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To the Derry women who demanded peace, and especially to those women, bereaved by violence, who refused to allow their loss to be exploited for the perpetuation of violence.
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Conor Cruise O’Brien: An Appreciation


by Oliver Kamm





The last time – literally the last time, when he had an advanced stage of cancer – I visited Christopher Hitchens, we talked about the books and writers that had influenced him. He told how, in 1967, he picked up a volume of essays called Writers and Politics by Conor Cruise O’Brien in a public library in Tavistock, Devon. Reading it, he formed the ambition to be able to write like that.


I had a similar experience. I never met O’Brien but he was one of the earliest and most important influences on my political thinking and my wish to be a writer. As an undergraduate at Oxford, I picked up one of his books in the Bodleian Social Science Library. It was a collection of essays and reviews called Herod: Reflections on Political Violence (1978). His arguments throughout the book were a different face of O’Brien’s politics (though he would certainly have claimed they were the same politics in essence) from his volume of the 1960s. In condemning America’s war in Vietnam, he was recognisably a writer of the anti-imperialist Left. In his later volume, encapsulating his experience as a cabinet minister in Ireland’s coalition government in the mid-1970s, he wrote of the destructiveness of absolutism.


It’s a great book. In it, O’Brien not only denounces IRA terrorism, as you would expect from a mainstream politician, but – in a sense quite different from the rationalisations offered by ideological apologists for political violence – seeks to understand it. I mean, really understand it – not extenuate it by equivocation and non sequitur. And his thinking leads him to attack the republican mythology at the heart of the Irish state. Few writers have analysed terrorism so acutely or been as effective in undermining its ideological justifications. Here is how O’Brien recounts his thinking:




In the politics of the Republic, I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles in Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.





As a prophet, O’Brien was fallible. He doubted that the Irish constitution, with its irredentist claims to the whole island of Ireland, could be reformed in order to excise those articles. Yet eventually it was, and politics in Northern Ireland became marginally more normal (or at least less sectarian and violent). What was significant, even brilliant, about O’Brien’s analysis was its lucidity in exposing cant. He realised that it was an untenable position for democratic politics both to condemn terrorism and to rely on a romanticised view of how the state had come into being and won its independence. O’Brien was repelled by the ‘cult of the blood sacrifice’ (expressed most eloquently but chillingly by Yeats in his one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan) which underlay republican thinking. Being O’Brien, he didn’t hold back in saying so. It took courage – raw physical courage, and not only political heterodoxy – to say such things in Ireland in the 1970s.


O’Brien had many roles in his long and eminent life. He was diplomat, statesman, politician, historian, literary critic, journalist and polymath. But most of all, he was a public intellectual in the best sense of the term. He applied his knowledge and critical intelligence to matters of great public interest, and he expressed his thinking in elegant, spare prose that argued a case with remorseless logic. He was a great man and a great Irishman, and Faber are to be congratulated in reissuing his work.


O’Brien’s written output is best represented by his historical studies. Three of those volumes stand out in my estimation. First, States of Ireland (1972) remains the finest historical account of how the Troubles in Ireland erupted. It was a seminal revisionist treatment of the myths of Irish republicanism. If, as many of his admirers (including me) thought, O’Brien eventually went too far in embracing the cause of unionism and underestimated the capacity of a constitutional nationalism to reform itself, he did so with an unflinching humane intelligence.


O’Brien’s history of the Zionist movement and Israel, The Siege (1986), is also a fine work of scholarship whose analysis stands up well in the light of later events. O’Brien was a friend to and admirer of Israel and often a lonely voice in media circles in explaining the Jewish state’s security dilemmas. His downbeat but realistic conclusion was that Israel could not be other than it is, a Jewish state, which merited the sympathy of liberals in maintaining its democratic and secular character in spite of being in a state of permanent siege. Devoutly as he wished for a peaceful solution to the conflict in Palestine, O’Brien believed that a solution was not available. On his analysis, conflicts don’t have solutions: they have outcomes. I hope he is eventually proved wrong, and that a two-state solution between a sovereign Palestine and a safe Israel comes into being. But O’Brien’s pessimism seems historically well-grounded.


Probably O’Brien’s greatest achievement of historical scholarship is his biography of Edmund Burke, The Great Melody (1992). Burke is much cited by modern conservatives, and not necessarily accurately. The ‘little platoons’ that they celebrate aren’t what Burke meant by the phrase; he was instead appealing to a notion of a fixed social order, in which each man knew his place. It is far removed from the modern ideals of social (and sexual) equality. Yet O’Brien retrieved the idea of Burke as a Whig of unrivalled historical farsightedness. On O’Brien’s telling, Burke foresaw the bloody degeneration of the French Revolution even while celebrating the potential of the American Revolution. Among the gems in the paperback edition of the book is his respectful and affectionate exchange with Isaiah Berlin. O’Brien, as a confirmed Rousseau-basher, will have no quarter with any romantic idealisation of ‘the general will.’


