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Preface and Acknowledgments


Anyone who embarks on a book of this kind is asking for trouble. Some of the pitfalls are identified in John Tosh’s valuable survey, The pursuit of history (2000). Since a comprehensive examination of an extensive period must frequently rely upon the work of fellow scholars, the writer ‘is inevitably placed in the position of making emphatic statements about topics based on no more than a reading of the standard secondary authorities’. Such works are liable to be overtaken by new research and new trends in scholarship: the eighteenth-century volume of the multi-authored New History of Ireland (1986) was famously out of date before it even appeared. And if this were not a sufficient deterrent, Tosh warns that the general survey is also open to ‘nitpicking criticism by the specialists whose fields have been trespassed upon’.1 Given the volume of historical writing now appearing in Ireland, Britain and the U.S.A., the rapid turnover of doctoral theses and the proliferation of new specialist fields, it is virtually impossible to keep up with the secondary literature, let alone find time to visit new archives. Finally, there are the interpretative problems involved in making an assessment of an entire age or society: ‘Whose standards should be adopted—those of the rich or the poor, the colonised or the colonisers, Protestant or Catholic?’2


What could tempt someone to step into such a minefield? The obvious answer is simple curiosity. The pursuit of history is remarkably habit-forming. Like most people who write about the Irish past, I think it is important for any society to think intelligently and critically about where it has come from. But ultimately I do it because I enjoy doing it. And although I became an eighteenth-century historian largely by accident, I have never regretted my choice of ‘period’. The century of Swift and Burke, of the penal laws, of Presbyterian radicals and the United Irishmen holds enormous interest for Irish people on both sides of the border and beyond. So many central features of our modern world have their origins in that period—the rights of man (if not yet women), the ideals of national independence and republicanism, newspaper journalism and mass print culture, religious toleration, and the experiences of revolution and total war. It was during the eighteenth century that the elegant Georgian terraces of Dublin were built, that dozens of market towns and estate villages  were laid out, and that the urban network of Ulster’s linen triangle, where I grew up, first took shape.


The other major attraction of Irish historiography is the example and encouragement provided by fellow scholars in the field. I am grateful to Roy Foster and Marianne Elliott for inviting me to present a paper on the penal laws at the Conference of Irish Historians in Britain in 2004, and for everything they have done to make Irish history thrive in British universities. For various suggestions and references I am indebted to David Dickson, Robin Frame, Gráinne Gillen, Colin Kidd, Pádraig Lenihan, David W. Miller, James Moore, Colm Ó Conaill, William O’Reilly, Nicholas Phillipson, Guy Rowlands, Jim Smyth, M. A. Stewart and Andrew Thompson. I am grateful to David Hayton and Michael Page (Surrey History Centre), for permission to cite references from their forthcoming edition of the Brodrick papers. Liam Chambers and Jon Bergin both offered stimulating comments on chapters of this book relating to Catholicism. I have learned a great deal from conversations with Sean Connolly. It will be obvious that his Religion, law, and power (1992) has profoundly influenced my own approach, in spite of important differences in our conclusions.3


One of the benefits of studying a small country is the possibility of sampling the primary material for most topics. We are not limited, like John Tosh’s grand surveyor, to dependence on secondary authorities. For every chapter in this book I have tried to familiarise myself with an extensive range of primary sources, and I have tried where possible to employ fresh printed and archival material. A number of librarians and archivists have given me valuable assistance. I must mention in particular the staff of the Royal Irish Academy and the National Library of Ireland. I am also indebted to Dean Cassidy and Loraine Frazer (Armagh Public Library), Gina Douglas (Linnean Society of London), T. M. May (Galway Diocesan Archives), Brian McGee (Cork Archives Institute), Carol Quinn (Boole Library, University College Cork), and especially David Sheehy (Dublin Diocesan Archives). On a series of trips to Rome I was made welcome by the staff at the Archivio Segreto Vaticano and by Giovanni Fosci at the Archivio Storico de Propaganda Fide, Father Séamus Tuohy at San Clemente, and Father John O’Keeffe at San Isidoro.


For the eighteenth century, the corpus of manuscript poems in the Irish language is especially rich. Like the vast majority of eighteenth-century historians, I have no competence in this material, and this is one area where I really have been forced to rely on others. I would like to thank Vincent Morley for comments on several of the chapters below, for advice on Irish sources and for permission to use his translation of Píobaire Chluana. In a number of important areas, including gender relations and agrarian protest, it seems likely that future research utilising both languages will  cause us to rethink our ideas. A single-volume bilingual history of the eighteenth century is much to be desired. In the meantime I have tried to indicate at a number of points in this book where Irish sources have most to contribute.


Fergal Tobin, a patient editor and a perceptive critic, is not the only one to wonder whether this volume would ever see the light of day. The book was written in fits and starts during the last seven years, usually squeezed between teaching and administrative commitments. It generated a large number of puzzles and loose ends for my painstaking and good-humoured copy-editor Colm Croker. I am grateful to the Arts and Humanities Research Board (as it then was) for funding a term of leave in the spring of 2004. By far my greatest debts, however, are to my close friends and colleagues who kept me sane during the last seven years.


In Armagh my parents have tolerated long, generally antisocial visits, given me space to think, and reminded me of why I became interested in Irish history in the first place. At the Irish and Local Studies Library in Abbey Street, Mary McVeigh and her staff went out of their way to make me welcome. In Dublin, as always, John McBratney has been a generous and ebullient host, in spite of my chaotic and last-minute travel plans. In 2002 I was introduced to the Vatican Secret Archives by Cammy Brothers, and without her encouragement Catholicism would never have become such a major theme of this book. On later visits Toby Osborne proved an indefatigable companion and unbeatable tour guide to archives, churches and bars.


Above all, I am indebted to my friends in London. Ultán Gillen has been very generous with his time, providing helpful comments on most of the book, and a sounding-board for observations and arguments of varying quality. I owe a special debt to Richard Bourke, who has been a regular source of inspiration, critical energy and provocation, and whose combination of intellectual integrity and scurrilous gossip has made him an indispensable booster of morale.


For five years I inflicted grim moods and a jungle of A4 sheets on my housemates on Fournier Street: Hugo Glendinning, Tamzin Griffin, Meredith MacNeill, Harriet Quick, Simon Vincenzi, Erica Whyman and the beautiful gatecrasher Emily Wolfe. I will never forget their kindness. If not for Elizabeth Magill, I wouldn’t have met any of them, and I would have missed out on much else besides, hence my dedication of this book to her.









Introduction


Once regarded as a quiet backwater, the eighteenth century has become the new boomtown of Irish historiography. Thirty years ago it was still possible for J. C. Beckett to comment that the years between 1690 and 1800 were ‘marked by few great events’, and that the recurrent conflict over the constitutional relationship between England and Ireland provided ‘the only continuing theme’.1 Political activity, it was assumed, was confined to parliamentary in-fighting and aristocratic rivalries, punctuated by a series of dramatic clashes between Dublin Castle and College Green: the Woollen Act of 1699, the Wood’s Halfpence dispute, the Lucas affair and the ‘revolution’ of 1782. Since then our understanding of the period has been transformed by an outpouring of monographs and articles; many longstanding assumptions have been overturned; and a wide range of new subjects opened up to exploration. Where historians once described a century of tranquillity, they now focus on deep-seated tensions—between Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter, settler and native, landlord and tenant—all culminating in the explosion of 1798. Although several excellent studies have illuminated central aspects of Ascendancy Ireland there is as yet no up-to-date volume covering the entire period. A general study, appraising recent work on the ‘long’ eighteenth century and evaluating the rival approaches and models suggested by historians, is long overdue.


The traditional picture, as outlined by Beckett and elaborated by his colleagues in the eighteenth-century volume of the New History of Ireland (1986), centered on the themes of stability and oligarchic rule, suddenly terminated by insurrection in the 1790s. In several regrettable respects the ‘New Historians’ perpetuated the approach of their Victorian predecessors. First, the eighteenth-century volume maintained a chronological bias towards the eighteen years of ‘Grattan’s Parliament’, with the rest of the century relegated to the pre-history of what they called ‘colonial nationalism’. Froude’s notorious statement that during the decades before 1760 ‘Ireland was without a history’ was not seriously challenged.2 Yet these were the years when the penal laws were implemented and when the threat of a Jacobite invasion—militia arrays were held in 1708, 1715, 1719, 1727, 1745 and 1756—remained a very real one.3 This was the period when the famine of 1740–41 led to the death of up to 15 per cent of the population and when large-scale emigration to North America commenced. Bitter controversies raged between Anglicans and Presbyterians; at the same time Christians of  all denominations struggled to accommodate the new philosophies of Locke and Newton whilst also repelling the heresies of Socinianism and Deism. Even in the sphere of parliamentary politics the old emphasis on clientage and connection has been shaken by David Hayton’s research on Whig and Tory loyalties and Jacqueline Hill’s account of the lively political culture which existed in Dublin under the first two Hanoverians.4


Secondly, the eighteenth century remained the ‘Protestant Century’, with the other four-fifths of the population accorded only minor roles. Following W. E. H. Lecky, members of the New History team such as J. G. Simms, J. L. McCracken and R. B. McDowell were primarily concerned with high-political, constitutional and administrative matters. Even David Dickson’s exemplary New foundations: Ireland 1660–1800 (1987) was ‘deliberately constructed as a study of the victors of 1660 and their political world’. In spite of an unrivalled chapter on the economy, it deals only marginally with the religious and social history of Catholic Ireland.5 In part, this top-heaviness reflects the common bias of historical sources towards the educated and the literate. In Ireland, however, there are additional difficulties presented by Irish-language material, at last attracting the attention it deserves from scholars such as Breandán Ó Buachalla, Vincent Morley and Niall Ó Ciosáin. The most conspicuous attempt to rectify the denominational imbalance has concentrated on the Defenders, the lower-class, overwhelmingly Catholic organisation which spread through much of Ireland in the 1790s. Inspired by the example of E. P. Thompson, scholars such as Marianne Elliott, James Donnelly and Jim Smyth have demonstrated the urban and industrialised nature of the Defenders, the sophistication of their organisation, and the extent to which their oaths and iconography blended revolutionary ideas imported from France with more conventional Jacobite sentiment.6 At the same time Catholic religious practices and social structures have been illuminated by a series of brilliant studies by Louis Cullen, Kevin Whelan and others.7 Sadly, Hugh Fenning’s masterly work on the Irish Dominicans, drawing on decades of research in Rome and Dublin, is read by the cognoscenti alone.8


Perhaps the most exciting development in eighteenth-century historiography has been the recovery of Catholic attitudes during the zenith of the Ascendancy. It is still often assumed that patriotic sentiment was the preserve of Protestants, from Molyneux and Swift to Grattan and Flood, and that the loyalties of Catholics, in contrast, were primitive and localised in character. Before the 1770s the majority population was largely (though not, it should be stressed, completely) excluded from the world of print culture, and Catholic representatives hoped for the improvement of their position through a strategy of discreet diplomacy. Historians have relied disproportionately on the declarations of the hierarchy, expressing gratitude for the enjoyment of their liberty and property and enjoining  obedience on their adherents. Yet other, less familiar sources suggest a very different picture. Nicholas Plunkett’s manuscript A light to the blind attests to the survival of ‘faith and fatherland’ conceptions of nationhood after the Boyne and Aughrim.9 While the remaining Catholic gentry and the merchant classes hoped for a gradual amelioration of their position in return for public professions of Catholic loyalty, Jacobites continued to attack Protestant landowners as foreign upstarts, Anglican clergymen as preachers of heresy, and the Hanoverian dynasty as usurpers.10 Even in the 1790s the radical Cork poet Mícheál Óg Ó Longáin would blend invocations of the union of creeds with references to ‘claon-shliocht Chailbhin Bhréin’ (the foul, perverse descendants of Calvin), and laments for the arrest of Arthur O’Connor and the death of Edward Fitzgerald with anticipations of the victory of ‘Crú glan éachtach Eibhir Fhinn’ (the pure, heroic, native Irish).11


As these brief remarks suggest, eighteenth-century Irish studies are currently enjoying a period of flux and revitalisation. For some scholars, such as Jim Smyth, an investigation of the underworld of agrarian and artisanal rebels reveals the weakness of the ‘tension-free’ model of the eighteenth century favoured by the ‘New Historians’. The social and political stability of the period was a ‘façade’, masking the reality of a deeply divided society, and the 1798 rebellion represents the inevitable product of ‘politico-religious tensions which had been simmering for one hundred years’.12 This reaction against the New History outlook has been accelerated by the work of literary critics such as Luke Gibbons and Seamus Deane, influenced by varieties of post-colonial theory. Deane’s brilliant studies of Swift and Burke have had a profound influence on the ways in which historians approach Anglo-Irish politics and culture. Both writers helped to create a literary tradition caught inescapably between ‘an ideal of a stable and traditional civilisation and . . . the experience of an unstable and disrupted country’.13 Ultimately it is the resulting tensions and insecurities, Deane suggests, that explain the intensity and energy of their political writings, and indeed the inevitable failure of their ambitions. In very different ways, Swift and Burke were lifelong critics of the political corruption that they believed had undermined the English connection, yet neither could imagine a fundamental revision of its source, the Williamite settlement of the 1690s. In Deane’s analysis every Irish Protestant appears as a potential Gulliver, worshipping the civilised, rational Houyhnhnms, but forced in the end to confront his similarities to the Yahoos—the subject race whose incorrigible addiction to nakedness, filth and sloth recalls the ‘savage old Irish’ as they were perceived by the English.14


Earlier attempts to construct a colonial framework for Irish history were generally inspired by the nationalist writings of the Gaelic revival, which identified Irishness with the resistance of the ‘hidden Ireland’ to anglicisation. Alternatively, they were influenced by the ‘green Marxist’  school which believed, as Marx and Engels had, that the liberation of England’s first colony was a precondition of socialist revolution in both countries.15 Post-colonial literary criticism aspires to greater theoretical sophistication and concerns itself less with economic exploitation than with the cultural representation of colonised peoples. Its exponents, following Michel Foucault and Edward Said, claim that the production of knowledge is unavoidably bound up with the exercise of power. Knowledge, for these purposes, encompasses all the texts—parliamentary speeches, legal records, novels, topographical surveys, even maps—which have formed the staple primary source material of the historian. The insights to be gained from ‘anti-authorial’ readings, exposing the hidden assumptions, contradictions and blind spots of such texts, are often valuable—especially when we rely upon the writings of a privileged minority for most of our information about the large, voiceless majority.


Knowledge also includes the writing of history itself. The professionalisation of Irish history that began with the launch of Irish Historical Studies (1938), and which pitted ‘scientific’ research procedures against popular nationalist (or unionist) myths, is now regarded by many cultural critics as part of an ideological backlash against the revolutionary republicanism of 1916–22. The New History team, with their claims to impartiality, their emphasis on local variation, complexity and the role of accident, stand accused of airbrushing the atrocities of colonialism in order to provide a legitimation of the partitionist settlement of the 1920s. With the resurgence of republican violence in Belfast and Derry in the 1970s, this task was given urgency and momentum. ‘Revisionist’ history was not simply, as its practitioners imagined, the re-evaluation of received opinions in the light of new evidence, but was itself an ideological construct. And revisionist accounts of the past, for all their commitment to objectivity, turn out to be just as partial and self-serving as the old nationalist works they had replaced. A number of historians, most notably Kevin Whelan, have welcomed this controversial critique, using it to dismiss the historical writings of their opponents (though not, of course, their own) as political interventions of the crudest kind.16 In doing so they have inverted the mistake of previous generations who assumed that professional historians were distinguished by their impartiality. No one these days thinks, as one literary critic once did, that historians are ‘pure vegetarians who existed at a level of consciousness far above that of politicians and other carnivores’.17 New directions in the discipline are obviously related to the broader intellectual and political trends that shape the cultural environment within which historians work. But this does not mean that scholarly writing should be explained primarily in terms of ideological factors. Most historians write with a diverse audience in mind, not simply as the mouthpiece of a political party or an ethnic group; their reputation is measured by their ability  to address both civil society at large and specialised academic communities that transcend national boundaries.


