hostilities between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland always concerned British lawmakers. The ‘Ulster question’ proved a perennial stumbling block for both Home Rulers and unionists seeking a solution to the nationalist movements within Ireland, and politicians of all stripes feared Ulster to be an entity irreconcilable with the Catholic counties of the south; indeed one of the motivations for unionists to keep the United Kingdom intact was to avoid having to deal with an increasingly militant Protestant population in Ulster. By 1910, however, tensions came to a head as a new Liberal government under the leadership of Herbert Asquith announced a third Home Rule bill in return for Irish nationalist support in keeping his government in office.38


What made this bill exceptional was the political manoeuvring that virtually ensured that Home Rule would become a reality, despite the same Conservative hostility in the House of Lords that killed the bill of 1893. Asquith, more forcefully creative than Gladstone in navigating the halls of power at Westminster, devised the Parliament Act in 1911, which replaced the unlimited veto of the Lords with a two-year delaying power, after which a bill again vetoed in the Lords would become law with the king’s assent. This bypass mechanism gave a new urgency to the issue of Home Rule. The Orange Order, a group that believed in the racial superiority of Anglo-Saxon Protestants over Irish Catholics, began arming Ulstermen on the pretext that Home Rule would subvert the religious and civil freedom of Protestants. In 1912 the Ulster Volunteer Force was formed, soon followed by the nationalist Irish Volunteers. If Home Rule seemed now a virtual inevitability, so did civil war.39


Before the outbreak of the First World War, which swayed parliament both to pass the Home Rule bill and to suspend its enactment until the termination of the war, a sudden resurgence of Anglo-Saxonist hostility to the Irish accompanied the political turmoil of the day. The leader of the Conservative opposition, Arthur Balfour, was not the ardent supporter of racial differences between the Irish and British that his predecessor Lord Salisbury had been. Balfour, however, like Salisbury, did not believe in Irish nationality and warned that Home Rule would lead to national disintegration for Great Britain. Some of Balfour’s fellow Conservatives were not as outwardly progressive in terms of racial equality. James Hope, MP for Sheffield, argued in the Commons that ‘race is a more potent factor than religion’ in the Irish conflict, and Joseph Larmor from Cambridge stated his belief that the Irish only did well when working in interracial harmony with the English and Scottish within the context of the United Kingdom, where ‘we find the true record of their race’ in a supporting role to Great Britain.40


The media also provided many explicit examples of racial stereotyping. In its 15 January 1913 issue, Punch featured a cartoon of an apelike representation of the Home Rule bill, carrying a massive shield emblazoned with the words ‘Parliament Act’ and holding hostage a gagged Minerva, the goddess of wisdom, as the foolish bill marched toward the House of Lords. Another cartoon from October of the same year featured Irish Party leader John Redmond herding a number of pigs, each named after an Irish county. Between 1912 and 1914 The Times repeatedly emphasised ‘the general backwardness of the southern Irish race’, which it characterised as the ‘disloyal, retrograde majority’. The editor of The Times, Geoffrey Robinson, even editorialised that those in the north of Ireland were of a ‘virile and honourable race’ and called for unionists to ‘fight for the integrity of the Empire’.41


In August 1914 the war on the European continent ended all parliamentary debate and caricature on Home Rule, its progress suspended in favour of state unity during the crisis. Such was the sudden shift in events that the foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, told the Commons that Ireland ‘was the one bright spot’ in British politics. Irish leaders such as Redmond and the militant nationalist Tom Kettle were eager to prove their goodwill to the crown by committing units of the Irish Volunteers to the war effort, hoping for a decisive settlement of the Home Rule debate at war’s end. This brief moment of solidarity quickly became overshadowed by the circumstances of the war that touched off the violent beginning of Irish independence.42


The fourth bill, 1920–21


Although Irish nationalist leaders encouraged their supporters to fight for Britain against the Central Powers in 1914, most young Irishmen refused to fight in a war in which they had no stake, even if Britain claimed to fight for the rights of small nations like Belgium. Meanwhile, Irish militants sought to use the war as an opportunity to win Irish sovereignty by force while Britain’s forces were largely deployed elsewhere. The failure of the Easter Rising of 1916 in Dublin led to the execution of a number of nationalists involved in the rebellion and their deaths galvanised nationalist fervour across Ireland. Furthermore, in early 1918 the British government reversed the earlier decision not to introduce conscription to Ireland; as the German spring offensive threatened to overwhelm the exhausted British armies, an attempt was made to apply conscription to Ireland. In the wake of these events, the anti-Home Rule Sinn Féin nationalist party won a majority of Irish parliamentary seats in the 1918 general election and promptly declared Irish independence from Great Britain.43