O’Brien’s was a tough-minded version of liberalism, which stressed the dangers of untrammelled reason. In that respect, he was a worthy inheritor of the tradition of Burke. In his late collection On the Eve of the Millennium (1995), he noted that the worst crimes of the twentieth century had been committed by forces that considered themselves thoroughly emancipated from superstition – Nazism and Communism. O’Brien was a man of the Enlightenment, who believed its greatest enemy was absolutism.


His contrarian streak sometimes led him to mistaken and even perverse positions: against European integration; against intervention to stop the aggressive designs of Slobodan Milosevic; opposition in principle, and not merely pragmatic objections, to the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland; and most notably a deep hostility to the American ‘civic religion’ that celebrates Thomas Jefferson. His book The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution (1996) depicts America’s third president as (and I don’t exaggerate) an ideological precursor of Pol Pot.


It’s an extraordinary argument and not, I think, O’Brien’s finest. His historical revisionism, so valuable a tool, tended to overreach itself. The strict taxonomy that O’Brien set out – the American Revolution extended liberty, the French and Russian revolutions negated it – was, in reality, fuzzier than he allowed. But, again, O’Brien arrived at his conclusions with an intellectual honesty that caused him not to shirk unfashionable sentiments. The reforms enacted by the Constituent Assembly in France from 1789 to 1791 were quite limited, but went in the direction of secularism and the removal of the hereditary principle. Those who believe, crudely, that the American Revolution was good and the French Revolution bad do have the problem of explaining why Jefferson, as ambassador to Paris, saw these causes as consistent. O’Brien provides his own answer, which may be mistaken (I think it is), but it is an answer: Jefferson’s politics were more French than American.


The French revolution of 1789 was admired throughout Europe, including Britain and particularly in Germany, for good reason. It was, like the American Revolution, a historic moment for the cause of reform, secularism and (I use the term without irony) progress. The turning point was war with Austria and Prussia in 1792. This precipitated a second revolution and all that followed: regicide, terror, and the reassertion of autocracy and nationalism. There was no reason that European governments should have sought to undermine the movement of 1789, and in doing so they became steadily more authoritarian at home. The Enlightenment tradition is perhaps more consistent than O’Brien allowed for. But he was brilliant at seeing its darker side. There were idiosyncrasies in his outlook but his was fundamentally an advocacy of a humane and liberal politics. He richly deserves a new generation of readers.
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Preface to Panther edition





The original edition of States of Ireland was published by Hutchinson’s and was completed in the early summer of 1972. I have added to this edition two postscripts. The first deals with events from the summer of 1972 up to the setting up of the Northern Ireland Assembly following the elections of 28th June 1973. The second deals with events from the summer of 1973 to mid-April 1974.


I have revised the rest of the text only to the extent of correcting several factual errors and misprints in the original edition. At no point have I attempted any retrospective correction of interpretation – see the opening paragraph of Chapter 12, ‘The Water and the Fish’.


In some cases statements which were factual at the time of writing have ceased to be so by reason of subsequent political changes. Instead of deleting or amending these I have placed them in square brackets 



















Foreword





This is not a book about Ireland. If it were, it would be a pleasanter book. I live in Ireland by choice, after experience of living in many other places, and I am happy here. Our neighbours are friendly, our view is beautiful, my political friends are fine upstanding people, my political enemies fascinating in their own way. I don’t mind the gossip any more than the rain. The censors are no longer eating writers in the street. We are not as bad as we are painted, especially by ourselves. In fact I love Ireland, as most Irish people do, with only an occasional fit of the shudders.


Unfortunately the subject of this book – the relations between Catholics and Protestants, and between the two political entities created by those relations – is one peculiarly conducive to shudders. When one has to write about that aspect of Ireland one has to take leave of almost everything that is lovable in Ireland: the affection, the peace, the mutual concern, the courtesy which exist in abundance – if they cannot always be said to prevail – inside each community. Instead we must discuss the conditions of a multiple frontier: not just the territorial border, but a very old psychological frontier area, full of suspicion, reserve, fear, boasting, resentment, Messianic illusions, bad history, rancorous commemorations and – today more than ever – murderous violence. This is not Ireland, and it is not peculiar to Ireland: such frontiers, of tribe, colour, religion, language, culture, scar a great part of the surface of the globe, and have cost millions of lives even in this decade (Israel, Biafra, Bangladesh, etc.). Our frontier is exceptionally old – over three-and-a-half centuries – and now so disturbed that many of us fear we may be approaching the brink of full-scale civil war.


I lived in New York from 1965 to 1969. During that period, Northern Ireland and its peculiar institutions were already becoming, for the first time in many years, matters of front-page news and editorial comment in the American and world press. Students questioned me about it:


‘Why do the Irish Catholics and the Protestants hate one another so much?’