Although the ‘post-colonial’ position has been careful to distance itself from old-fashioned nationalism, its practical effect has been to reassert the primacy of the struggle for national liberation as the ‘meta-narrative’ in Irish history.18 Its organising theme is the antagonism between an exploitative ruling class and an oppressed majority, originating in the seventeenth-century land confiscations, maintained by the systematic discrimination of the penal code and, in the last resort, armed force. In adopting this approach, it inevitably risks reactivating familiar distortions associated with the Gaelic revival. One of the most influential surveys of Irish literature published in recent years refers to the penal code as ‘a system of apartheid between the one-fifth Anglican minority and the rest of the population’.19 This astonishing statement (which, incidentally, ignores the fact that half of the ‘Anglican’ minority was actually Presbyterian) is not unique. It exemplifies a curious revolution (or reinvention) of the academic wheel, whereby the rhetorical simplifications of old-style nationalist historiography have begun to re-enter Irish historiography via the literary backdoor.


Eighteenth-century Ireland: the isle of slaves accentuates the European dimensions of eighteenth-century Irish experiences, but this book is not intended as a rejection of ‘colonial’ or ‘post-colonial’ approaches. Between the twelfth and eighteenth centuries there were a series of overlapping colonising projects, briefly described in Chapter 4, which radically altered the basis of landownership in Ireland. The resulting ethnic antagonisms and inequalities exerted a determining force in Irish social life throughout the eighteenth century and beyond. Of course, Ireland had claims to ‘regnal’ status—to the possession of its own crown, parliament and law courts—that could be dated back to the invasion of Henry II in 1171–2 and had no parallel in the New World colonies. Its ecclesiastical structures could be traced back even further, to the early Christian era, and the boast that Gaelic Ireland had enjoyed a golden age of saints and scholars was defended by Protestant and Catholic alike. Pre-Norman Ireland had possessed all the social and cultural attributes (kingship, a hierarchical society, clerical learning) of those societies which England acknowledged as civilised; and this would facilitate the increasing identification of Protestant intellectuals with Gaelic antiquity, a process culminating in the establishment of the Royal Irish Academy (1785). The spokesmen of the Protestant Ascendancy sometimes behaved as if they had roots deep in the Irish past. They saw themselves as the heirs of a constitution that was more than five centuries old, and when the first Williamite parliament met in 1692 they followed the procedures of the Modus tenendi parliamenta in Hibernia, allegedly introduced by Henry II.20 At the same time, however, Ascendancy families regarded themselves as the descendants of more recent settlers, deriving from the  conquests of Elizabeth, the Stuarts and Cromwell. And more importantly, perhaps, this is how they were seen by the Catholic people they ruled.


This book stresses the continuity of internal colonisation throughout the eighteenth century, often conducted in the guise of agricultural ‘improvement’. One well-known example, discussed in Chapter 12, took place on the Forkhill estate in south Armagh, where a trust was established to provide landholdings and looms for Anglicans who would make ‘our savages happy against their will by establishing trade and industry amongst them’.21 More often the colonies consisted of Presbyterians from the north, whose weaving skills made them attractive to southern landlords. On paper these population shifts were enthusiastically projected as a sort of transplantation of Ulster, in which the superior manners and working habits attributed to the so-called ‘linen triangle’ of Dungannon/Lisburn/Newry would be imposed on less prosperous districts in the south. In practice, of course, these initiatives had little long-term impact on either the religious demography of Ireland or the development of its regional economies. Nevertheless, they reveal much about the assumptions of the Protestant elite, reflected for example in the work of the Physico-Historical Society (1745–52), founded with the aim of publishing a series of county surveys of Ireland, investigating its natural history, geography and antiquities. One of its members was Walter Harris (1686–1761), whose historical writings included a four-volume history of William III and a defence of the penal code against the Catholic publicist John Curry. In his Ancient and present state of the county of Down (1744) Harris condemned the ‘gross misrepresentations’ of contemporary English writers who portrayed Ireland as ‘rude’ and barbarous. Lest such slurs should deter further Protestant settlement, Harris reeled off the achievements that were transforming Ulster: Protestant demographic increase, the establishment of charter schools, the decline of the Irish language, the growth of the linen industry, and improved communications, not least the Newry Canal, an ambitious project designed to supply Dublin with coal from County Tyrone.22


‘Improvement’, one of the great buzzwords of the eighteenth century, was the new ‘civility’, adding fresh moral force to the attempts of the Anglican elite to drag their underdeveloped, priest-ridden land into the eighteenth century. It stood for the extension of metropolitan manners into the provinces, but also for the reformation of the ‘barbarism’ that characterised an alien people. Another vigorous exponent of these ideas was the important but neglected figure of William Henry, the rector of a County Tyrone parish for nearly three decades before his appointment as Dean of Killaloe in 1761. At the ‘Spreading Colony’ he established in Ballymote, he encouraged Ulster Protestant settlers, hoping to give each man ‘a bible and backsword to defend it’ and each woman ‘a prayer book and spinning wheel’. In his more optimistic moments he dared to hope that ‘in Less than 50 years more  Conaught will Become another Ulster’.23 Henry too was an active member of the Physico-Historical Society, and wrote on the natural history and topography of the area around Lough Erne. He was also a significant pamphleteer, launching angry assaults on the constitutional pretensions of Irish ‘patriots’, on whiskey-drinking, and above all on the Dublin radical agitator Charles Lucas. The following description of Gaelic Ireland, written under the pseudonym ‘Britanno-Hibernus’, is worth quoting in full:





It was divided into several petty Kingdoms, which were continually at Wars with one another; And in each of these were a Multitude of petty Tyrants, and their Septs, whose hatred and intestine Quarrels were implacable and endless. Every Landlord, or little Kearn in his District was an absolute Tyrant, who by exacting Coyne and Livery, by Cosherings, and endless Oppressions, kept all under him in the most wretched Slavery. The Tenants, if such they might be called, were of all Human Creatures the most forlorn Slaves, whose Lives were at the Mercy of their Lords; their Wives and Daughters the daily sacrifices of their Lust, and their Sons obliged to run to die in their Quarrels, whenever a sudden fit of Drunkenness or Lust disposed any one of these Tyrants to plunder another. This condition put a stop to all Arts and Sciences, to Husbandry and every Improvement. For to what purpose was it to plow or sow, where there was little or no Prospect of reaping?—to improve where the Tenant had no Property? This universal Neglect of Husbandry covered the Face of the Kingdom with thickets of Woods and Briars; and with those vast extended Boggs, which are not natural, but only the Excrescences and Scabs of the Body, occasioned by Uncleanliness and Sloth.24





Denunciations of ‘coyne and livery’—the system of billeting whereby the retainers of a medieval Irish lord were quartered upon his tenants—were a regular theme of Protestant apologists, who claimed to have liberated the Irish peasantry from the tyranny of their masters. Only the subjugation of Ireland, Henry claimed, and the subsequent imposition of English law, had ‘moulded’ Ireland’s barbarous inhabitants into ‘humanity’.25 It was this uncompromising defence of English colonialism that prompted Charles O’Conor’s first (anonymous) venture into print.


It will become obvious, nevertheless, that I share some of the unease expressed by many eighteenth-century historians about the increasing popularity of colonial paradigms. Such reservations reflect a widespread and deeply entrenched suspicion of the nationalism produced by the Gaelic revival. The usual reference point here is Daniel Corkery’s study of Munster poets, The hidden Ireland (1925), a work now more often ridiculed than actually read. Corkery was blamed, somewhat unfairly, for establishing a  heroes-and-villains caricature of eighteenth-century Ireland in which the vast middle ground between the ‘big house’ of the Anglo-Irish and the ‘smoky cabin’ of the Gaelic peasant vanishes. It is unlikely that this view will ever recover completely from the critique of the economic historian Louis Cullen, who has both undermined the reliability of Irish-language poetry as a historical source and established beyond any doubt the increasing prosperity and complexity of rural society from the 1740s.26 While attempts to apply post-colonial theories to Irish society are by no means exhausted, they have so far tended to minimise the multifaceted character of social relationships.


A second problem results from the adaptation of theoretical categories based on twentieth-century Africa and Asia by those working on very different periods and places. Post-colonial studies have generated what David Armitage has called ‘proto-colonial studies’, imposing modern preoccupations with culture and imperialism upon early modern writings without sufficient sensitivity to differences of context.27 In particular, there has been a tendency to project onto the early modern period racial notions of selfhood and otherness that were not crystallised until much later. The risk of anachronism should be obvious. The problem is not just the obvious one—that ultimately the otherness of the eighteenth-century Irish was attributed to their religious beliefs rather than their racial origins—but that the distinctiveness of eighteenth-century perceptions of race is lost. Committed to the belief that all mankind was descended from a common ancestor, eighteenth-century writers were ignorant of the ‘polygenist’ theories which regarded racial characteristics as biologically fixed. At a time when biblical, sociological and biological explanations of ethnic difference were not clearly distinguished from each other, it is far from clear how exactly those of New English stock conceived of their relationship with the Gaelic world.28 For the most part, Protestant writers seem to have regarded the maintenance of distinctions between conqueror and conquered as unnatural, and hoped for the eventual assimilation of the natives—in terms of ‘law’, ‘interest’, ‘nation’ or ‘religion’—drawing upon European or biblical models rather than parallels with the Americas.


The real challenge for historians, then, is not so much to deplore the colonial dimensions of Ascendancy Ireland, but to understand them fully. An obvious place to begin is with the (rare) writings of those Protestant preachers and writers who reflected upon the subject themselves. One example is Robert Howard (1683–1740), a talented clergyman who would eventually become Bishop of Elphin, and whose parents were well-connected to members of the political and intellectual Dublin elite, including the Dopping and Molyneux families. In 1722 Howard was chosen to preach before the Lords Justices on the anniversary of the 1641 rebellion, and used the occasion to present a fascinating historical analysis of the Irish  problem. Like many of his class, he believed that the Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland was part of a providential plan for the extension of ‘the Arts of Government and decent Manners of Life’, comparable to the migration of Saxons and Normans into England, of Franks into Gaul, and of Goths into Spain and Italy. And like others too, he was perplexed by the endurance of ethnic antagonisms in Ireland. In every other case the settlers and natives had become ‘blended together’ in one national community, whereas the English, even after five hundred years, were looked upon ‘as Foreigners and Invaders’. The following passage reveals the predictable anxieties of the Ascendancy class; but it also reminds us, perhaps unexpectedly, that the shared origins of the human race, as described in the Book of Genesis, remained an unquestioned belief well into the eighteenth century:





When God was pleased by the Confusion of Languages to disperse Men over the face of the Earth, the World began to be Inhabited, and by degrees Colonies were spread into the remoter parts, as Families encreased, and grew too large for the Countries they at first possessed; and this not only before those Countries were Inhabited, but even since, Families and Nations have with great Variety transferred and changed their Seats, and by Force or Compact, or Connivance, or many other methods, have possessed themselves of Lands, and by degrees fixed themselves in a quiet Legal Establishment; by these means the World has undergone so many Changes, as to the Possessors of it’s [sic] several Countries, that it is ridiculous and impossible to set up the Right of Aborigines, or Original Possessors to any Country, and Consequently the Legal Possession must certainly remain in those, who have been long possessed of Power, quietly submitted to, and Property Legally enjoyed under it.29





To understand the ideological defences of the Ascendancy, we need to put aside the deterministic racial theories that did not emerge fully before the nineteenth century, and the same injunction applies to eighteenth-century criticisms of colonial rule. ‘Native’ views of the Irish past relied ultimately upon the medieval Leabhar Gabhála or ‘Book of Invasions’ in which Gaelic Ireland itself was interpreted as the product of different waves of settlement. Geoffrey Keating’s Foras feasa ar Éirinn (1629–34), circulated in manuscript in seventeenth century and published in English translation in 1723, celebrated the ancient civilisation of the Gaels or Milesians, a colony who allegedly migrated from Egypt via Spain around 1000 B.C.; but it also praised the achievements of the earlier settlers—Partholonians, Firbolgs and Tuatha Dé Danann—who had preceded them. According to Charles O’Conor, the eloquent voice of Gaelic Ireland for much of the eighteenth century, these earlier inhabitants had come from Britain and preserved  their natural rights just like ‘the latter Colonies Planted here by Henry II’.30 Decades later the Wexford Catholic and republican Edward Sweetman published an intriguing denunciation of English colonialism, drawing upon political thinkers as diverse as Sir John Davies, David Hume and Machiavelli. During the reign of Henry II, he claimed, ‘every means which fraud could invent, avarice suggest, or violence enforce, were employed to plunder and destroy the brave and simple aborigines of the isle’. Yet Sweetman identified himself not with the natives, but with the Old English who, unlike the ‘modern settlers’, sought to bury animosity ‘in the mutual peace and harmony of a final coalition and incorporation’.31


For all their commitment to humanitarian causes, the political thinkers of the Enlightenment did not produce a body of anti-imperial thought to match the outpouring of anti-slavery writings from Montesquieu onward. ‘Before the late eighteenth century’, as Sankar Muthu has observed, ‘those who sympathised with the plight of colonised peoples and those who launched explicit criticisms of Europeans’ relations with the non-European world … generally decried the abuses of the imperial power, but not the imperial mission itself.’32 Even the most passionate critics of the violence and hypocrisy of the Europeans in the New World believed that imperial rule could be justified by the extension of Christianity, commerce and the cultivation of the Earth. Jonathan Swift specialised in exposing within his ‘civilised’ countrymen examples of the same cruelty and perversity that they attributed to their ‘savage’ subjects. But when he complained that the English treated the kingdom of Ireland ‘as if it had been one of their Colonies of Out-casts in America’, he spoke not for the oppressed common Irish but for their indignant Protestant masters.33 The Dublin radical Charles Lucas shocked his contemporaries with the remark that the medieval English settlers had treated the ‘poor Irish’ even worse than ‘the Spanish used the Mexicans, or as inhumanly as the English, now, treat their Slaves in America’.34 Yet this sensational claim was in fact based on an entirely respectable source, Sir John Davies’s A discovery of the true causes why Ireland was never entirely subdued (1612), which argued that the greatest failure of the Anglo-Normans had been to compromise with the Gaelic social system instead of obliterating it. And Edmund Burke, who devoted so much energy to the impeachment of Warren Hastings, the Governor-General of Bengal, believed that the answer to imperial corruption in India—as in Ireland—was not less English government but more of it.


Even as a description of economic realities, references to Ireland’s colonial status often obscure as much as they illuminate. A promising starting-point might be the mercantile system that regulated Ireland’s trade in the interests of England. It was the controversy over the Woollen Act that forced Charles Davenant, the most brilliant economic writer of the era, to reformulate the English national interest in terms fitting for a commercial  empire based on maritime trade. Davenant supplied the ‘political arithmetic’ that justified England’s domination of the seas and its exploitation of the captive markets under its control, from Ireland to the West Indies.35 Since Ireland, with a similar climate, well-situated ports and cheaper labour costs, was a direct competitor to England’s vital woollen trade, the kingdom was debarred from England’s trading system, with the liberty of exporting cattle to England as the only compensation.36 The assumption that the economic development of Britain’s dependencies must be subordinated to metropolitan needs was also made plain in the economic writings of the influential Bristol merchant John Cary.37 While the debate over the Woollen Act provoked blunt assertions of Ireland’s subordinate status, however, the legislation itself was a backbench measure rather than official policy.38 British thinking on Ireland, such as it was, continued to be shaped by military strategy rather than economic exploitation. More importantly, the swings and fluctuations of Irish agriculture, and even the development of textiles and of the provisioning trade, reflected economic dependence on England rather than formal legislative restrictions. The great subsistence crises of the century, such as the famine of 1740–41, were general European crises—although they may have been aggravated by peculiarly Irish factors. Similarly, the disastrous troughs in linen sales experienced in 1772–3 and 1777–8 reflected depressed market conditions in England too.