By the time David Lloyd George’s Liberal–Conservative coalition government formulated a fourth Home Rule bill two years after the end of the war, the legislative process in London was running separately from actual events happening in Ireland. The Irish Republican Army (IRA), formerly the Irish Volunteers, was fighting a guerrilla war against regular British forces and their Black and Tan/Auxiliary paramilitary allies. Despite this, politicians at Westminster still worked on a Home Rule bill that was supposed to safeguard the union. While this farce of a bill was read and debated in parliament, the racialisation of Home Rule persisted, albeit in attenuated form. Conservative William Gritten of Hartlepool hearkened to his intellectual predecessors of the late nineteenth century when he remarked of the Irish, ‘That race is on account of its temperament happiest when firmly governed’, but Ernest Wild, a Conservative from West Ham, claimed it was ‘a slur upon the British race that we have given autonomy, freedom, and contentment to every race that we have had to do with except Ireland’.44


Popular caricature of the Irish had by 1920 lost much of the simianised tropes it had once relied on, though the occasional cartoon still featured hints of old stereotypes. One Punch cartoon entitled ‘A test of sagacity’ from February 1920 depicted Lloyd George as a music hall entertainer introducing a pig to his audience, which was entrusted to spell out ‘Home Rule’ with lettered cards. This bestial symbolism of the Irish was by this stage a rarity, however, with most well-known Irish figures portrayed as human beings who held troublesome political views rather than having violent, primitive characteristics. This graphical shift paralleled a larger intellectual shift away from the discredited merits of physiognomy in the scientific sphere. The rise of psychology and non-hereditary anthropology paralleled an increasing interest in eugenic theory, led by Francis Galton, Charles Darwin’s cousin. Though eugenics did not enjoy the same prominence in Great Britain as it did in Germany and the United States in the early twentieth century, it continued to shape the debate on ideas of racial fitness and the innate capacities of some humans in relation to others. The anthropologists of the upper and middle classes, meanwhile, increasingly put aside prejudices favourable to the Anglo-Saxon heritage to empathise with, and seek better to understand, the various peoples within the British Empire.45 Although the fourth and final Home Rule bill passed into law in June 1921, hostilities prevented its provisions from being enacted anywhere but Northern Ireland. The signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty in December of the same year led to the creation of the Irish Free State, an independent political entity that maintained connections with London through the Commonwealth. Lloyd George’s peace overtures to the Sinn Féin nationalist leaders helped stabilise British attitudes towards Ireland for a time, if only to put the Irish question finally to rest. Political journalist John Lawrence Hammond wrote in July 1921 that ‘England … only wants to get Ireland off its hands’, while The Daily News ironically declared it was ‘the opinion of the civilised world’ that Ireland should have its own state. Kevin O’Shiel, an Irish official responsible for renegotiating the boundaries between the Free State and Northern Ireland, visited England in 1923 and recalled the different attitude towards the Irish as a race. He felt ‘a conviction (for the first time perhaps) that we are possessed of some at least of those qualities of purpose, tenacity and moral courage which English people have been largely brought up to believe are the particular and exclusive monopolies of the Anglo-Saxon race’.46


Conclusion


Analysing the racial component of Irish Home Rule as perceived by Britons in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries illustrates an important, though often-overlooked, element of the so-called Irish question. Encompassing the span of five decades amid a rapid change in international, scientific and socio-cultural circumstances, the dialogues surrounding these pieces of legislation help illuminate the prescriptions placed on others under British hegemony. In trying to reconcile a historically imperial and artificially domestic relationship with Ireland, part of England’s identity as the superior, ‘civilising’ race in the United Kingdom allowed notions of racial comparison between Anglo-Saxons and Celts to manifest themselves within the political, intellectual and popular discourse of the times.


One problem raised by this multi-layered examination is the effect of paternalistic and racialising English attitudes towards other parts of the United Kingdom. By and large, Welsh and Scottish participation in British derogations towards the Irish were coherent and unremarkable insofar as they followed the English Anglo-Saxonist lead, without reference to their supposed Celtic heritage. Occasionally politicians would point to the Welsh and Scots in Britain as successful recipients of Anglo-Saxon civilisation, as George Goschen (a Scot) did in 1886; so too did the anthropologist Robert Knox, arguing for Scottish lowlander racial affinities with their English cousins. Though men such as Salisbury spoke often of a ‘Celtic fringe’ that encircled Anglo-Saxon England, Celtic identity in Scotland and Wales was simply not as pronounced at this time as it was in Ireland. Prescribed identities of the Scots by both themselves and the English were in particular flux in the late nineteenth century. As Colin Kidd has proposed, Scottish and Welsh racial identities were often historicised, with ostensibly voluntary cooperation in the union counting much towards the ‘progress’ of the respective races therein.47


The racial undertones at work in dialogues over Irish Home Rule raise many questions about English (and British) ideas of national and imperial identity in the modern era. What other factors contributed to conceptualisations of the national self? To what extent did Britain and its peoples rely on race, class, gender and religion to construct an identity? How much did self-perception rely on imperial influence over others? How did the semi-autonomous members of the Commonwealth reinforce or cast doubt on British self-perceptions, as Ireland had done? The conceptual space afforded by a more inclusive study of race within British politics provides broad opportunities of interpretation for historians of the British Isles and the Empire.


With these questions in mind, the aim of this essay is to promote future considerations of the politics behind the Irish question, and of British social thought in general. A more nuanced appreciation of the staying power of racial thought within Victorian and Edwardian society may go far to enrich the history of British politics of those and later periods.
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