‘It’s not really a religious problem, is it?’


‘Is it a colonial problem?’


‘Is it a racial problem?’


‘Why does England keep Ireland divided?’


‘When is Ireland going to be united?’


‘Don’t you want Ireland to be united?’


‘What is the solution?’





I had no simple answers to any of these questions. Rather, they started other questions going in my own mind. For example:


What do the terms, ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ in Ireland mean?


Do they mean the same in the North, and in the South?


What relative importance have class, tribal, religious, and colonial elements in the conflict?


What do my own background and experience, as distinct from theoretical analysis, tell me about Catholics and Protestants in Ireland?


In the early summer of 1969, I resigned my chair at New York University and returned to Ireland to run as a Labour candidate in the General Election. I was elected for the mainly working-class constituency of Dublin North-East: it was a four-seat constituency, and I finished second. The candidate who finished first was Mr. Charles Haughey, then Minister for Finance in the Fianna Fáil government, and later acquitted on charges of complicity in the running of guns into Ireland (see Chapter 9).


After I took my seat as a member of a minority Opposition party, I became fairly closely concerned with the situation in the North (as indeed I had been ten years before as a civil servant in the Department of External Affairs) and especially now with the far-reaching effects of that situation on politics in the South. (See Chapters 9 to 12.)


When I was asked to write ‘a book about the North’,1 I found that I could not write about the North in isolation partly because others, both participants and journalists present in Northern Ireland through long months of crisis, are better qualified to do so, and some of them have in fact done so; but also because it seemed to me that the political entity called Northern Ireland should not be viewed only in isolation, since this entity is only part of a not entirely successful historical answer to continuing problems: those of the relations between Catholics and Protestants in the island of Ireland, and of the relations between these communities, and their territories to Great Britain.


Specifically: The population of Northern Ireland consists of about two-thirds Protestants to one-third Catholics. But Protestant fear and suspicion of Catholics in Northern Ireland do not correspond to these proportions, but to the proportions between Catholic and Protestant in the entire island of Ireland, in which Protestants are outnumbered by Catholics by more than three to one. And Catholics in Northern Ireland are also strongly conscious of this proportion, and of rights which they believe it to imply.


Also: The manner in which the island is divided – with the ‘Protestant’ area of Northern Ireland including cities, towns and counties with Catholic majorities, while the ‘Catholic’ republic includes no city, town or county with a Protestant majority – does not reflect a ‘natural’ balance between the communities that make up the population of Ireland; it reflects the different historical relations between these communities and the people of Great Britain. The British Government of 1920 did not create – nor does the British Government today artificially preserve – the relations between the two communities in Ireland which resulted in the partition of the island, but when partition became inevitable, the British Government of 1920 ensured that the benefits of all doubts went to one community: the Protestant community descended from settlers from Britain.


Thus, both communities in Northern Ireland have looked for support from outside the area. Catholics have looked to the Republic, with its Catholic majority, and also to the descendants of Irish Catholics in the United States, Canada and Australasia, as in the past they looked to European powers. Protestants have looked to Britain and – to a much lesser extent – to areas like the American Bible Belt or, in the past, to some of the Protestant princes of Europe.


Today, conflict in Northern Ireland is waged with, on both sides, an appeal to the outside world, and a hope of influencing outside decisions – especially but not exclusively, decisions in London.


I am convinced that the distinct communities indicated by the terms ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ are the prime realities of the situation. This is not the same as saying that religion is the main factor. Religious affiliation, in Ireland, is the rule of thumb by which one can distinguish between the people of native, Gaelic stock (Catholic) and those of settler stock from Scotland and England (Protestant).


The area now known as Northern Ireland is the only part of Ireland where sizeable populations of both stocks have long existed, and now exist, together. And in Northern Ireland they have functioned, and function, not just as religious groupings but as political groupings too. Protestant almost always means Unionist: favouring union that is, not with the rest of Ireland, but with Britain. Catholic almost always means anti-unionist, and implies support for some kind of united Ireland; this is not always conceived as incorporation in the present Republic, but the distinction is negligible, from a Protestant point of view.


In Northern Ireland, especially in conditions of tension, but also in normal times, the basic social information which people look for, in relation to any unfamiliar person or group, is ‘religion’. The same person who may tell you that ‘religion’ is not important, or that its importance is exaggerated, will talk freely, or not freely, with a friend in a taxi, depending on whether or not he knows that the religion of the taxi driver is the same as that of the group to which he himself adheres.2 In troubled times he may not take a taxi at all, unless he knows the driver personally, and can assess his reliability for a given drive, under given conditions of socio-religious stress. A well-known Catholic politician might take a Protestant taxi, even in conditions of tension, if he knew the driver and thought him safe. But if that driver took an unexpected turn into a Protestant street, the passenger would at least become tense, and not just about the fare. And both the driver and the passenger would be conscious, throughout the journey, of whether they were travelling along a Catholic or a Protestant street. And in no circumstances would either of them in the presence of the other allude to this situation, or to any subject bordering on politics or religion.