On what might dubiously be described as the ‘benefit’ side, Irish merchants were drawn into colonial trading networks, perhaps the most obvious example being the cluster of Galway families with commercial interests in the West Indies. The Kirwans, Lynches, Frenches and Skerretts were all established in Antigua, and members of the latter two also settled in Saint-Domingue as sugar planters and traders.39 (Their sugar and coffee plantations would have offered them ample opportunity to test the comparison, so casually made by contemporary writers, between the condition of the Irish peasant and that of the West Indian ‘negro’.) There were Irish settlers too on the tiny island of St Croix, bought from the French in 1733 by the Danish West India Company. When two Irish Dominicans arrived in 1759, they found about 250 of their countrymen on the island, including Bourkes, MacEvoys and Skerritts; twelve were planters, others were merchants and traders, and ‘about one hundred lads of our country’ acted as overseers on the plantations.40 Outnumbered by fifty to one, they were saved by the militia from ‘a design the negroes had of rising up against the white people’ before their first year had passed.41 In the north-east of Ireland, meanwhile, the West India trade was a vital stimulus in the transformation of Belfast from a small market town into a significant port and manufacturing centre. Waddell Cunningham, the first chairman of the Belfast Chamber of Commerce and reputedly the richest man in the town, possessed a sugar estate on Dominica, as did the venerable Dr Alexander  Haliday, for long the Whig conscience of the northern capital. Valentine Jones the younger, a wine merchant and rum and sugar importer, spent several years living in Barbados where he also held administrative office; other Belfast merchant houses, like the Blacks, Ewings and Thompsons, had Caribbean interests. The granting to Ireland of ‘free trade’, hailed as a great victory by the Volunteers, effectively meant that slave produce, primarily Virginian tobacco and West Indies sugar, could now be imported directly into Ireland. Sugar refining and the cotton industry were vital to Ulster’s economic take-off, while some of Belfast’s shoemakers, who numbered more than 300 by the 1790s, manufactured shoes especially designed for slaves.42


It has become common to contrast the colonial approach to Ascendancy Ireland with the ancien régime model discussed in Chapter 3 below. Several historians have recently explored Ireland’s similarities with other societies of ancien régime Europe, but the most sophisticated and sustained treatment of this theme is Sean Connolly’s Religion, law, and power (1992). Here the Ireland of the Protestant Ascendancy is characterised as follows:





It was a pre-industrial society, ruled over by a mainly landed elite, in which vertical ties of patronage and clientship were more important than horizontal bonds of shared economic or social position, and in which even popular protest was conducted within the assumptions that underlay the existing social order. It was also, like the rest of Europe, a confessional state, in which religion remained a central aspect of personal and political motivation, and in which differences in religious allegiance were a cause of fundamental conflict.43





As Connolly has acknowledged, a typical ancien régime is just as hard to locate as a typical colony. Without an essentially European framework, he nevertheless argues, it is impossible to understand the key features of Irish life between the Restoration and the long reign of George III. Many of those aspects of Hanoverian Ireland commonly regarded as the product of colonialist policies—such as massive social inequalities, the restriction of political power to a tiny propertied elite, and the imposition of legal penalties on religious dissent—can be found in most parts of eighteenth-century Europe.44 We err, in other words, when we apply our own democratic assumptions to an age of oligarchy.


It might be imagined that the vogue for the term ‘ancien régime’ and its ecclesiastical counterpart, the ‘confessional state’, reflects the belated influence of French or German debates on Irish historiography. In fact this vocabulary was borrowed from the British historian Jonathan Clark, whose polemical book English society, 1660–1832 first appeared in 1985. Clark was engaged in a frontal assault on what he saw as the mainstream of English  historiography—the Whig interpretation of history and its liberal and Marxist offshoots. His aim was the construction of an alternative, deliberately Tory historical framework organised around survivals rather than origins, and his themes were the persistence of aristocratic dominance, the continuing validity of Jacobitism, divine-right monarchy, and patriarchalism. But in spite of his title, the primary concern of Clark’s book was not with social relations at all; nor indeed was he particularly interested in continental comparisons. His central focus was political and ecclesiastical institutions and the ideologies which underpinned them. In this picture of the unreformed British state the questions which preoccupied previous historians, such as the use of patronage to control the House of Commons or the unrepresentative nature of the electoral system and the franchise, are of little importance. Instead the principal target of the disaffected was the ecclesiastical establishment: ‘the ubiquitous agency of the State was the Church, quartering the land not into five hundred constituencies but into ten thousand parishes, impinging on the daily concerns of the great majority, supporting its black-coated army of a clerical intelligentsia, bidding for a monopoly of education, piety and political acceptability’.45 The flipside of this argument concerns the nature and sources of political opposition and disaffection in eighteenth-century England. The greatest threat, it is argued, came not from social and economic changes—industrialisation, urbanisation, the rise of the middle classes—but from religious heterodoxy, and in particular from those groups who rejected the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity enshrined in the Anglican creed.


To say that Clark’s polemical crusade has not attracted widespread acceptance would be an understatement. Rival surveys of eighteenth-century England have stressed its modernity rather than traditionalism. For John Brewer, the England that emerged from the Glorious Revolution was a dynamic ‘fiscal-military state’, and its ability to wage war successfully was expanded dramatically by a new system of public deficit financing, a centralised bureaucracy, and a single sovereign legislature capable of overriding corporate privilege.46 Meanwhile the social and economic forces dismissed by Clark have been invited back onto centre stage in Paul Langford’s A polite and commercial people (1989). Although Langford agrees that there was no sustained movement for the empowerment of a middle class during the eighteenth century, he traces the manifold ways in which the influence of the ‘middling sorts’ was felt—in town corporations, parish vestries, in the new world of associations and philanthropic societies, and in the cultural codes of ‘politeness’.47 Even Linda Colley, whose influential Britons (1992) explores the centrality of Protestantism to Britishness, is concerned less with old theologies, and more with new national identities built upon a broad historical sense of separateness from the allegedly superstitious, backward and slavish peoples of the continent.48 Each of these  important studies has as much as Jonathan Clark’s to contribute to our understanding of England’s oldest dependency.


The political and cultural structures of Ascendancy Ireland have been attached to both ‘ancien régime’ and colonial models, and historians continue to debate whether the Irish experience has been closer to that of Europe or that of colonised non-European countries. It should come as no surprise to discover that the colonial and ancien régime models are not in fact mutually exclusive alternatives. Each illuminates certain aspects of early modern Ireland while obscuring others. In many ways Ireland had the outward appearance of a European kingdom; but the legacy of Tudor and Stuart conquests meant that Irish society was repeatedly conceptualised in terms of settlers and natives. It is clear that these historiographical quarrels will not be resolved by the accumulation of further research alone. Very often scholars have agreed on ‘the facts’ but disagreed on how to interpret them. Since these disagreements have often been related to differences over Northern Ireland, and over the political violence of the Troubles, it is tempting to conclude that our scholarly conflicts will someday fade quietly into the past along with the Troubles themselves. In the meantime the construction of comparative frameworks based on the New World and on mainstream Western Europe has been an instructive exercise, causing us to think again about old questions, and expanding our modest conceptual vocabulary. What is so far lacking from these debates, however, is any attempt to get beyond simplistic definitions of the ancien régime or of colonialism and to begin the comparative investigation of Ireland and its European neighbours.


This brings us to a third major deficiency in the New History school. For obvious reasons, much of the conceptual equipment used by Irish scholars is borrowed from England and replicates the insular approach of English historiography. It is rare indeed to find Ireland treated as part of a broader continental unit, despite the multifarious links—confessional, military and dynastic—with continental powers. Of course, it is undeniable that the profound fissures left by seventeenth-century conquest and colonisation distinguished the Irish from their neighbours in important respects, yet the study of societies and cultures in isolation can lead to misleading conclusions. It has been argued, for example, that one effect of Protestant Ascendancy was to leave the Catholic Church institutionally weak, decentralised and inefficient, so that the clergy was unusually dependent on the laity until the end of the eighteenth century. More obviously, it has been assumed that Irish social structures diverged in several ways from the European norm, with a relatively small, mobile elite, an underground gentry of dispossessed landowners, and a large band of middlemen existing between landlord and tenant. Such hypotheses and generalisations may well be true, but their importance can only be grasped by contrasting  Ireland with the Europe to which it belonged politically, culturally and religiously.


The location of eighteenth-century Ireland in a European context can be justified, first and foremost, by the fact that contemporaries themselves often viewed their country in this way. In their 23 October commemoration sermons, for example, Anglican clergymen linked the depredations of the Ulster rebellion of 1641 to the persecutions of Waldenses and Albigensians, the brutality of the Duke of Alva in the Low Countries, the massacre of St Bartholomew’s Day and, more recently, the attempted destruction of the Protestants of France and Savoy under Louis XIV.49 Even in the 1740s, when France was acknowledged to be ‘most civilised’, Protestant preachers warned their congregations of the horrors faced by their co-religionists across the English Channel. ‘Scarce a year passes without executions on that account,’ noted the Rev. Benjamin Bacon, ‘and some with exquisite tortures.’50 This search for continental parallels reminds us that during the early modern period both Protestant and Catholic rulers had sought to assert state control over ecclesiastical institutions and to penalise those who refused to conform.51 Alternatively, Catholic pamphleteers such as Charles O’Conor, in their attempts to persuade Protestant public opinion that some of the economic restrictions imposed upon their co-religionists should be eased, looked to the continent for examples of interdenominational tolerance. In particular, they sought to extract political capital from the fact that the rulers of Britain and Ireland had extended protection to their Catholic subjects on the continent. It is too easily forgotten that the Europeanisation of the British monarchy, begun under William III, was strengthened by the accession of the House of Hanover, so much so that George I and II (1714–60) were often accused of putting their German territorial interests before those of their British subjects. Catholics were regarded as loyal subjects in Hanover, Prussia and Holland, prompting Charles O’Conor to ask ‘Are Irish Catholics alone irreclaimable?’52


When we turn to analyse the periodic constitutional wrangles between the Dublin and London legislatures, we must remember that the ‘multiple kingdom’ or ‘composite state’ was the predominant form of political organisation in early modern Europe. As a result of conquest, dynastic union or voluntary agreement, royal houses such as the Stuarts, Bourbons and Habsburgs governed multi-ethnic collections of kingdoms and provinces rather than unitary nation-states.53 Poynings’ Law, which regulated the legislative activities of the Dublin parliament, was a perfectly conventional ancien régime mechanism for administering composite monarchies, similar to the use by the kings of Spain of the council of Aragon and the council of Italy with regard to the capitoli proposed in the parliaments of Sicily, Naples and Sardinia, and by the Spanish council of state in relation to the states general of the Netherlands. Even the Declaratory Act, by which  Westminster asserted a jurisdiction superior to the Dublin legislature, had a counterpart in the claims of the Catalan cortes to exercise legislative authority over Sardinia.54


Most early modern monarchs coexisted—usually uneasily—with representative assemblies. Political theorists were familiar with the distinction between consensual regimes or dominium politicum et regale, and the absolute or dominium regale monarchies where the crown was able to tax subjects without the consent of representative assemblies. The patriot argument that Ireland was a separate kingdom, linked to England only by voluntary allegiance to the crown, can only be understood against the background of recent European history, which had seen several monarchies manage to govern without summoning their parliaments, or even abolish them altogether. Thus Henry Maxwell, in his Essay upon an union of Ireland with England (1704), exploited contemporary fears that England and Ireland might succumb to absolutism, as France, Spain, Sweden and Denmark had.55 The best known of all Irish patriot works, William Molyneux’s The case of Ireland stated (1698), ended with a similar warning that parliamentary government, once universal in Europe, had all but vanished. ‘Our King’s Dominions’, he asserted, ‘are the only Supporters of this noble Gothick Constitution, save only what little remains may be found thereof in Poland.’56 Molyneux’s contemporary, the famous ‘Commonwealthsman’ and Irish landowner Viscount Molesworth, published his classic Account of Denmark in 1693 and later translated Hotman’s Franco-Gallia, the well-known French constitutionalist treatise (1711). Both works were designed to explain the triumph of tyranny and priestcraft in what had once been the free states of Europe and, by implication, to warn against the same tendencies within the British constitutional system.


The juxtaposition of diverse kingdoms, principalities and republics within a relatively small geographical area allowed for the interchange of peoples and cultures across Europe. The seventeenth-century wars of religion, which threatened to re-divide the continent along confessional lines and led to the displacement of minority groups, complicated this process further. Huguenots, Palatines and Moravians, victims of persecution in France or the Habsburg empire, crossed the channel to England and Ireland. All Irish Catholic priests were trained at continental universities, and a number of them would teach there too, including Michael Moore (1640–1726), whose reputation as a critic of Cartesian philosophy earned him distinguished appointments at the Collège de Navarre and the University of Paris.57 Meanwhile the recruitment of Irishmen into continental armies continued throughout the first half of the eighteenth century, boosted by the increasing scale and duration of early modern warfare.58 While the 20,000 ‘wild geese’ who followed Sarsfield into exile were casualties of war, those who enlisted in the 1720s or 1730s—between 1,000 and 1,500 each  year—were making a career move. They were part of an established social pattern, requiring financial support from their families as they trained and then established themselves in a regiment, and, very often, returning home still young men. Commercial networks were also established with major Irish centres in Cádiz, Bordeaux, Nantes, Bruges and Rotterdam. Hence Lecky’s remark, seldom followed up, that the real history of Catholic Ireland during the first half of the eighteenth century was to be traced in the countries of Europe.59


Ironically, then, the penal code had the effect of strengthening the continental character of Irish Catholicism. Just after the Seven Years War (1756–63) Sir James Caldwell warned of the dangers posed by Irish links to France and Spain: ‘There is not a Family in the Island that has not a Relation in the Church, in the Army, or in Trade in those Countries.’60 Such ties were not confined to Catholics, however, as Caldwell’s own career demonstrated. A substantial Protestant landowner from County Fermanagh, he had been created Count of Milan by the Empress Maria Theresa following a distinguished military career in the Austrian service. His younger brother, Hume Caldwell, followed his example, and fought with honour in Silesia during the Seven Years War. On one occasion, having accidentally started a fire in his lodgings in Prague, he was bailed out by the friars of the Irish Franciscan college, who were happy to repay his brother’s generosity to his Catholic neighbours. It is true, of course, that the self-image of Irish Protestants, just as much as their English counterparts, was shaped by hostility to Catholic Europe and particularly to France, the cultural superpower of the age. As we have seen, Protestant patriots like Molyneux and Molesworth prided themselves on having escaped from the general pattern of European development, in which ‘Gothic’ liberties had fallen victim to popery and slavery.61 In his Reflections and resolutions proper for the gentlemen of Ireland (1738), the Anglican clergyman and ‘improver’ Samuel Madden urged his fellow countrymen to cherish the distinction of being ‘English-men’ since it was ‘a Badge of those Privileges and Liberties which are utterly unknown to the rest of the World’.62 Yet this was the same period that saw the Grand Tour, usually to France and Italy, become a standard part of upper-class education, and the excursions of the young Irish magnates facilitated their entrance into an increasingly internationalised aristocracy in Europe.