This state of Protestant–Catholic relations – the social electricity present in the air of Belfast and Derry even in time of peace – is almost as uncomfortable for people who write about Northern Ireland (and Ireland generally) as it is for those who live there.


Writers favourable to Northern Ireland, as a political entity, have had obvious reasons, in modern conditions, to ‘play down’ the tensions between the communities: or rather the alternations of latent and overt hostility between them. The founders and early leaders of the state were, it is true, not mealy-mouthed about the situation. Lord Craigavon, first Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, spoke of ‘a Protestant parliament for a Protestant people’ implying that the Catholic people of Northern Ireland, about one-third of the total, were to be governed by the parliament of a people to which they did not belong; which was true in substance. But in more recent times, most educated Protestants and Unionists found this kind of language both distasteful and unrewarding. Realities inside Northern Ireland, in terms of Protestant–Catholic relations, did not change very much since Lord Craigavon’s day until very recently indeed (see Chapters 7 and 8). But realities outside changed. Britain has changed internally, and in its relations to the rest of the world. In Lord Craigavon’s day, Protestant feelings were still a great political force in Britain, and so was the idea of loyalty to the Crown and Empire. Lord Craigavon ‘spoke the language’ of many, probably of most, ordinary English people. Today, Britain is a secular society, and the Empire is gone; the Crown is still there, but no longer evokes quite the old feelings. Furthermore, people who emphasize their loyalty to the Crown and the Union Jack, while being seen to push Roman Catholics around, are an embarrassment and a nuisance to contemporary Britain. There are after all a great many Roman Catholics, including Roman Catholics of Irish descent, in the United States, and relations with the United States are considerably more important than they appeared to be in Lord Craigavon’s day. (The Catholics of the Common Market, not being conscious of any Irish origin, are somewhat less relevant.)


Thus Lord Craigavon’s successors had adequate reasons for not talking Lord Craigavon’s language. They had sought to present Northern Ireland as essentially modern, a progressive corner of the United Kingdom. In this picture the actual state of relations between the two communities needed to be glossed over, and received this treatment.


In Britain itself for somewhat different reasons (and in addition to the ‘American’ factor) word of Catholic and Protestant relations in Ireland was unwelcome and boring. Ireland had bedevilled British politics for generations: people in Britain wanted to think that that problem at least was solved. On the very eve of the Civil Rights explosion, Professor A. J. P. Taylor wrote that ‘Lloyd George solved the Irish question in 1921’, and few people in Britain would have seen, or would have wanted to see, much reason to doubt this historical assessment. The Irish of the Republic had got what they wanted and gone; the Irish of Northern Ireland had got what they wanted and stayed, and that was that. This was a rough approximation to the truth. Attention to the state of Catholic–Protestant relations in the North, and relations between Catholics on both sides of the border, showed where the rough approximation broke down. Such attention was, therefore, not lavished. On the contrary there was a strong disposition to assume that Northern Ireland was a part of the United Kingdom, like any other, and that Protestant–Catholic relations there, tedious though they might be, were of no more significance than similar conditions in, say, Liverpool.


The official propaganda of the Republic (see Chapters 6 and 7) also glossed over these relations, using a green gloss. It stressed the responsibility of London for ‘the artificial partition of the country’, and in concentrating on this factor presented the Protestant–Catholic relationship as a side-issue or diversion. Furthermore it presented this relationship in terms of a purely political controversy. The Republic’s propaganda quite legitimately sought to expose that system of gerrymandering and discrimination in jobs and housing which made the minority in Northern Ireland second-class citizens (see Chapter 7). But in exposing this, Dublin publications simply translated the religious descriptions of the Census returns (‘Roman Catholic’; ‘Church of Ireland’; ‘Presbyterian’, etc.) into political terms: ‘Unionists’ and ‘Nationalists’. The equation in itself is accurate enough, but the substitution of the political for the religious term is subtly misleading, turning cultural separateness into a mere difference of opinion on a constitutional issue. In fact either the religious or the political description by itself, is incomplete: what is significant is the fact that either set of descriptions can be used equally efficiently to identify the communities for day-to-day practical purposes.


The Catholic–Protestant relationship and the relation of both communities to Britain have also been distorted or analysed out of existence, by various ‘Marxist’ or post-Marxist interpretations adopted by some left-wing activists, mainly from the Catholic community, and diffused by journalists and others in contact with those activists. These interpretations vary rather widely, but a common feature is the effort to trace the evils of Northern Ireland, and the Republic, to a source in British imperialism, apprehended as being as active a force now as at any time in the past, intensely concerned with keeping its grip on Ireland, and able to control the policies and actions of British governments, whether Tory or Labour. The grip of British imperialism is to be broken by revolution, for which the way will be prepared by various forms of activity (there is disagreement as to what forms) as a result of which the consciousness of the masses will be raised to a level at present attained only by a few people, the authors of the interpretations in question.


These people are not merely non-sectarian, but sincerely and militantly anti-sectarian, in their conscious outlook. Their intention has been to raise the level of consciousness of the masses, in terms of class interest, up out of the sectarian bog. The effect of their efforts, gestures and language, however, has been to raise the level of sectarian consciousness. They have encouraged the Catholics, and helped them to win important and long-overdue reforms (Chapter 8). They have frightened and angered Protestants, and if their efforts could be continued on the same lines, and with the same kind of success, they would bring to the people of the province, and the island, not class-revolution but sectarian civil war. And in fact, even at present, language and gestures which are subjectively revolutionary, but have appeal only within one sectarian community, are objectively language and gestures of sectarian civil war. (See Chapters 8 to 11.)


Granted the existence and influence of what seemed to me dangerously distorted green and orange, left and right, versions of the situation in and around Northern Ireland, I thought it might be of use to try to re-examine that situation, both in its historical and actual context, with reference always to the two communities, the Catholics and Protestants of Ireland, their interactions and their external relations.


Most history is tribal history: written that is to say in terms generated by, and acceptable to, a given tribe or nation,3 or a group within such a tribe or nation. If you know the language, etc.,4 in which any ‘standard’ history of the origins of the First World War is written you will be able to make predictions, with a small margin of error, about its selection of data, conclusions on controversial points, and general emphasis. It would not be true to say that if you know the religion of an Irish historian you could make similarly accurate predictions. But it would not be true, either, to say that the choice of history textbooks in use in the Republic and in Northern Ireland, and in schools of the different denominations within each entity, has been unaffected by the sectarian context. Nor would it be true to say that the composition and production of schools of history in the various universities of Ireland are altogether unaffected by the sectarian context within which these schools have historically developed, and in which they now exist. Historians, like other people, tend to identify with a community – not necessarily the one into which they were born – and in the case of modern historians this identification is likely to affect, and interact with, the character of their work, their career, their geographical location, and their public. Normally they write within a convention which suggests that these conditioning factors do not exist, or can be ignored. Marxist historians, indeed, emphasize such factors, but only as limitations on bourgeois historians.


This book is not a history, but an enquiry in the form of a discursive essay; an enquiry into certain aspects of Irish history, consciousness and society, as part of an effort to understand what has been happening in the two parts of Ireland in recent years.


The historian may claim – though we may be sceptical about the claim – that the scientific rigour of his work, and the accepted standards by which it will be judged, dispense him from any need to identify his own point of view, or the factors which may have conditioned it. The writer of an essay like the present, containing so much commentary and interpretation in proportion to fact, can claim no such dispensation.


This essay is concerned directly and throughout with the Catholic and Protestant communities in Ireland, and it is therefore relevant that the reader should know where the writer stands in relation to these communities. This is not essentially a matter of theology: a Protestant writer may identify with the Catholic community, and several have done so; the reverse identification seems much rarer, perhaps for the reason that when it occurs it tends to take the person concerned out of Ireland altogether, and certainly away from any preoccupation with Irish history – which is, in general, the concern of a Catholic more than of a Protestant public.


My own connection with the two communities is somewhat complex, which is perhaps in part why I am drawn to discuss the relation between them. My roots are entirely in one community: my formal education has been almost entirely in schools of the other community. These communities have traditionally very different attitudes to Britain. But in the community within which I was born there have also been very significant political differences, concerning the relationship with Britain, and with the other community in Ireland itself. My family was a political one, and the activities of its members, since the eighteen-seventies, traversed at different times most of the range of what seemed politically, culturally and socially possible and desirable within their community. My own attitude to these past activities, and to present-day alignments, is undoubtedly affected by family influences, as well as by my later education. In order that the reader may understand, as far as possible, the historical standpoint from which the enquiry begins, I have thought it well to include, along with the general history, a thread of family history.


There are no privileged observers, as Sartre remarked. My own background, education and capacities have provided me with blind spots as well as, I hope, some possibilities of insight. I have tried, in this essay, to develop these last possibilities, where I think I am aware of them, without trying to impart much information on subjects which I am conscious of understanding imperfectly myself. Thus, I have more to say about the literary movement than about economic history, not because I am saying that the first is more important than the second, but because I think I have something of relevance and interest to say about the first, which has not been said before, whereas I can have no such pretention in relation to the second. Such value as this essay may possess, as well as its obvious limitations, derives from its character as a personal enquiry. Let me end this foreword, therefore, with a few words of autobiography.