Even the Presbyterians of the north sometimes found their way to the continent. This may seem surprising. Barred from the Anglican preserve of Trinity College Dublin, the adherents of the Synod of Ulster and its various offshoots looked primarily to the Scottish universities, where they enrolled to study the arts, medicine and divinity. These students, who signed the matriculation register as ‘Scoto-Hiberni’ (Scots-Irish), were important exporters of Enlightenment thought not only to Ulster but to the American colonies as well.63 The lively and fractious intellectual  traditions sustained by Glasgow and to a lesser extent Edinburgh graduates, vital to an understanding of Ulster radicalism, is explored in Chapter 2 below. But some Dissenters travelled further. During the 1750s William Campbell, a Presbyterian minister from Newry, spent seven years in France as a tutor in the Bagwell family of Clonmel, including a brief spell in a Paris prison following his refusal to kneel while the Host was being carried through the streets.64 The European co-ordinates of Irish Presbyterians, however, were set by the Calvinist (or what we might call ‘post-Calvinist’) churches. The spread of liberal theology within the Synod of Ulster was facilitated by the adoption of Grotius’s De veritate religionis Christianae at Glasgow University by Francis Hutcheson, the Armagh-born philosopher, while one of Hutcheson’s students, William Crawford of Strabane, translated the works of the Genevan theologian J.-A. Turrettini in the 1770s.65 The most remarkable example of these continental connections is an album of testimonials collected by the Rev. Samuel Haliday of Belfast, which contained the names of ninety-six professors and pastors from Leiden, Utrecht, Neuchâtel, Geneva, Zurich, Berne, Heidelberg, Basel, Lausanne and Rotterdam.66


These interactions and interconnections all suggest the validity of comparative exercises. All too often those Irish scholars who do look to the continent erect models of ancien régime society based on the atypical case of Bourbon France when other comparisons might be more instructive. The patriot tradition which flourished in the 1770s bears comparison not only with the United Provinces, where the regenten defended their local autonomy against the Stadtholder,67 but also with the Helvetic Society founded in Switzerland in 1761. Both the Dutch and Swiss republics had successfully thrown off foreign rule, and both combined Protestant and Catholic populations, hence their adoption as a model by some Irish patriots on the eve of legislative independence.68 It has been suggested that the situation of Protestant colonists was similar to that of Catalan immigrants in Sardinia.69 Even if such comparisons only serve to confirm the colonial, non-European dimension of the Irish experience, they will at least introduce a new precision into theories of Irish exceptionalism by clarifying the areas of similarity and divergence between the different countries of Europe. Every society has a unique history, but, as John Elliott has said, ‘the special concern of historians should be with the particular nature and extent of that uniqueness’.70





In this introduction I have attempted to outline some of the directions in which historical scholarship has been moving since the appearance of the New History of Ireland. I began by citing a remark of J. C. Beckett’s as an example of earlier approaches and assumptions that have now become  outdated; and I would like now to return to Beckett, this time to examine the values and assumptions that underpinned his writing. In his inaugural lecture ‘The study of Irish history’ delivered at Queen’s University Belfast in 1956, the constitutional and high-political orientation of Beckett’s generation, now decisively out of fashion, was much in evidence; but his reflections on the problems posed by the Irish past have a longer-term interest. What troubled Beckett was that Irish history, at least since the arrival of the Anglo-Normans, appeared to have no ‘pattern’. English history, he believed, possessed an overriding framework supplied by the institutions of the nation-state which could be traced back, in some sense at least, to the Norman Conquest; but in Ireland there was no unified political community or single centre of authority. It is a contrast that dismayed many eighteenth-century observers, not least Edmund Burke, and it still poses a fundamental problem for Irish historians. As Beckett pointed out, the problem of Irish history was related to the problem with the very term ‘Irish’—sometimes used to mean all the inhabitants of the island; sometimes those of Gaelic descent, as opposed to the colonists; or the Roman Catholics, as opposed to the Protestants.


Beckett had already rejected a number of solutions. The centre of gravity for Irish historiography could not be found in Ireland’s political institutions, since these had been imposed by external forces in the seventeenth century and were controlled by colonists. To focus on resistance to government authority, in the form of literature, agrarian protest or rebellion, would result in an equally unbalanced picture. Both options were unsatisfactory, in his opinion, since they led to a narrow concentration on Anglo-Irish relations. Instead Beckett looked for a pattern in Irish history in the relationship between ‘the land’ and its peoples: ‘It is in Ireland itself, the physical conditions imposed by life in this country, and their effect on those who have lived here, that [the historian] will find the distinct and continuing character of Irish history.’71 By land, presumably, he meant landscape, a sense of place, the climate and the physical environment, all of which transcended divisions between the ‘settlers’ and ‘the earlier population’. But to the student of the long eighteenth century, forced to wrestle with acts of attainder, the legal technicalities of gavelkind, or the ‘collusive discovery’ by which some Catholics were able to retain their estates, the notion that land might supply the stable or unifying element of Irish history will seem strange indeed.


Beckett’s historical standpoint—best viewed as moderate, liberal, and above all Anglican—was not unusual among the New History generation.72 The historical philosophy of Theo Moody, founder of the journal Irish Historical Studies and originator of the New History enterprise, has been described as ‘moral, rational and in a deep non-technical sense religious’.73 Like R. B. McDowell, the most influential eighteenth-century scholar of  their generation, both men were northerners. Yet their strong sense of Irishness—an inclusive, rather patrician, thirty-two-county Irishness—precluded any genuine identification with the Stormont regime, or indeed its southern counterpart. It also helps to explain their faith in the integrative, conciliatory potential of the historian, and their optimistic belief that a ‘scientific’ approach to the evidence would gradually erode dangerous popular traditions, whether orange or green.74 Beckett’s political ruminations, recorded in his diaries, were often interesting, but hardly profound or systematic. His central conviction, that the Anglo-Irish tradition (or an idealised version of it) offered a via media between the sectarian excesses of Gaelic nationalism and Ulster loyalism, is easily mocked.75 There is no consensus, however, on what should replace it.


Today few professional historians share Beckett’s intense Christian faith, or even his vision of history as a moral endeavour. As we have already seen, the attempts of the New History generation to replace nationalist and unionist ‘myths’ with a more scientific ‘history’ has been denounced, especially by post-colonial critics who have demonstrated that the pioneers of professional Irish history carried ideological baggage of their own. In Europe and the United States, more importantly, the whole idea of objectivity in the social sciences has been repeatedly attacked by post-modernists who argue that the ‘meta-narratives’ or schemes around which Western cultures have organised their history are all, ultimately, ideological constructs manipulated by states who seek to discipline their populations in the name of progress, science or truth.76 At the same time, the rise of new forms of social and cultural history, and above all the impact of women’s history, has generated hostility to the idea that political life should provide the core of historical writing. Where most Americans once accepted ‘a single narrative of national history’, they are now faced with ‘an increasing emphasis on the diversity of ethnic, racial, and gender experiences’ and asked to accept a pervasive relativism as the necessary price to be paid for the democratisation of higher education.77 Even in England the dominance of ‘history from below’, the proliferation of local studies, and the ‘three kingdoms’ approach of the ‘new British history’ mean that we can no longer find, as Beckett did, a ‘natural and overriding unity’ in the national past.78


My intention in this book has been to write the history of Ireland from the outside in—to begin, that is, with the central features of eighteenth-century Europe and to trace the ways in which they were mapped onto the Irish situation, complete with its sectarian and colonial fault-lines. This may not disclose any grand pattern of events, but I hope at least to avoid some of the pitfalls identified by Beckett. By placing Anglo-Irish relations and Protestant/Catholic antagonisms in a wider perspective, I hope also to promote greater detachment in eighteenth-century historiography. In speaking of detachment, needless to say, I do not mean the naïve commitment  to scientific research and value-free writing that has often been attributed to Moody and his collaborators. Nor is it my intention, as will become clear, to distract attention from the ‘pain’ in Irish history. But I do share with the ‘New Historians’ the belief that historical scholarship does not benefit from a close engagement with political debate; and I share their hostility to the self-congratulation, wishful thinking and parochialism that characterised the work of many earlier writers. The kind of detachment I have in mind involves respect for the complicated business of evaluating historical verdicts and the frank recognition that our interpretations are inevitably partial and provisional. It demands the sort of self-awareness required to suspend our own judgments and to explore sympathetically different perspectives, however alien or objectionable they might seem. These values, however elusive their philosophical foundations may be, are the same values applied by professional historians when they mark essays or interview candidates for jobs. They are also the same values that we prize—or claim to—in democratic societies, particularly where they are troubled by difficult and divided pasts.


The opening section of the book is organised around three broad themes. (Absolute beginners lacking a basic chronological knowledge of the period might prefer to read this section last.) Each of the three chapters is intended to show how European history, as both a series of contexts and as a framework for comparison, can help to illuminate aspects of Ascendancy Ireland. At the same time, they tell us something about the limits of the possible for eighteenth-century Irish people, in military and diplomatic affairs, in intellectual resources and in social resources. One theme is the idea of the ancien régime social order, already outlined above. A second is the Enlightenment, the ferment of ideas which has traditionally given eighteenth-century Europe its primary claim on the attention of the historian. My starting-point, however, is international relations, Ireland’s place in the European order, and in particular the impact of war. This may at first seem perverse. The Williamite settlement, as Beckett commented, inaugurated the longest interval of internal peace that Ireland had ever known.79 Yet Britain was at war with France for half of the period covered by this book: 1689–97, 1702–13, 1739–48, 1756–63, 1775–83 and 1793–1802. These wars, many of them forgotten today, were very costly. In proportion to the European population, the number of battlefield deaths in the eighteenth century was seven times as great as in the nineteenth.80 Irishmen fought in each of these overseas conflicts, usually on both sides, and partly because they believed that the future of Ireland itself was at stake. Granted that Ireland functioned—in some sense—as a colony, it is worth asking why it should have remained so. Why was the hope, repeatedly expressed by Anglican clergymen and intellectuals, that Ireland’s various communities should be ‘blended’ into one people not realised? Why, on the other hand,  were the Protestant settlers not expelled or, as they often feared, reduced to ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’? The answers to these questions, as contemporaries well knew, were largely to be found outside Ireland itself. ‘Every commotion in Europe’, wrote an Anglican clergyman in 1743, ‘gives us some alarms and apprehensions at home.’81 These commotions form the subject of my first chapter.









Part I


Horizons











1


English Difficulties and Irish Opportunities


No man can have thought long upon the means of bringing any government to perfection without realising a host of difficulties and obstacles which flow less from its inherent nature than from its relation to its neighbours.


JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU (1756)1


The shape of eighteenth-century Ireland—what might be visualised as the peaks and troughs of political activity—is most easily understood in relation to the chronology of European warfare. The period covered by this book began and ended with the clash of arms both within Ireland and across the continent. It has become fashionable, indeed, to speak of a ‘Second Hundred Years War’ between Britain and France, comprising six major conflicts between Louis XIV’s invasion of the Rhineland and Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo.2 At the end of the seventeenth century the international arena was dominated by the expansionist designs of Louis XIV, who, it was believed, was attempting to establish a ‘universal monarchy’ over the other kingdoms of Europe. In the face of this threat, England joined coalitions of the other major powers for two great struggles, the War of the League of Augsburg (1689–97) and the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–13). During a quarter-century of almost continuous warfare, field armies approached an average of 100,000 men, a fourfold increase on the forces raised during the Thirty Years War.3 Following a period of peace, Anglo-French rivalry was renewed in the War of the Austrian Succession (1739–48) and climaxed in the Seven Years War (1756–63), which saw the French driven out of Canada and most of their West Indian, West African and Indian territories. France exacted revenge by supporting the rebellion of the thirteen colonies (1775–83), though only at the cost of bankrupting the Bourbon monarchy. Finally, the levée en masse of 1793 inaugurated a new era of total war, as the mass armies of the revolutionary French Republic overran the European mainland. As Tim Blanning has noted, this was actually the seventeenth war fought between the European powers  since the beginning of the century: ‘If there was ever a time when war was the normal means of intercourse between states, then this was surely it.’4


THE SECOND HUNDRED YEARS WAR


The internal development of the British state—and Ireland’s position within it—were closely connected to events on distant battlefields. Take for example the Dublin legislature, which, in the shape of the magnificent Parliament House built at College Green, remains the best-known symbol of Ascendancy Ireland. The transformation of parliament during the 1690s from a rare event into a regular institution was a direct result of the War of the League of Augsburg; likewise its extinction by the Act of Union in 1800 was designed to make Ireland ‘an advantage’ to England rather than ‘a point dreadfully vulnerable in all future wars’.5 If we turn to the notorious penal code, we find that the first restrictions on Catholics were essentially wartime measures, such as the 1695 act prohibiting Catholics from owning weapons or horses fit for military service. Decades later it was the manpower requirements caused by the Seven Years War that prompted a reassessment of confessional discrimination when Catholics were enlisted—at first unofficially—into the British army (see Chapter 10). As the leading authority on the subject has argued, ‘it was above all the pressure of war that forced the Catholic question onto the political agenda, and kept it there’.6


It is a striking fact, though one seldom explored, that the inhabitants of Ireland shared an awareness that they did not determine their own history, but were ultimately dependent upon external forces. Despite the apparent confidence asserted by its Georgian country houses, Ascendancy Ireland was marked by cultural instability, and the reality or expectation of outside intervention was a recurrent preoccupation. Irish Protestants regarded the ‘Glorious’ Revolution of 1688 as the charter of their civil and religious liberties, and throughout the eighteenth century they commemorated this great constitutional landmark with the same enthusiasm as their counterparts in Britain and North America. In Ireland, however, William III was remembered not only as the gravedigger of Stuart absolutism, but also as the glorious deliverer who rescued the Protestant settlers from the popish natives. While civic and military dignatories led an annual procession on the anniversary of William’s birthday (4 November), the battle of the Boyne was celebrated at a more popular level.7 Moreover, the violence of ethnic and sectarian antagonisms, unparalleled within the British state, showed little sign of abating. In 1731, when it was proposed that a public monument should be raised on the site of the battle of Boyne, one sceptical commentator warned that such a memorial would be vandalised. ‘We live in a Country’, he delicately pointed out, ‘where the vanquished Enemies continue still to be a very numerous Body of People.’8


An official calendar of apparently providential victories, in which the turbulent events of 1641 and 1690 provided the key dates, helped to create and maintain a distinctively Protestant culture in eighteenth-century Ireland. The miracle of deliverance, commemorated in countless sermons, speeches and toasts, has its counterpart in the ‘shipwreck’ of 1688–91 lamented by Gaelic poets, in Jacobite loyalty to ‘the king across the water’, in the aisling genre which pictured Ireland awaiting liberation, and in the well-known United Irish song:





The French are on the sea, says the Shan Van Vocht,


The French are on the sea, says the Shan Van Vocht;


The French are in the bay, they’ll be here without delay,


And the Orange will decay, says the Shan Van Vocht.





Following the departure of the ‘wild geese’ in 1691, hopes for a Stuart restoration were sustained by military instability on the continent, the continuing recognition accorded to the exiled dynasty by the Church of Rome, and the presence of the Irish regiments in France and Spain. Jacobite poets such as Raghnall Dall Mac Domhnaill and Aodhagán Ó Rathaille continued to denounce the Hanoverians as usurpers, the followers of Luther and Calvin as heretics, and the Protestant elite as foreign upstarts; they also prophesied the return of the natural order: the legitimate king restored to his throne, the true church re-established, the Catholic aristocracy returned to their ancestral estates.9


Although the importance of war is highlighted throughout this book, the focus is not so much on how battles were fought and won. The intention is rather to examine the nature of warfare, its impact on the economy and the civilian population, and the ways in which the clash of professional armies overseas intersected with indigenous sectarian animosities at home. Above all, it will be suggested that the pattern of European conflict determined Irish politics in two fundamental ways. The first concerns what may be labelled the ‘warfare state’ thesis, a notion that has dominated much of European historiography for the last thirty years. Briefly stated, this argues that the increased scale of armed conflict in the early modern period, the unprecedented mobilisation of armies and the financial and administrative pressures they created, led to the coalescence of powerful, centralised, bureaucratic states. In domestic terms, rulers equipped with standing armies gained greater coercive power over their subjects, enabling them to override the traditional privileges claimed by nobilities, representative assemblies or outlying provinces. Secondly, we must not forget that the eighteenth century saw a specific international system emerge in Europe. England’s difficulty, according to the well-known republican dictum, was Ireland’s opportunity.10 In the long run, however, the balance of power  during this period tended to underpin rather than challenge English rule in Ireland.


Although the beginnings of the ‘military revolution’ are often dated back to the spread of gunpowder technology between 1450 and 1530, it was not until the late seventeenth century that the decisive period of military and bureaucratic expansion began.11 First and foremost, this meant a dramatic escalation in the size of armies, particularly marked in the years between 1689 and 1713. Not only was the number of men in arms greater than ever before—an astonishing 181,000 men fought at Malplaquet (1709)—but states now kept large professional or ‘standing’ armies in peacetime. In France, for most of the period surveyed here, the army remained at a peacetime level of around 130,000 men.12 This revolution in warfare set in motion a revolution in government, as the strain of paying, transporting and feeding the new monster armies led to experiments in tax collection and public borrowing. The proportion of state revenue devoted to military expenditure was normally around half of the total during peacetime and up to three-quarters in war.13 Generally speaking, the accumulation of armed force meant a concentration of coercive power which increased royal authority at the expense of representative institutions.


Can the ‘warfare state’ thesis be applied to the British Isles? Traditionally historians of ‘state-building’ have regarded the British state as an anomaly. Alone among the great monarchies, it resisted absolutism: no other army, apart from that of the Dutch Republic, was subject to parliamentary scrutiny. As George Story, chaplain to the Williamite expedition to Ireland, put it, Englishmen live under the rule of law, ‘a blessing that few other Nations can boast of’, partly because the sea protected them from foreign enemies, so there was no need for a standing army.14 It can be argued, however, that the evolution of representative government conceals important similarities with general European trends. John Brewer has shown that between 75 and 85 per cent of government expenditure in eighteenth-century Britain was taken up with the costs of war.15 The maintenance of England’s new role as a continental power demanded a staggering increase in taxation, the creation of a national debt, and a centralised body of professional administrators whose job it was to run the new ‘fiscal-military state’. Far from acting as a brake on centralisation, the existence of a national representative assembly at Westminster seems to have facilitated the growth of executive authority at the expense of the sorts of local or sectional interests (church authorities, city corporations, regional assemblies) that had entrenched themselves so successfully on the other side of the channel.


The political impact of Brewer’s ‘fiscal-military state’ was nowhere more obvious than in the relationship between England and her ‘sister’ kingdoms. As we shall see in Chapter 4, the common political unit in early modern  Europe was not the independent nation-state, but the ‘composite monarchy’, in which one king or queen ruled over a core territory and a number of more or less dependent provinces. In this respect, the Stuarts, who united the crowns of Scotland, England and Ireland in 1603, found themselves in a similar position to the Spanish Habsburgs studied by John Elliott. Although the outlying territories were forced to accept the superiority of the core kingdom, where the royal court and administrative capital were located, they usually retained their own customary ‘liberties’ and representative institutions.16 The theory was summed up by a seventeenth-century Spanish jurist, Solórzano Pereira, who wrote that ‘the kingdoms must be ruled and governed as if the king who holds them all together were king only of each one of them’.17 In reality, of course, Castile was the core of the Spanish composite monarchy, and resentment had produced revolts in Catalonia, Portugal, Naples and Sicily. The notion of ‘sister kingdoms’, as in the British monarchy, was a fiction. During the reigns of William (1689–1702) and Anne (1702–14), however, the rise of parliamentary government, the escalating costs of war and, above all, the need to secure the Protestant succession finally made the old system unworkable. As European historians have shown, composite monarchies were prone to conflicts over the distribution of offices, access to domestic and colonial markets, and the mobilisation of resources for warfare. Since they were bound together solely by dynastic loyalty, they were also extremely vulnerable in the case of a disputed succession. When Scottish patriots claimed equality for their parliament, passing their own laws of succession in 1703, they were bullied into the Act of Union. In Ireland, meanwhile, pretensions to legislative independence were answered with the Declaratory Act of 1720, which asserted the right of the Westminster parliament to make laws ‘to bind the People and Kingdom of Ireland’.


The years between 1688 and 1720 witnessed the fundamental transformations that created Brewer’s fiscal-military state. The period was dominated by three interlocking struggles: for the Revolution settlement and the Protestant succession in Britain, for the Anglican monopoly in Ireland, and for the continental balance of power, or what Whigs called ‘the liberties of Europe’.18 Brewer’s Sinews of power (1989) describes how dominant social groups first sought to reverse bureaucratic expansion, the growth of the armed forces and high taxes, as the landed classes were called upon to carry the bulk of the financial burden while the new ‘monied interest’ in the city of London made fortunes. They succeeded in imposing restrictions on the standing army (in England), in curbing the political influence of office-holders and subjecting the government to a measure of financial accountability. Gradually, however, as taxation was shifted onto other groups, they learned to colonise the fiscal-military state, investing in government stock and securities and directing it towards their own priorities.19


In Ireland the pattern was similar. Superficially at least, the dominant theme of the period appeared to be the rise of Protestant resentment at Ireland’s economic subordination, especially the Woollen Act of 1699, or what we used to call ‘colonial nationalism’. Underneath the rhetorical extremism that marked this period there lay a pragmatic understanding of the mutually dependent relationship between the London administration and the Protestant ‘political nation’ in Ireland. As David Hayton, James McGuire and others have argued, Irish politicians may have been humiliated by the sporadic interventions of the Westminster parliament, but they were able to carve out for themselves a parliamentary constitution within the wider state system centred on London. The key to this relationship was the evolution of a stable system of parliamentary supply. As Ivar McGrath has shown, the English chief governor was forced to concede the right of the Irish Commons to initiate revenue legislation by drawing up the ‘heads of bills’. The principle of regular parliaments was then secured by the voting of short-term ‘additional duties’ on a two-year basis. Finally, a series of committees enabled the Commons to set the amount of supply or ‘quantum’ and to examine the state revenue papers. In Ireland, as in England, the eighteenth-century constitution owed less to the liberties vindicated by the Glorious Revolution than to the inexorable financial needs created by war with Louis XIV’s France.20


The turning-point in eighteenth-century warfare was the Seven Years War (1756–63). The Peace of Paris (1763) marked the zenith of British imperial achievement, confirming the expulsion of the French from North America, the seizure of French and Spanish possessions in the West Indies, and the establishment of a new colony in West Africa. What had been known as ‘the British Empire’ since the late seventeenth century was in fact an assemblage of diverse territories whose inhabitants were bound together solely by their allegiance to the crown. Nowhere in the vast corpus of English constitutional law and political theory was there anything resembling a systematic definition of the Empire and its workings. From the 1690s English writers had often referred to Ireland as a colony—though confusingly they compared the Dublin legislature not only to the ‘proprietoryships’ granted to the settlers in North America, but to the principality of Wales, the counties palatine of Chester, Lancaster and Durham, and the Isle of Man.21 This uncertainty should not surprise us, given that the status of the North American colonies was not very clear either. Though economic writers, most prominently Charles Davenant, had analysed colonial possessions as sources of raw materials and markets for finished products, the discussion of Britain’s maritime empire was limited to writings on international trade.22 The legal and constitutional status of the colonies had never been adequately defined on a theoretical level. Even within England itself the character of the parliamentary monarchy emerging in the 1690s was dimly  understood, and it was not until the middle of the eighteenth century that the concept of a sovereign, law-making parliament won widespread acceptance. As for the periphery, imperial relations had been regulated piecemeal by a series of navigation acts passed from the 1650s, prohibiting colonial trade with rival foreign powers. While it was assumed in England that the colonies were politically and economically subordinate to the metropolitan government, as the recurrence of parent–child metaphors implied, there was no agreement as to whether the North American territories had been acquired through settlement or, as Blackstone would later affirm, ‘by right of conquest’.23


What tied together the inhabitants of Britain, Ireland and the American colonies, as Peter Marshall and others have shown, was not institutional ties but a common heritage. This was an empire consisting of ‘Protestant communities of British origin, enjoying the specifically English rights to representative government and to the security of person and property guaranteed by the common law’.24 The political classes of Edinburgh, Dublin and Philadelphia as well as those of London were united by the constitutional rights and representative structures of ‘Englishmen’, purchased at so great a cost in the struggles of the seventeenth century, their faith in the superiority of British values and political institutions, their pride in British commercial expansion and naval power, and above all by their common Protestantism—or at least their hostility to ‘popery’.25 Already, of course, there were large populations—Catholics in Ireland, African slaves in North America and the West Indies, those who lived in the British trading settlements in Africa and Asia—who were excluded from this sense of community and who could not be expected to share in the general enthusiasm for British expansion. The massive territorial gains of the Seven Years War brought with them millions of Indians under the East India Company, the French colonists in Quebec, and further subject populations in the West Indies and Senegal. How these heterogeneous overseas dominions were to be held together, given continuing French and Spanish aggression, was a profoundly difficult question. For the first time writers such as Malachi Postlethwayt were prompted to investigate the empire in a systematic fashion. Significantly, his mammoth study, Britain’s commercial interests explained and improved (1757), saw the long-term solution to imperial problems as closer integration, a key part of which was to be an Irish act of union.26


In the short term, however, the answer was the traditional one: more troops. The conquests of the Seven Years War and the expanded demand for men led to the augmentation of the army on the Irish establishment. The political priorities for Dublin Castle, as always, were men and money—not just soldiers but recruitment officers, food, training, arms, the building and upkeep of barracks. In return for passing a revised augmentation bill  in 1769, the Irish parliament succeeded in extracting a security clause which give it some control over the forces on the Irish establishment, together with a commitment that 12,000 troops would always remain in Ireland. As Thomas Bartlett has shown, however, the constitutional conflicts surrounding the augmentation led Viscount Townshend to dismantle the undertaker system and to establish what he called a ‘new system’ of direct management of the House of Commons which necessitated not only constant residence by the Lord Lieutenant but the clawing back of the vast powers of patronage, and in particular of the Irish Revenue Board, to bring them under the control of Dublin Castle.27


Although Ireland’s fate was dependent on the vicissitudes of international affairs, the island was, in every sense, peripheral to the deliberations of the great powers. Jacobite historians, in both Britain and Ireland, have often been tempted by the what-ifs and might-have-beens of military campaigns. A case in point is the French victory over a combined Anglo-Dutch fleet at Beachy Head, which made Tourville master of the English Channel in June 1690. England was now threatened with invasion, and it was feared that Tourville would cut the Williamite communications, leaving the king stranded in Ireland. A century later a combination of bad communications, bad timing and bad luck conspired to prevent the naval expeditions of the French Republic co-ordinating with a domestic insurrection. Suppose Hoche’s expedition in December 1796 had not been dispersed off Bantry Bay, but had reached Ulster where United Irish leaders awaited his 20,000 soldiers? These contingencies remind us that war during the long eighteenth century, as today, was an unpredictable business. And yet the repeated failure to overturn the Williamite settlement was hardly an accident. Why, it is worth considering, might one great power invade the territory of another?


Without doubt the most important cause of military aggression was strategic interest.28 The recurrent military flashpoints were often frontier zones such as Hungary, or communication lines such as the ‘Spanish Road’ that ran from the north of Italy to the Low Countries. A case in point is Louis XIV’s aggression in Franche-Comté, Flanders, Alsace and Luxemburg, all in the interests of establishing an easily defensible border. Another consideration, predictably, was the opportunity for economic exploitation, particularly important as the eighteenth century went on. Trade, noted the Scots political theorist Andrew Fletcher, had become ‘the golden ball, for which all nations of the world are contending’.29 The emergence of Prussia as a great power dates from Frederick the Great’s wild-card seizure of Silesia from Austria in 1740. Although a legal justification was duly concocted, the annexation of a province rich in agriculture, mineral deposits and textile manufacturing was a spectacular example of naked opportunism.30 In an age when aristocratic codes of honour were still powerful, however, the  vindication of dynastic rights was not simply a smokescreen for raison d’état, but was often an end in itself. As the numerous wars of succession demonstrated, rulers were reluctant to surrender titles to land derived from inheritance or from treaties, even when they were long dormant. Thus the legal pretexts by which Louis XIV justified the seizure of lands in the Netherlands and Germany, however spurious they seem today, were taken seriously at the time. Judged by any of the criteria outlined above, unfortunately, the Irish had little to offer. No other power had any strategic, economic or dynastic interest in the kingdom of Ireland.


Instead French expeditions to Ireland were chiefly diversionary in character; behind them lay the satisfying prospect of forcing perfidious Albion to fight with one hand tied behind her back. An indication of official thinking in France can be found in an anonymous ‘Mémoire sur l’estat de l’Irlande’ drawn up during the War of the Spanish Succession, which proposed sending 5,000 men, 200 horses and a large quantity of arms to Ireland. It was forecast that such a force would rally 40,000 Irish Catholics in five days, and that the Protestants of the north would be compelled to come to terms. The goal, however, was not to liberate the Irish but to paralyse the English, ‘les plus formidables’ of Louis XIV’s enemies. Just as William III had been forced to divert financial resources from Flanders to Ireland in 1689–91, so it was confidently predicted that Queen Anne would be forced to abandon her allies and pull her troops out of Europe.31 Consequently, ‘il faut transporter la guerre’ to the British Isles. It was not until the 1790s, in very different circumstances, that the French played the Irish card once again, but the motivations were similar. Those who favoured an invasion of Ireland, such as Carnot and Hoche, wanted to cripple the English war effort, much as London had fomented royalist revolts in the Vendée. To this end, it was hoped that a successful landing in Ireland would spark a mutiny among the Irish sailors who made up such a disproportionate part of the Royal Navy.32


International alignments after the Treaty of Utrecht (1713–14) involved a series of established principles and practices: a code of behaviour in which any territorial gains made by one party were counterbalanced by ‘compensation’ paid to the others; in which alliances were formed for short-term specific goals; in which national (or rather dynastic) interests defined objectives rather than ideology; and all paid lip-service to the ideal of a balance of power.33 It was during this period that Enlightenment thinkers such as Montesquieu, Hume and Rousseau began to picture Europe as a family of nations. ‘Christian Europe’, according to Voltaire, resembled a ‘great republic divided into several states’, united by religion, law and ‘the wise policy of maintaining among themselves as far as possible an equal balance of power’. This ‘well-known principle’ was given its classic definition in Le droit des gens (1758) by the Swiss international lawyer Emmerich de Vattel: ‘an  arrangement of affairs so that no state shall be in a position to have absolute mastery and dominate over the others’.34 Despite these philosophical credentials, however, proposals for the partition of major states were actually not uncommon: plans had been drawn up to dismember Spain (1702–13), Sweden (1701–21), the Habsburg monarchy (1740), Prussia (1756–63) and the Ottoman empire (recurrently).35 Yet in practice it was rare for one state to fish in the territorial waters of another; the preferred option was for a combination of great powers to prey upon the lesser fry, with the overall balance maintained by careful compensation arrangements. The vulnerable areas, once again, were the intermediate states—the smaller German and Italian principalities, the Spanish Netherlands and, later, Poland.


The balance-of-power system offered Britain an in-built advantage. Whereas France was primarily a land-based power, usually forced to fight on several fronts, Britain was a naval power with little interest in continental territory (the controversial exception being the German electorate of Hanover). The tendency, demonstrated most clearly by the Seven Years War, was that Britain made commercial and colonial gains at the expense of France or Spain while the continental powers fought themselves to exhaustion or stalemate. Only in circumstances of diplomatic isolation would a partition of the British Empire be thinkable, and this is precisely what happened after 1763. As the Irish politician and writer Edmund Burke commented, Britain found itself ‘at the Circumference’ of European affairs as great-power ambitions shifted to the Polish and Ottoman questions.36 With its borders for once secure, France offered aid to the American rebels and launched a naval build-up, formally declaring war in July 1778. Her ally, Spain, followed a year later. What had begun as a civil war between Britain and its colonists was transformed into a global war, as the English and French fought in the West Indies, in India, and on the high seas. The situation worsened further as tensions over trade led to war with the Dutch and provoked the hostility of the League of Armed Neutrality led by Catherine the Great. By the end of the conflict more than a quarter of a million British and Irish subjects were serving in the forces, with another 60,000 enrolled in the Irish Volunteers. Making allowances for those who died, deserted or were discharged, it has been calculated that somewhere between one-seventh and one-eighth of the male population of military age saw service during the years of the war.37 The outcome was Britain’s first defeat since its emergence as a major power under William III.