My own family background is entirely Southern Roman Catholic. I was born in Dublin in November 1917; my mother’s family came from Limerick and Tipperary, my father’s from Clare. We were on the lower fringes of the educated middle class. My father was a journalist – a leader-writer on the (Catholic) Freeman’s Journal. My mother was a vocational school-teacher. I was an only child.


The family politics (speaking of our relations generally) were Irish Nationalist, as was normal for Irish Catholics, but both the span and the intensity of our politics – within the general spectrum of Irish nationalism – were somewhat unusual. Our politics tended to affect our religion and our relations with Protestants in rather curious ways.


My maternal grandfather, David Sheehy, had been a Nationalist Member of Parliament, first for South Galway, later for Meath, from 1885 to 1918, at Westminster. He had been a seminarian student at the Irish College, Paris, had left it and had made a runaway match with my grandmother, who eloped with him from the convent where she was at school. He had been active in his early youth, in the revolutionary movement of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (often referred to as ‘Fenians’) (see Chapter 2). His brother, Father Eugene Sheehy, also of Fenian sympathies, was imprisoned in 1881, and later, as parish priest of Bruree, Co. Limerick, exercised a crucial influence over a young parishioner, Eamon de Valera. I have in my possession a yellowed photograph of my great-uncle which President de Valera gave me with the words, ‘Eisean a mhúin an tír-ghrá dhom’: ‘He taught me patriotism’. (A political enemy of Dev’s commented sourly to me that if my great-uncle taught de Valera patriotism, he had a lot to answer for.)


Both these Sheehy brothers had been active in the radical agrarian movement of the Land League, whose successful activities in the eighties, under Davitt and Parnell, gave the word ‘boycott’ to the languages of the world. My great-uncle had been known as ‘the Land League priest’: the article was significant: there was only one such priest at the time the Land League was founded, in 1879, and Father Eugene long remained the most active priest in the League. Many Catholic bishops were at this time hostile to the Land League, considered ‘Garibaldian’ and ‘Communistic’. The Pope specifically condemned boycotting and the Plan of Campaign. Neither David nor Eugene was much impressed by this. There is a family tradition of a sermon preached by my great-uncle, whose Bishop required him to take up a collection for ‘the Prisoner of the Vatican’. Father Eugene’s sermon began:




Beloved brethren: I know what the words ‘the Prisoner of the Vatican’ must convey to you. When you hear them you must think of the prisoners you know, in Kilmainham or Tullamore jail: men who, if they refuse to wear the prison clothes, are left naked in winter, in unheated cells, on bread and water. [These were the conditions of imprisonment of Eugene’s brother, David, in Tullamore Jail in 1887.] When you think of that, and you hear the words ‘the Prisoner of the Vatican’ it must conjure up a terrible picture in your minds. Fortunately, I am in a position to relieve some of your anxieties. I have been to Rome, and I have had the privilege of an audience with Our Holy Father. His Palace …





The description that followed raised sixpence in all for the Prisoner of the Vatican. The sermon seems to have been a reprisal for the Pope’s action in permitting the faithful (and loyal) to eat meat on a Friday in Queen Victoria’s Jubilee.


Against this background, it might seem rather surprising that in the great split of 1891, following the Parnell divorce case, David Sheehy should have taken what is regarded in retrospect as the Catholic and clericalist position, against the ‘Protestant adulterer’ Parnell: that he should have been, in the words of Mr. Casey in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man – among the ‘priests’ pawns’ who ‘broke Parnell’s heart’.


I remember as a boy being troubled by this. It would have been much more romantic and distinguished to have had a grandfather who had ‘stood by Parnell’. Also I was puzzled. My mother’s family had their faults, but they were not like pawns and they prided themselves – including Father Eugene – on opposing clerical influence in politics. This surely should have made them Parnellites, not anti-Parnellites. But anti-Parnellites they were, except for Tom Kettle, my Aunt Mary’s husband, and he hardly counted since (as well as being only a courtesy uncle) he had not been there to vote for or against Parnell. My grandfather had been there in Committee Room 15 in the House of Commons, and he had voted against. Why?


The Parnell split occurred twenty-seven years before I was born, and it must have been about forty years in the past by the time I became involved in it. In between, there had been the Rising of 1916, the Black-and-Tans, the Civil War of 1922, the coming of independence (or was it independence?) and the partition of the country. There had also been the First World War, but that seemed a side issue, in terms of the only history that really counted. And in that history, as far as it affected my imagination, the great primal and puzzling event was the fall of Parnell.




Postscript: The degree and kind of Catholic–Protestant tension described in this Foreword were those prevailing before the Provisional I.R.A’S offensive opened in 1971. (See Chapters 8 to 12.)







1 The terms ‘North’ and ‘South’ are used here for convenience and are without geographical precision. The most northerly part of the island of Ireland, Donegal, is in what is here referred to as ‘the South’: the twenty-six-county territory of the Republic of Ireland.