This nightmare scenario saw the pattern of previous confrontations reversed: free from the entanglements of a continental war, France was able to devote its entire resources to the humiliation of an overstretched Britain. This time England’s difficulty really was Ireland’s opportunity, and a new Irish nation—albeit a Protestant one—clothed itself in the uniform of the Volunteers and declared legislative independence for itself. Even in this  situation, however, the idea of dismantling the British monarchy was not seriously considered. France knew very well that the other powers, chiefly Austria, would not permit such a crushing defeat, for the consequent vacuum in the great-power system would be too dangerous. The chief war aims of Vergennes, the French foreign minister, were the right to fortify Dunkirk and various colonial gains in the West Indies and Senegal. The real impetus for an invasion of the British Isles actually came from his Spanish counterpart, the Count de Floridablanca. Since an attack on England would entail the commitment of 70,000 infantry and 5,000 cavalry, Vergennes suggested a joint expedition to Ireland of less than half that number. In the event, his expectation that the Irish, particularly the radical Presbyterians, would rise against England was never put to the test. In the Treaty of Versailles, signed in September 1783, Spain was awarded Florida and Minorca, but failed to satisfy its primary obsession: what Floridablanca had envisaged was the establishment of a foothold in the British Isles which could then be exchanged at the peace table for the strategic asset of Gibraltar.38 Once again, it seems that no significant figure imagined anything like a permanent reconfiguration of Anglo-Irish relations.


The Declaration of Independence, by which the rebellious American colonies claimed the right to become ‘Free and Independent States’ acting among ‘the powers of the earth’, had a major impact on Irish patriots, explored in the final chapters of this book. Its importance in stimulating Irish debates over natural rights and parliamentary reform is well known. But the American Revolution also raised the general question of when a nation might legitimately secede and establish a state of its own for the first time, and it offered a model of political action to secessionist movements. In the 1790s the United Irishmen would send a series of emissaries to Paris, just as the Americans had done two decades earlier. Wolfe Tone, the best known of them, modelled his negotiations with the Directory on American precedents, without considering either the motives behind France’s intervention on the side of the United States, or the exceptional circumstances that permitted it. As Thomas Bartlett has commented, Ireland could offer nothing to compare with the Continental Congress or the unified military command under Washington.39 In retrospect, it is all too easy to forget that even the rebels assembled in Congress feared that the alternative to British victory would be a partition of the colonies among the European powers in the traditions of ancien régime diplomacy. To Richard Henry Lee, who proposed the Declaration of Independence, the disappearance of Europe’s largest state with the first partition of Poland in 1772 confirmed that European courts still maintained ‘the assumed right of disposing of Men & Countries like live stock on a farm’.40


Since the rules were loaded against small players such as Ireland, it followed that the transformation of Ireland’s position depended on a  transformation of the international system itself. This was not easy to imagine. It is true that, from time to time, philosophers had suggested that if Europe was ‘a sort of republic’ as Vattel and others claimed, then it needed a sort of government.41 Inspiration came from Sully’s ‘Grand Design of Henry IV’ (1638), a proposal for a federal council of Europe to settle international disputes, which was republished several times during the eighteenth century.42 Perhaps the best-known peace plan was the Abbé de Saint-Pierre’s Projet pour rendre la paix perpétuelle en Europe, first published in 1712. But there was no room in these schemes for the modern concept of national self-determination; indeed, the proposals were not based on a world of nations at all, but on the overlapping authorities of the ancien régime. When Rousseau published a revised version of Saint-Pierre’s writings, he proposed a federation comprised of ten monarchs (France, Spain, England, Denmark, Portugal, Prussia, Sweden, Poland, Naples and Savoy–Piedmont), the Russian emperor, three republics (Dutch, Venetian and Swiss), the Holy Roman Emperor, the Electors of Bavaria and the Palatinate, the ecclesiastical electors and the pope. Moreover, the scheme was designed to freeze the borders of European states established at the Peace of Utrecht, and it therefore contained provisions to enforce each sovereign’s authority against domestic rebellion.43 In any case, most readers probably believed, as Voltaire did, that the peace schemes of Saint-Pierre and Rousseau were ridiculous, since there was no binding law of nations recognised by any state.44


What finally cut through this web of dynastic, feudal and ecclesiastical allegiances was the French Revolution, with its insistence that the state was—or rather ought to be—the embodiment of the national will. The French Revolution was an attack on the basic assumptions of the international system: the renunciation of all wars of conquest in 1790 was the prelude to the Edict of Fraternity promising assistance to ‘all peoples who wish to recover their liberty’. It was this mood which Tone hoped to capture in his appeal to the Ulster radicals:





Where is the dread now of absolute power, or the arbitrary nod of the Monarch in France? Where is the intolerance of Popish bigotry? The rights of man are at least as well understood there as here, and somewhat better practised. Their wise and venerable National Assembly representatives . . . have . . . renounced the idea of conquest, and engraven that renunciation on the altar, in the temple of their liberty: in that Assembly, Protestants sit indiscriminately with Catholics.45





War, it was now possible to believe, was a product of the ancien régime and its corrupt rulers—of kings, aristocrats and priests. And yet rather than transforming the international system, the revolution fell victim to the  structural rivalries of Europe as the republic gave way to civil war, terror and aggressive nationalism. The armies of revolutionary France ‘looted, raped, murdered, requisitioned, levied, conscripted forced labour, and caused general mayhem’.46 Whether the French would have established themselves in Ireland as liberators or conquerors will never be known. In his negotiations with Carnot and Hoche, Wolfe Tone insisted that there would be no representative of France in the Irish government, as there was in the satellite republic of Holland. Ireland, he explained, rather ‘resembled the situation of America, in the last war’.47 A United Irish republic would make an alliance, ‘offensive and defensive’, with the French Republic, accompanied by a commercial treaty. In the circumstances, however, even the optimistic Tone thought that it would be necessary to have a military government at the outset.


OCCUPIED IRELAND?





Ireland is much more open and exposed to Invasion than any other country in Europe, from having more Harbours unfortified, and deeper Shores; besides the French, expecting Encouragement and Assistance from the Popish Inhabitants, knowing that our Regular Forces are but few in Number, often taken out of the Kingdom to defend distant or remote Colonies, or sent to Gibraltar or Minorca, and that our Protestant Inhabitants are unused and ignorant of Arms, are determined to make an Attempt upon us whenever a new War breaks out.


AN ESSAY ON THE USE AND NECESSITY OF ESTABLISHING A MILITIA IN IRELAND (1767)48





Among Irish historians the eighteenth century has often been thought of as ‘the long peace’. Yet warfare, as we have seen, dominated the entire era, with military conflict taking up a large part of it. As the newspaper columns reveal, each outbreak of hostilities was solemnly announced in the capital and in a large number of provincial towns, usually accompanied by a procession of corporation officials, burgesses and freemen, sometimes with drums, music and rousing slogans. No doubt sectarian tensions also intensified as the disarming of local Catholics began.49 With the brief exception of Thurot’s landing at Carrickfergus in 1760, there was no fighting on the island itself between the evacuation of the ‘wild geese’ from Limerick at the end of 1691 and Humbert’s landing in Mayo in 1798. But Britain was at war for almost half of the intervening years and drew increasingly on its Irish subjects for both manpower and revenue. Throughout the century Ireland was also garrisoned by British troops. How meaningful is it, then, to speak of Ascendancy Ireland as an occupied country? To what extent was the maintenance of Protestant Ascendancy dependent on military force?


These questions are clearly relevant to the broader debate over whether Ireland should be regarded as a colony or not. English politicians and pamphleteers during the great constitutional debates of the 1690s, 1720s and 1760s had little hesitation in classifying Ireland as a colony in the sense of a subordinate constitutional entity. To patriots, conversely, Ireland was a sister kingdom, subordinate only to the crown. Yet most Irish Protestants also acknowledged frankly their ultimate reliance on English arms. This much is implicit in the comments of Archbishop William King of Dublin, one of the most powerful patriot voices during the first half of the century, in a letter to Archbishop Wake of Canterbury written around the time of the Declaratory Act:





The Protestants of Ireland are sensible that they have no other security for their estates, religion, liberty or lives but their union to England and their dependence on the Crown thereof, and therefore in all events that have happened since the Reformation, they have ever stuck close to it, and ever will, and must whilst there are six or seven Papists for one Protestant in it.50





This brutal reality was even more starkly expressed decades later, during the controversy over the augmentation of the army of the Irish establishment, by a pro-government writer. Ireland, he wrote, was much more vulnerable to invasion than Britain, since a foreign force could count on the help of ‘our own discontented and disaffected Fellow-Subjects’. Consequently, the only security for the Protestant minority lay in the British connection, for there was no other reason ‘why the Religion of the Majority is not in this Country, as well as in others, the Religion of the State; as it would soon become, if once the Protection of Great-Britain was withdrawn’.51


The ambiguity of the army’s role in Ireland has been stressed in the work of recent scholars such as Thomas Bartlett and Sean Connolly. It is, of course, true that the regiments on the Irish establishment were ‘Irish’ only in the sense that they were paid for by Irish taxes. Their size and structure were regulated by acts of the English (after 1707 British) parliament; their officers were answerable ultimately to the viceroy at Dublin Castle; and their men were recruited for the most part in England or Scotland. But the 12,000 soldiers stationed in Ireland were employed in activities—at least in the period before the upheavals of the 1790s—not greatly different from those in England. Most scholars have hesitated to classify them as an army of occupation in any straightforward sense. The important point here is not so much that the Irish military establishment was often characterised by incompetence, neglect and corruption; it is rather that the two main uses of the military were as an aid to the civil power (as in England itself) and as a reserve for other parts of the Empire. In the absence of a serious  internal threat, the army was not regarded as a counter-insurrectionary force. The ‘Darling Children of Saint Patrick’, as Lieutenant-Colonel Scott complained from Limerick in 1750, were enjoying ‘the blessed effects of Long Peace and Plenty, as if the chance of War, or day of Rebellion would never come no more’.52 And yet some nagging doubts about the civilian character of Irish government still remain.


Ireland in the early decades of the eighteenth century supported a military establishment out of all proportion to its size, with half of the entire British army stationed there in peacetime.53 Dublin possessed four or five battalions, the largest concentrated military presence in the British Isles, rivalled only by the garrisons in Gibraltar and Minorca.54 The number of troops was fixed at 12,000 by the English disarming act of 1699, with 2,000 men to be stationed overseas; but the War Office in London was able to increase (or reduce) numbers as the circumstances of war demanded. At the beginning of the Seven Years War there were 17,000 soldiers on the Irish establishment; in 1761–3 this figure rose to 24,000 men, of whom 8,000 were serving abroad.55 Looked at as a whole, what is most striking is the small size of the British army—around the same size as that of Savoy–Piedmont—considering its vast continental and colonial commitments.56 Following the large accession of territory at the Peace of Paris (1763), however, the need for a greatly expanded force which could be rotated throughout ‘the British Dominions’ led to the expansion of the Irish military establishment, and after 1769 its (official) numbers increased to 15,000, with 3,000 allocated to ‘imperial’ defence.57 After the outbreak of war with revolutionary France in 1793 the number of regular troops maintained by Ireland increased exponentially until by 1800 it had reached 60,000, predominantly used for internal defence. This spectacular expansion, a fourfold increase, is just one way of measuring the great gap that separates the revolutionary decade from the rest of the century.


It was normal for this force to be distributed widely throughout the island. In the middle of the century, for example, there were 250 companies of foot, twenty-four troops of horse and thirty-nine troops of dragoons in Ireland; these were scattered across sixty-nine towns and forts, the vast majority of them south of a line from Dublin to Galway, with regiments being rotated once a year. Many soldiers were concentrated in the large garrison towns such as Cork, Limerick, Galway and Waterford, and above all Dublin. For the rest, dispersed across so many small posts and consigned to policing duties, the opportunities for advanced training and drill were few.58 Unlike England or the continent, where soldiers arranged their own accommodation with innkeepers or were billeted on the civilian population, the entire army in Ireland was normally based in barracks. Around the turn of the century the House of Commons had voted money for a barracks scheme totalling a hundred places for 270 troops and companies, and the  majority were quickly completed.59 By the 1740s most were in a pretty shoddy condition. The walls, it was revealed, were ‘cemented with Clay Mortar, Clay Plaisterings and Renderings, Wattle Partitions, and [a] slight Scantling of Sapling Timber’.60 They were not built to last.


How far was the army in Ireland actually capable of defending it? This is a difficult question to answer. As elsewhere, army efficiency was hampered by the purchase system, by which commissions were bought rather than allocated on merit, and consequently absenteeism as well as incompetence was a problem among the officer corps. Not only commissions, but the offices relating to supplies and the maintenance of barracks were a form of property to be exploited by Dublin Castle. The drunkenness, disorder and lack of discipline that characterised regiments from Ireland were often the subject of comment. The fact that the men of an Irish regiment often spent little time quartered together, since its companies might be stretched over several villages, combined with the routine of policing duties, led to a deterioration of discipline. Yet the true weakness of Irish defence was structural. The one successful French landing before the 1790s, the capture of Carrickfergus by François Thurot in February 1760, has been described as ‘a quintessentially Georgian mixture of valour and farce’.61 This was a diversionary raid, to be accompanied by more serious attacks on Essex and the west coast of Scotland, neither of which actually materialised. The real problem at Carrickfergus was lack of ammunition rather than lack of discipline, with the English garrison forced to throw bricks and stones from the castle walls before suing for terms. Even in the 1790s the defence of the kingdom was poorly organised.


After the outbreak of war with the French Republic on 1 February 1793 the number of regular troops actually stationed in Ireland (as opposed to the number paid for by the Irish) actually fell. Between August 1795 and May 1796 an impressive total of 35,000 troops was dispatched to the West Indies—the largest single expeditionary force Britain had ever attempted, and more than three times the force sent to Ireland in 1798. The obsession of Dundas with the Caribbean was partly a recognition of the economic aspects of warfare—‘If we lose our Sugar Islands,’ George III is supposed to have said, ‘it will be impossible to raise money to continue the war.’ The vulnerability of a credit system dependent upon overseas investments was one factor; British ministers also placed great confidence in the superiority of the Royal Navy, which, it was hoped, might quickly isolate a French invasion force sent to Ireland.62 When Lieutenant-General Dalrymple learned of the arrival of the French fleet in Bantry Bay in 1796, it was reported that he had ‘from Corke to Bantry less than 3,000 Men, two pieces of artillery, and no Magazine of any kind, no Hospital, no Provisions’.63 His instructions were to abandon Cork to the 9,000-strong French force and to join the main army assembling in Tipperary.64


In any case, the principal function of the Irish military establishment, at least before the revolutionary era, was not to maintain a garrison but to provide a military reserve for other parts of the Empire. The bulk of the British army was kept in Ireland, not because its defence needs were regarded as particularly urgent, but because the traditional objections of English Whig and ‘country’ M.P.s to the maintenance of a standing army during peacetime made it politically expedient to do so. Ireland served as a ‘nursery’ or ‘college’ of soldiers, as one Irish patriot noted, allowing the English to ‘relieve their garrisons by entire regiments, and replenish their army by perpetual drafting’.65 In times of emergency Irish regiments were transferred to Britain or elsewhere and recruited or drafted up to full strength, and new regiments were raised at home to take their place. In 1715 five regiments were sent to help suppress the Jacobite rebellion in Scotland, and two battalions (out of six) were shipped there during the rising of 1745. Four battalions were dispatched to England in 1719 when a Spanish fleet, headed by the Jacobite conspirator Ormond, sailed from Cádiz; and six in 1722 when Ormond planned another invasion along with Irish officers in the Spanish service to coincide with the British general election of that year. As the invasion attempts of 1715, 1719 and 1722 demonstrate, Jacobite strategy was focused on England, with diversionary raids planned for Scotland. ‘Irish’ troops were also drafted to various other locations. In 1741, at the beginning of the War of the Austrian Succession, a battalion of 700 men drawn from Irish regiments was sent to America, and 2,600 more were transferred to the continent in 1744–5.66


It is regrettable that these statistics are all too often regarded as the preserve of specialist military historians, for they form just the surface of a vital political and social phenomenon in eighteenth-century Ireland, one which has never received the attention it deserves. Soldiers were widely dispersed throughout the island and were a particularly significant presence in the ports—Limerick, Kinsale, Derry, Youghal, Waterford. They spent their pay, paltry as it was, in local towns; they married local girls and got into fights with local men. They played an important part in the civic ritual that defined the Ascendancy regime in the localities, and they intervened in party politics during the heyday of Whig–Tory rivalry. In 1710, for example, when the trial of the high-church preacher Sacheverell triggered widespread rioting across England, the Whig garrison at Limerick subjected the local bishop to several nights of harassment, singing outside his home, beating ‘frying pans, brass candlesticks and suchlike instruments’, pelting his slate roof with stones and on one occasion masquerading as ghosts, ‘some by stripping themselves naked, and others by putting on white garments’.67 In Derry six years later the city garrison staged an elaborate celebration to mark the anniversary of George I’s accession complete with effigies of the Pope, the Pretender, Ormond, Mar and Bolingbroke.68


Soldiers were clearly a frequent sight on the streets of Dublin, and not just during periods of disorder; as retainers of the viceregal court they played an important role in the rituals of state power. In Dublin it was customary for the military to accompany anniversary parades, the most important being William III’s birthday (4 November), led by the Lord Lieutenant (or in his absence the Lords Justices) from Dublin Castle to salute the statue of William III at College Green.69 There were as many as 200 soldiers constantly on guard duty in the capital, including a full company manning the castle gate, a town guard, and smaller detachments at Newgate prison and various public buildings such as the Tholsel, the Custom House and the Bank of Ireland.70 Every day troops marched to and from the barracks along the northern quays, accompanied by fifes and drums. Among those who attended the parades, field days and reviews of the Dublin garrison in the Phoenix Park, the largest exercising ground in the British Isles, was the young Theobald Wolfe Tone. Looking back years later, as an adjutant-general in the French army, preparing to sail with Hoche’s invasion fleet from Brest, he recalled the days he spent ‘mitching’ as a teenager:





I trace to the splendid appearance of the troops, and the pomp and parade of military show, the untameable desire which I ever since have had to become a soldier, a desire which has never once quit me, and which, after sixteen years of various adventures, I am at last at liberty to indulge.71





Tone’s earlier military enthusiasms, as historians have ironically noted, might easily have taken him in very different directions. His brother William had run away from home at the age of sixteen to enlist in the East India Company.72 He worked for the Maratta rulers of western India, and his study of the Maratta people, published in 1799 (and dedicated to Henry Dundas, of all people), has been regarded as an early example of orientalist anthropology.73 Tone himself was determined to enlist, first as an ensign in a regiment of foot, later as a volunteer in the British army during the war with the American colonies. As a law student at the Middle Temple in London (1787–9) he was a zealous consumer of the tales of soldiering and seafaring that fired the imperial imagination of Georgian Britons. His reading included A cruising voyage round the world (1712) by Woodes Rogers, a privateer who had sought to overturn the French and Spanish monopoly of trade in the South Sea, and who had in the process discovered the Scottish castaway Alexander Selkirk, whose adventures inspired Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719).74 And like many others he was fascinated by the Pacific expeditions of Captain James Cook, the subject of immense public interest and national celebration in the metropolis. It was in this context  that Tone drew up his proposal to establish a British military colony on the newly discovered Sandwich Islands (Hawaii) as a counterweight to Spanish power and submitted it to 10 Downing Street. This was a ‘Feudal plan’ for the establishment of a colony of soldiers, to be rewarded with confiscated land and indigenous women, who would ‘temper the savage ferocity of the natives by the arts of European culture and the mild precepts of the Christian religion’.75 Tone made one final, unsuccessful attempt to enlist, presenting himself and his younger brother at India House in Leadenhall Street, only to find that the recruiting season had closed. They may well have been encouraged by the rapid rise of Laurence Sulivan (c. 1713–86), director of the East India Company, and a number of his Cork kinsmen, at a time when the British in southern India were fighting both French forces and the rulers of Mysore.76 Tone’s later musing on how in different times ‘instead of planning revolutions’ he might have been ‘carrying on a privateering war . . . on the coasts of Spanish America’ was no idle jest.77


There are curious similarities between the Tones and the Wellesley brothers, Richard (1760–1842) and Arthur (1769–1852), who spent part of their childhood at the family town house in Grafton Street, Dublin, where Matilda Tone’s family lived. The Wellesleys were of noble birth, and Richard’s education took him to Harrow and Christ Church, Oxford, where he won the chancellor’s prize for Latin verse on the subject of the death of Captain Cook. Following the death of his father in 1781, he returned to Ireland as the second Earl of Mornington, was made a Knight of St Patrick when the order was founded in 1783, and identified himself with the Grattanite patriots in the Irish House of Lords, where he was a strong advocate of Catholic Emancipation. But Wellesley is best remembered as Governor-General of Bengal during the crucial years when the British consolidated control of the Indian subcontinent, defeating Tipu Sultan of Mysore, forcing the Nizam of Hyderabad into an alliance, and partitioning the northern kingdom of Oudh, before confronting the Marattas. In 1797, while Cornwallis was forced to stay in Ireland by rising discontent, Richard was sent to Madras in his place, following his younger brother Arthur, an ambitious and ruthless officer who would command the southern army in the decisive war against the Maratta confederacy, while the army of the north was commanded by General Gerard Lake (1744–1808), who had disarmed Ulster in 1797 and crushed the Wexford rising of the following year. While Tone would be remembered as the undisputed icon of Irish resistance to British rule, Mornington is sometimes regarded as the personification of the spirit of the ‘second British Empire’. His brother Arthur, created Duke of Wellington during his successful Peninsular campaign, would decide the fate of Europe.


The Tone family offers a rather bizarre example of the Anglo-Irish military tradition, already well established by the outbreak of the American  war. By 1760, it has been suggested, somewhere between a quarter and a third of officers in the British army were Irish Protestants.78 The profession of soldiering, alongside the church and the law, was a traditional outlet for the aristocracy and gentry. As Archbishop William King put it, those gentlemen who could not persuade their sons to study ‘divinity, law or physick’ would purchase a commission in the army as ‘the last refuge’.79 This applied only to officerships, ensigncies and cadetships; recruitment to the lower ranks was a very different matter. Following the collapse of the Jacobite regime, the enlistment of Irish Protestants to the lower ranks was made illegal. This extraordinary step was taken partly because it was feared that Irish Catholics might pass themselves off as conformists, and partly to avoid any weakening of the Protestant population in Ireland. Attempts to enforce this ban were taken seriously in the first half of the century. During the 1745 rebellion, however, the prohibition on local recruitment was relaxed to allow the admission of sixteen companies of Ulster Protestants. A survey of the British army units sent in North America in the summer of 1757 shows that 27.5 per cent were born in Ireland (compared with 30 per cent English and 27.5 per cent Scots).80


Catholics, needless to say, were regarded as unreliable; but it seems unlikely that they were ever completely excluded from the British forces. In spite of repeated protests by the Irish House of Commons and the Lords Justices during the 1690s, it was admitted that many private soldiers on the Irish establishment were ‘mere Irish, by extraction and descent . . . in natural aversion to the law, government and religion of England’.81 According to an official at the War Office in London, one regiment shipped to Flanders in 1708 lost as many as 130 men who ‘all went off to the Irish, and fought against us at Malplaquet’.82 When war broke out in 1739, it was reported that ‘great numbers’ of Irish had travelled to Britain to enlist, and five years later recruiting officers in England and Wales were warned ‘not to receive any Irishman or any known Roman Catholick’.83 By 1762 Lord Trimleston, a Catholic landowner who regarded himself as the spokesman of Catholic Ireland, felt official attitudes were beginning to change and offered to raise 3,000 Irish Catholics to serve George III—or rather his ally, the King of Portugal. Although blocked by the Dublin parliament, Trimleston’s proposal was favourably received by the government, and Catholic recruitment proceeded in the 1770s. It is well known that during the Napoleonic wars there were tens of thousands of Irish Catholics serving in the British army. By the 1790s they already made up a significant proportion of both the regular army and the forces of the East India Company. Following Cornwallis’s victory over Tipu Sultan of Mysore in 1792, a number of celebratory songs were performed at the Royal Saloon and New Amphitheatre in London, including the following:







From sweet Tipperary, to pick up some honour,


I am here to be sure, little Patrick O’Conner


With Dennis O’Neal, Trupy Blane and O’Carty,


By my soul we have routed the black-a-moor party.





Now d’ye see the queer chief would have fain made us bellow,


But for gallant Cornwallis, that fine British fellow;


While Tipoo made sure how, to kill us and eat us,


With half of his kingdom we made him to treat us.84





Already by 1796 United Irish propaganda was claiming that British power depended on Irish manpower. In addition to the huge sums voted by the Dublin parliament, Thomas Russell claimed in 1796 that 150,000 Irish soldiers had been employed in the war, including ‘men torn, without even the form of legal process, from their destitute innocent families under the name of defenders, by a set of detestable ruffians; crammed on board ships of war, and there forced to fight in a cause which, perhaps, they thought wrong’. The actual figures were rather more modest. Between 1793 and 1796 a total of 38,653 men were raised in Ireland, including marines and seamen. To this number we should probably add a substantial quantity of Irish living in Britain: over 80 per cent of the recruits raised in some London parishes in 1796–7 had been born in Ireland. Russell was probably on firmer ground when he estimated that almost a third of the seamen in the British navy were Irish.85 What scanty research has so far been done suggests that between 20 and 30 per cent of the men serving on the ships of the Royal Navy in the late eighteenth century were Irish-born.86 Assumptions that the spectacular series of mutinies that took place at Spithead and the Nore in 1797 were inspired partly by Irish republicans appear to have very little basis in evidence, although United Irish conspiracies were certainly detected aboard the Caesar and the Defiance in the summer of 1798.87 The major disadvantage of Irish recruits was not disloyalty but their notorious tendency to desertion, especially in Ireland itself, where men enlisted in one regiment after another, collecting their bounty money before disappearing. In January 1797 the Belfast News-Letter reported that one serial offender had been apprehended and, when asked by a magistrate for his trade, had replied: ‘An’t please your worship, I’m a recruit.’88


As we have already seen, the uses of the army and the way it was funded were political issues. Throughout the century military expenditure dominated public revenue. There were frequent complaints in the House of Commons about the abuses of the barrack-masters, and in 1747 a major scandal involving Arthur Neville Jones, the Surveyor General, was the occasion of a full-scale power struggle between the Speaker and Archbishop Stone. During the Townshend viceroyalty the augmentation of the troops  on the Irish establishment dominated political debate. Questions of defence policy were particularly urgent, of course, during the American and French revolutions, as described fully in the final chapters of this book. The release of 4,000 troops for service against the rebel colonists in 1776 occasioned fierce debates in the Irish House of Commons, and opinion was even more bitterly divided out of doors. The struggle for control of the armed forces in Ireland—the Volunteers, the fencibles, the militia—was just as important as the issues of constitutional reform. After the arrival of a French invasion fleet in Bantry Bay at the end of 1796 political debate was dominated by accusations of terror and counter-terror. During the next two years the regular forces stationed in Ireland were reinforced, the Yeomanry was raised, the powers of the magistracy were increased, radicals were arrested, imprisoned and disarmed, and parts of the country were placed under effective military rule. The theme of state coercion became the focal point of republican propaganda.89 The appeal of the people of Ulster (1797), distributed as far afield as Kilkenny, Dublin, Wexford and Wicklow, presented a grim picture of Ulster under martial law, no doubt intended as a warning for the people of the south: ‘Our best citizens are entombed in Bastilles, or hurried on board Tenders, our wives and our children are become the daily victims of an unconstrained and licentious foreign soldiery.’90


The social and cultural impact of military garrisons was also profound. Swift and Sheridan observed that veterans who returned from Flanders after the War of the Spanish Succession aspired to be ‘the Dictators of Behaviour, Dress and Politeness’ in the coffee-houses and drawing-rooms of Dublin, where their foreign accomplishments were ‘copyed as the Standard-Patterns of whatever was refined in Dress, Equipage, Conversation, or Diversions’.91 The visibility of officers and their men in Irish life was suggested by their appearance on the stage. One of the best-known comedies of the era was George Farquhar’s The recruiting officer (1706), which may have owed something to the author’s experience as a grenadier in the Earl of Orrery’s regiment. It was performed more than five hundred times in London during the eighteenth century, and was apparently the first play ever staged in Australia, performed by convicts in 1789. Dublin editions appeared in 1727, 1732 and 1741, and it was included in later collections of his complete works. For obvious reasons, The recruiting officer remained a favourite until the end of the century, being performed in Belfast three times between 1775 and 1780. In the later eighteenth century John O’Keeffe’s The poor soldier (1783), set in the Irish countryside and incorporating some of Carolan’s Irish airs, was another runaway success.


Advocates of the British military presence argued that Ireland, or rather the Protestant interest in Ireland, benefited from English soldiers who settled there and began families.92 During the famine of the early 1740s the children of soldiers accounted for more than half of those baptised in  Kinsale. When regiments were suddenly withdrawn from Ireland in 1762, a single Dublin parish was left with 392 destitute children whose fathers were soldiers.93 In 1764 an appeal was launched to found the Hibernian Society’s School for the Children of Soldiers, since ‘upon the removal of regiments and of drafts from regiments to foreign service, great numbers of children had been left destitute of all means of subsistence’. A school capable of accommodating 348 boys and 162 girls was opened in 1767.94 In Dublin and in garrison towns, no doubt, there were also prostitutes or ‘lewd women’ serving the army. Certainly one of the prosecution witnesses at the trial of Father Nicholas Sheehy was denounced as ‘a lady of easy virtue, well-known to the common soldiers’.95


The final issue to be considered here concerns relations between the army and the civilian population. This is a neglected subject but an important one. As in England, the most common operations of the army were putting down riots, aiding revenue officers and assisting magistrates in the routine maintenance of law and order. It is only recently that James Kelly and Vincent Morley, by their painstaking trawls through newspapers, have begun to explore these activities. The uses of the armed forces in tackling tories and bandits, smugglers and agrarian unrest are explored in Chapter 9. Some of the tensions that resulted can be glimpsed in the papers of Lieutenant-Colonel Samuel Bagshawe of the 93rd Regiment of Infantry. Born into a Derbyshire nonconformist family, Bagshawe had run away from school to enlist in the Cameronian Regiment as a private soldier, and had spent seven years in Gibraltar and lost a leg at the siege of L’Orient. In Ireland he married into the military Fermanagh family of the Caldwells and eventually became M.P. for Tallagh, County Waterford. His attitudes towards the Irish were summed up in 1750:





The common people of this Country are naturally fond of times of Confusion because they have an Oppertunity [sic] of indulging some favourite appetites such as Thieving and Cruelty; and if it were not that they stand in awe of a Set of Folks in my Neighbourhood We should have had some Instance of both, but we use so little Ceremony with ’em that they do not have any Disputes [where] We are concerned.





Such assumptions may have been confirmed by a riot in Cork in July 1753, which followed a series of attacks on the sentries who manned the gates of the city. On 27 July, when two sergeants of the main guard were savagely attacked within fifty yards of the guard-house, a group of soldiers ‘without waiting for orders’ pursued the assailants. One man died when they fired shots into the crowd from a distance. This killing, Bagshawe noted, ‘is by the Mob charged to the Soldiers & has raised them to such a Pitch of Fury that I am informed they [intend] to hough and destroy every Soldier [that] shall  fall in their Way & that the Sons of the Deceased have taken an Oath to have Blood for Blood’. Bagshawe proposed the introduction of a night-time patrol to prevent the outrages that followed. Sentries posted at the gates of the town were to have orders to stop anyone carrying firearms, swords or other weapons ‘who had not the Appearance of Gentlemen’, but he was informed by his commanding officers that he did not have the authority to give such an order.96


A glance through the newspaper columns of the eighteenth century will reveal frequent reports of soldiers involved in brawling, rioting and breaking open jails. Sometimes these clashes had a ritualistic or recreational quality to them, reminiscent of urban faction-fighting. In 1725, for example, a fight started when a mob gathered for hurling on Oxmantown Green in Dublin and one of the local men ‘accidentally’ hit a soldier with a dead cat. A large group of soldiers suffered the humiliation of being beaten back to their barracks yard.97 In Limerick, a large garrison town where the gates were shut between 10 p.m. and daybreak, gangs of soldiers (and their wives) were alleged to have terrorised the inhabitants during the 1720s.98 In this case military violence and harassment seems to have been related to the political ambitions of the governor of the garrison. Disturbances involving off-duty soldiers continued to be common, especially in Dublin, in the second half of the century. From the early 1770s, however, when Townshend permitted recruitment parties for both Irish and British regiments to extend their tours into Leinster, Munster and Connacht for the first time, relations with townspeople grew more ugly as somewhere between fifty and a hundred soldiers were ‘houghed’ in a spate of ritualised attacks.99 Houghing was a traditional form of violence, usually directed at livestock rather than men, in which the hamstrings of animals were severed by agrarian protestors, often resulting in death. This form of mutilation also featured in the ongoing warfare in Dublin between the weavers of the Liberties and the journeymen butchers of Ormond Market. Throughout the period of the American war, as Vincent Morley has pointed out, the houghing of army personnel was reported in Dublin, Cork, Galway, Clonmel, Waterford, Kilkenny and Cashel.100 There were probably ten or twelve attacks each year. The perpetrators, often named in newspapers but not always caught, were shoemakers, carpenters and carriers. As we might expect, groups of soldiers frequently retaliated. The Dublin garrison rioted in February 1780; in June the Galway garrison was withdrawn from the town when they attacked the jail following the acquittal of a suspected hougher; in September 1781 many were injured when a ‘lawless mob’ of soldiers ran through Cork after a soldier was fatally stabbed by three men. Following the last incident, the Catholic clergy read an exhortation in the city’s chapels. The Catholic inhabitants were urged ‘to consider the military that had been sent here for our defence, as their best friends and protectors’.101 There is no  evidence to suggest that houghing represented ideological resistance to the war, as opposed to resistance to recruitment campaigns, but the ‘colonial’ character of the garrisons may have been a factor. Significantly, the one area free from such attacks was Ulster. In the north the opposition among the Presbyterian communities to the American war was, of course, well known. Whether because of religious and cultural similarities, or because Ulster was itself an established recruiting ground, relations between soldiers and civilians were nevertheless relatively cordial.


CONCLUSION


Ascendancy Ireland was the product of the military conquests of the 1640s and 1690s. The legacy of these conflicts could still be felt in the bitter ethnic and religious divisions within Irish society. Yet this was not, Sean Connolly has argued, ‘a society held down by force’, and most historians have agreed. Instead, Connolly continues, ‘government depended on the continued willingness of the many, most of the time, to accept the domination of the few’.102 Can these conclusions be justified? As always, the peculiar social world of eighteenth-century Ireland demands a degree of caution on the part of the historian. The absence of large-scale or constant coercion certainly does not imply consent. Nothing in this chapter, or anywhere else in this book, suggests that Irish Catholics were willing participants in their own subordination. The repeated reports of Catholic (and Presbyterian) ‘insolence’ from magistrates suggest a different picture. Following the outbreak of Anglo-Spanish hostilities in 1718, for example, the Bishop of Meath described the response of the populace: ‘The Popish Natives have a Firm Perswasion that their Religion &c are to be restor’d to them by the Spaniards, & yt this is ye Time when these Fine Prophecies of theirs are to be fulfill’d.’103 Similar references to the insolence and prophetic hopes of the Catholic population are scattered throughout this book.


Of course, the day-to-day running of Ascendancy Ireland did not depend on the regular use of force. As we have seen, the role of the army did not differ greatly from that in England. Travellers’ accounts of eighteenth-century Ireland, of which there are many, make frequent reference to all sorts of Irish anomalies, but they do not give the impression of an unusually militarised society. Historians are perfectly right to avoid such terms as ‘army of occupation’, since this twentieth-century terminology is of doubtful use. The threat of French invasion was always taken seriously during wartime. But Britain was a maritime power: ultimately the defence of Protestant Ascendancy, like the Protestant succession and the Revolution settlement, did not depend on the army at all, but on the maintenance of British naval supremacy. Without a French or Spanish expedition, it seemed reasonably certain, the Catholic masses could not present an effective threat to Protestant Ascendancy. Although they formed a large majority of the  population, Sir Richard Cox argued that ‘6 of 8 of all the Irish live in a brutish nasty Condition, as in Cabins, with neither Chimney, Door, Stairs nor Window; feed chiefly upon Milk and Potatoes, whereby their Spirits are not disposed for War’.104 Yet the possibility of foreign intervention, the persistent theme of the Jacobite poets, could never be entirely dismissed.
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The Irish Enlightenment and its Enemies


‘In the present enlightened and improving period of Society, it is not for the IRISH ROMAN CATHOLICS alone to continue silent.’ So began the manifesto of the newly formed Catholic Society of Dublin, a radical group associated with the United Irishmen, in 1791.1 In keeping with what the author described variously as ‘a philosophic age’, an ‘age of toleration’ and ‘this enlightened age’, the Society called for the abolition of the entire penal code. Writing in the same year, the young Protestant barrister Theobald Wolfe Tone contrasted the religious bigotry of the ‘dark ages of superstition’ with the ‘days of illumination’ at the close of the eighteenth century. His famous Argument on behalf of the Catholics of Ireland was addressed to the ‘enlightened republicans’ of Belfast, recommending to them the example of the French National Assembly, where Protestants and Catholics sat together in peace.2 He was echoed by Father John Nassau, a Catholic priest trained at Douai and Louvain, who was acquainted with the works of Montesquieu, Gibbon and Hume and was confident that ‘every enlightened man now acknowledges that Freedom ought to be restored to Roman Catholics’.3 These pamphlets, and dozens of others like them, make it abundantly clear that the Irish radicals of the 1790s, like their counterparts in France, saw themselves as the heirs of the great philosophers, Locke, Montesquieu, Diderot and Voltaire, and celebrated their collective triumph over the ignorance and superstition of the past. Yet the relationship between radicalism and the Enlightenment was a complex and difficult one, and nowhere more so than in Ireland, a predominantly Catholic country ruled by what most Europeans had come to regard as the most progressive nation in the world.


It is for its intellectual and cultural achievements, its reputation as ‘the age of reason’, that the eighteenth century has been celebrated as laying the foundations of modern European life. The optimistic belief in human improvability, the elevation of human reason above traditional assumptions, and the defence of individual judgment against the censorship of church and state—all were valued as widely in Ireland as any other European kingdom. Recent discussions of the Enlightenment often begin with the  answer put forward by the German philosopher Immanuel Kant in his essay ‘Was ist Aufklärung?’ (1784), and this still serves as a useful point of departure for students of the period. Enlightenment, according to Kant, represented the coming of age of mankind, our release from childish superstition and inherited prejudice. A similar sense of human emancipation is conveyed by Diderot’s Encyclopédie, where the philosophe was described as one who, ‘trampling on prejudice, tradition, universal consent, authority, in a word all that enslaves most minds, dares to think for himself’.4 This was a self-consciously progressive age. To the French it was the ‘siècle des luminères’; to the Germans, Aufklärung. For the first time Europeans had made up their minds that the present was preferable, in intellectual and material terms, to the past.


To move from general perceptions of the eighteenth century as an enlightened age to definitions of a unified movement called ‘the Enlightenment’ is no easy matter. Once an exclusively French club, confined to the salons of Paris, the rules of membership have been greatly relaxed. Each nation now boasts an enlightenment of its own. In practice, admittedly, most surveys still begin with the Parisian avant-garde—Montesquieu, Voltaire and Rousseau; and the Encyclopédie, that great compendium of learning launched by Diderot and d’Alembert in 1751, is still regarded as its greatest monument. But all the French enlighteners, it is usually acknowledged, looked to English exemplars, most obviously Isaac Newton’s revolution in physics and John Locke’s theory of human understanding. The seminal importance of England is now fully recognised, and the broader cultural character of the English-speaking Enlightenment has begun to get the attention it deserves. Another early centre of new learning was Amsterdam, where Pierre Bayle edited his model literary review Nouvelles de la République des Lettres (1684–7). For the Dutch historian Jonathan Israel, the real innovators were Spinoza and his circle, and the boldest achievements of the Enlightenment were already over by the 1740s.5 Increasingly, however, it is Scotland that appears as the enlightened nation par excellence: no other country can surpass the novelty, range and sheer intellectual power of David Hume, Adam Smith, Adam Ferguson, Lord Kames and William Robertson. It no longer seems, as it once did, that the mental world of eighteenth-century Europeans grows darker as we move further away from Paris. In one view, indeed, the Enlightenment flourished most on the European periphery—in places such as Naples, Poland and Hungary ‘where the contact between a backward world and a modern one was chronologically more abrupt, and geographically closer’.6 This certainly fits the Scottish case, where the juxtaposition of the rapidly commercialising Lowlands and the ‘backward’ clan structures of the Highlands stimulated interest in the new science of political economy.


As the geography of the Enlightenment has become more complicated, the interests of historians have shifted from the philosophes themselves to  the production and consumption of ideas, from the exclusive society of the salon to the bustle of the coffee-house. It is no longer the pioneers who attract most attention, but the popularisers. As Roy Porter urged, Enlightenment thought should not be seen as a canon of classical works but as ‘a living language, a revolution in mood, a blaze of slogans, delivering the shock of the new’.7 The emblematic figure is now less likely to be Voltaire or Hume than the polite essayist and journalist Joseph Addison, whose ambition it was to take philosophy ‘out of Closets and Libraries, Schools and Colleges, to dwell in Clubs and Assemblies, at Tea-Tables and in Coffee Houses’.8 The historians of this most convivial and clubbable of centuries are more concerned with the media of the Enlightenment than the message, with its characteristic modes of association and sociability, with reading practices and the book trade, with its impact on childhood and family life.9


Why is it, then, that the words ‘Irish’ and ‘Enlightenment’ are never uttered in the same breath? Until very recently Ireland has been conspicuously absent from the burgeoning world of Enlightenment studies. This neglect is surely unjust. It cannot be denied, of course, that Ireland contained no philosophes of the stature of Voltaire, Kant or Hume. Yet Irishmen made very significant contributions, as we shall see, especially the radical freethinker John Toland (1670–1722) and the moral philosopher Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746). Toland was the main spokesman of the Deists, a cluster of intellectuals who rejected biblical revelation and claimed that humans had access to the necessary truths of ‘natural’ religion through the use of reason alone. The importance of Hutcheson, the son of a Presbyterian minister in Armagh, who became master of a Dissenting academy in Dublin during the 1720s and then professor of moral philosophy at Glasgow University from 1730 until his death in 1746, is now beyond dispute—thanks, it must be confessed, to historians of Scotland rather than Ireland. It was Hutcheson’s arrival at Glasgow, in the view of the moral philosopher Dugald Stewart, that marked the beginning of a Scottish Enlightenment that was all the more remarkable given the ‘intolerance, bigotry, and barbarism of the preceding century’.10 A few decades earlier an Italian scholar, reviewing the Scottish Enlightenment, had wondered if ‘IRELAND might become the seat of science and literature’, citing the examples of Swift, Hutcheson and Berkeley as ‘proof that the IRISH are capable of equalling any of the northern nations in erudition and elegance, in criticism and philosophy’.11


Ireland did not, alas, replace Scotland as the intellectual powerhouse of the north, but other significant thinkers, such as the scientist William Molyneux and the Catholic reformer Charles O’Conor, were unmistakably Enlightenment figures. William Molyneux is best known to Irish historians as the author of The case of Ireland stated (1698), but he was also a friend  and correspondent of John Locke, and a key figure in bringing the ‘new learning’ to Ireland. Because of the popularity of the ‘Molyneux problem’ he occupies a footnote in European philosophy; more importantly, his correspondence sheds light upon the stirrings of the scientific revolution in Ireland. Charles O’Conor divided his intellectual energies between two connected projects, the antiquarian reconstruction of pre-Norman Ireland and the political rehabilitation of the Catholics. Moreover, Edmund Burke, once regarded as a forerunner of romanticism, is now seen increasingly as a late Enlightenment figure, drawing not only on Scottish moral philosophy and history, but upon the lessons of his early Irish experiences. All of these writers are examined below, but it should be borne in mind that their shared assumptions and values are just as important as the individuals themselves. The object of this chapter is not simply to draw attention to a number of interesting intellectuals, but to situate them within the correspondence and publishing networks that provided the context for Enlightenment thinking.


THE IRISH REPUBLIC OF LETTERS


‘To be born in IRELAND’, lamented the poet and essayist James Arbuckle, ‘is usually looked upon as a Misfortune.’12 A key member of the so-called ‘Molesworth circle’, Arbuckle was a Belfast Presbyterian who had tried his hand at poetry, political agitation and theological controversy while still a student at Glasgow. Abandoning plans to enter the ministry, he settled in Dublin to establish the Dublin Weekly Journal with the assistance of Robert Molesworth. Although his loyalties were clearly Whiggish, patriotic and latitudinarian, Arbuckle steered clear of party controversies and concentrated instead on the reformation of manners, the encouragement of domestic manufactures and trade, and what he called ‘the Commonwealth of Learning’.13 The manifesto of his ‘Letters of Hibernicus’, serialised in the Dublin Weekly Journal in 1725–6, set out his goals in terms that echoed the civic moralism of Francis Hutcheson and reveal how closely he modelled his paper on the massively influential Spectator, produced by Joseph Addison and Richard Steele:





To impress my Readers with a just Sense of Life and its Enjoyments; to make Virtue appear in its native Beauty and Lustre; . . . to recommend universal Benevolence, publick Spirit, and the Love of our Country; to correct a false Taste of Writing, and banish Nonsense, Indecency and Impertinence from the public Diversions . . .14





One of the grievances regularly aired by Arbuckle was that men of letters were forced to quit Ireland because of lack of encouragement at home. ‘Many an excellent Piece has been conceived among our Hibernian Bogs’, he  complained, ‘which now passes as the genuine Production of Cam or Isis [i.e. Cambridge and Oxford].’15 For the Ascendancy class in particular the cultural capital was London, the home (for some of the time at least) of Molesworth, Swift, Burke, Sheridan and Goldsmith. The radical writer John Toland celebrated London as the new Rome of the West, not only the ‘largest, fairest, richest, and most populous City in the World’ but also the most free.16 Throughout the century the stage Irishman was a stock fixture in the London theatre. Characterised as hard-up, stupid and with an unfortunate propensity for duelling, his speech was marked by lisping, a heavy brogue, and ridiculous malapropisms or ‘bulls’ (even Burke, an accomplished parliamentary orator, was mocked as ‘Edmund Bonnyclabber’). Irish squires, it was believed, were relentless in their pursuit of the wealthy heiress. James Gillray’s satirical cartoon, ‘Paddy on horseback’ (1779), pictured a shabby Irishman, hurtling towards London sitting back-to-front on a bull, with a guide entitled ‘New Systems of Fortune-Hunting’ and a list of potential victims headed by ‘Lady Mary Rotten Rump, St James’s Square, £30,000’.17 There would have been little point in such caricatures, of course, if Irish gentlemen were not making their way in the metropolis as writers, lawyers and soldiers as well as social climbers. Not the least of their successes, indeed, was in the theatres of Covent Garden; as early as 1743 the emergence of a positive counter-stereotype was announced by Thomas Sheridan’s farce, The brave Irishman; or Captain O’Blunder.
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