2 Not necessarily his own religious belief. In Northern Ireland a person who adheres to the politics of the other religion – a Protestant Nationalist, or Catholic Unionist – is for most practical purposes deemed, by the group he left, to have gone over to the other religion: which of course is worse than having been born in it.


3 That Marxist history is only an apparent exception to this is shown by Marx’s correspondence, and the development of Marxism itself, and therefore of Marxist history, into a number of national schools.


4 It is sometimes necessary to distinguish dialects, notably ‘American’ from ‘English’.
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The Fall of Parnell







‘The modern literature of Ireland, and indeed all that stir of thought which prepared for the Anglo-Irish war began when Parnell fell from power in 1891.1 A disillusioned and embittered Ireland turned from parliamentary politics and the race began, as I think, to be troubled by that event’s long gestation.’


W. B. YEATS, Address to the Swedish Academy on accepting the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1925.





The event was one thing; the way the event was imagined another thing, and more powerful. And there were men and women who lived through the event, and through the imagining of the event. Their lives, marked by this double experience, marked mine. And both the event and its imagining, and the consequences of the way in which it was imagined, helped powerfully to shape what happened in Ireland in the early twentieth century, and what is happening now.


Charles Stewart Parnell, in the summer of 1890, was at the height of his power and reputation. He was the Protestant leader of a Catholic people. The religious–political cleavage was already quite clear. The then still novel techniques of mass democracy, universal suffrage and the secret ballot showed a clear pattern. Every constituency in the country in which Catholics were in a clear majority returned Parnellite candidates: that is to say, candidates pledged to work for Home Rule, under the iron discipline of Parnell’s party. Home Rule meant self-government: how much self-government it meant depended on how much Britain could be induced to concede. The Catholic voters were prepared to leave to Parnell’s judgment the question of how much could be won. He had earned their trust. They credited him with the great reforms in the land system which the agrarian movement had won. They credited him also with having converted Gladstone and the Liberal Party to Home Rule. At the time of that ‘conversion’, five years before, Parnell’s party had held the balance of power in the House of Commons, and Gladstone’s Liberal Government, which introduced the First Home Rule Bill in 1886, depended at the time on the block of votes which Parnell controlled. True, Gladstone had been defeated in 1886 – through the defection of some of his Liberal following – but by 1890 most observers correctly assumed that he would soon be back in office, supported by a Liberal party fully committed to Home Rule. They also assumed that Parnell would then still be in command of a united Irish party, and that the alliance of Parnell and Gladstone would prove irresistible. In the event, by the time Gladstone did return to office, in 1892, Parnell was dead – having bitterly denounced Gladstone – and his party was split.


Even had he lived and remained on good terms with Gladstone, Home Rule for Ireland would certainly not have been won, in the 1890’s, anything like as easily or as bloodlessly as Irish nationalists and English Liberal Home Rulers were assuming. For the figures, which showed so clearly the overwhelming support of Irish Catholics for Home Rule, also showed that Irish Protestants were overwhelmingly against Home Rule. Every constituency with a comfortable Protestant majority returned a Unionist candidate – that is, a candidate pledged to uphold the Union of the Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. A block of such candidates was returned – and has continued ever since to be returned – for Eastern Ulster, the area centring on the Belfast region which is now the core of the present Northern Ireland.


This condition – the sharp religious–political division of the Irish population – had been known to realistic observers for a long time. Unrealistic observers, who were more numerous, had been able to pretend that the division was not really there, or was ‘grossly exaggerated’. English public opinion wanted to think that most Irish Catholics were basically loyal enough, at least when they were not misled by ‘a handful of village ruffians’ or American agitators. Irish majority (i.e. Catholic) public opinion wanted to think that ‘many Protestants’ favoured their cause. They made much, on public occasions, of the few living Protestants who actually did, and they were genuinely devoted to the memory of Protestant patriot-martyrs of the past, especially Robert Emmet and Theobald Wolfe Tone. And to Parnell.


The results of the arrival of political mass democracy, in the last third of the nineteenth century, made it hard to keep up the pretence that the division had been exaggerated.2 But on the whole, these results were naturally more encouraging to Catholics (nationalists) than to Protestants (unionists). The Catholics were, after all, in a large majority in the whole island when they voted en bloc, as they were now doing. And a majority was what mass democracy was about. Ireland had been a distinct unit – in both the British and the Irish traditions – for many centuries. If, then, a majority of the inhabitants of this island wanted Home Rule – and they had voted for it four to one – then on democratic principles home rule is what the island should have. The minority had the right to vote against, but after that it should do like other minorities and accept the majority decision. That is what the majority of Irishmen (a Catholic majority) believed, and still believes, substituting only independence for home rule. And that is what about half of the English people found itself committed to when Gladstone declared for home rule for Ireland. The difference was that whereas most Irishmen (Catholics) took majority rule for all Ireland to be something self-evident, in terms of democratic principle, few Englishmen felt about it in this way. For Englishmen – with a few exceptions, which included Gladstone – it was never a question of democratic right, but of what concessions it might be prudent, in the interests of England and the Empire, to grant to the exceedingly tiresome inhabitants of the neighbouring island. The answer to this question would fluctuate with changing political situations both in Britain and Ireland, the Liberals being dubiously committed to home rule, the Tories fiercely committed against it, from 1886 on. And the Tories saw, in those election returns from eastern Ulster, their opportunity. Lord Randolph Churchill decided that the Orange Card was the one to play, and played it in Belfast in 1886. The sectarian riots of the home rule bill summer were the worst Belfast had ever had. It was clear that resistance to home rule, in eastern Ulster, would not be verbal only. On 13th May 1886, during the home rule debates, a significant advertisement appeared in the [Protestant and Unionist] Belfast News-Letter:







Wanted a few men thoroughly competent in military drill … Apply … Loyalist.





The idea of partitioning Ireland was already mooted – by Joseph Chamberlain – in the course of the home rule debate, but only casually: the Unionists had as yet no reason to give up hope of holding the whole island. Parnell, for his part, insisted on the inclusion of all Ulster. ‘We cannot give up a single Irishman.’ He thought that the inclusion of Ulster would lessen, not increase, the danger of religious discrimination. With Ulster in, there would be no risk of the Catholic hierarchy using its power unfairly. There were ‘many liberal nationalists that do not share the views of the Roman Catholic hierarchy on education’. This was a note that no elected leader of the majority of the Irish people, since Parnell, has been in a position to strike. Certainly since 1921 no head of a Government in Dublin, in arguing the case for unifying Ireland, has made the point that the inclusion of so many Protestants would stop the Catholic Bishops from abusing their power.


Yet it would be a mistake to think that these Bishops, resenting their inability to control Parnell, jumped at the divorce case as their opportunity to destroy him, and regain full control of Catholic Ireland. This became the ‘black legend’ of this particular affair. The reality was different.


On 17th November 1890, a verdict was given in the divorce court in London in favour of Captain W. H. O’Shea and against his wife Katharine, and Parnell.


On 20th November, at a public meeting in Dublin, all the leading figures in Parnell’s party reaffirmed confidence in Parnell and upheld his leadership. At this point no major voice was lifted up from the nationalist right – where the Irish Bishops were generally to be found – against Parnell. The first influential Irishman to come out against him was the founder of the Land League, Michael Davitt, in the Labour World on 20th November. Davitt, who favoured land-nationalization, was regarded by Parnell as much too far to the left, and the two men had been estranged since 1882. Indeed, Parnell, to counteract Davitt’s influence, and other extremist influence, had deliberately brought the Catholic clergy, ex officio, into the grass-roots organization of his party, the National League, where they played an important part in the screening of candidates.


At this point, the key figures in the Catholic hierarchy felt there was nothing they could do. Archbishop Croke so informed Michael Davitt, who was pressing him to act. The Archbishop threw out Parnell’s bust ‘which for some time past has held a prominent place in my hall’. The fact that the Archbishop had possessed a bust of Parnell and displayed it prominently is at least as significant as the fact that he threw it out after the Divorce Court verdict.


On 27th November, Davitt not only repeated his call for Parnell’s departure, but complained of the Catholic hierarchy’s silence on ‘the moral issue’. The Catholic hierarchy was also attacked on the same grounds by the Protestant and Unionist press in the North. But the really effective ‘Parnell must go’ call came not from Ireland, but from England. The English non-conformists made it clear to Gladstone that they would not tolerate any further co-operation by the Liberals with a party led by Parnell. This forced Gladstone to come out against Parnell. The Irish party re-elected Parnell as Chairman on 25th November. Gladstone’s letter saying he could no longer work with Parnell was published on 26th November. Immediately a special meeting of the Irish party was convened to consider the situation. It was only after all this that the Irish Catholic hierarchy decided to act. On 28th November, a special meeting of the standing committee of the hierarchy was summoned, for 3rd December. By the time they did meet, almost all the leading figures in the party had declared against Parnell, because of Gladstone’s letter. The hierarchy’s call, on 3rd December, to the Catholic people of Ireland to repudiate Parnell was not the eager stab at the Protestant leader which it has been represented as being. It was, rather, a necessary piece of face-saving for the hierarchy itself. Once the matter had become one of controversy among Irish politicians, the Bishops could hardly, after all, afford to appear less sensitive on the issues of adultery, divorce, and morality in public life, than were the English non-conformists, the Belfast Protestants and the editor of the Labour World. Of course, after the hierarchy had spoken out, the maintenance of its authority required the total political destruction of the man whom it had denounced. On 6th December – after a long and emotional debate which hinged mainly on Gladstone’s letter, and attempts at compromise with Gladstone, the majority of Parnell’s party repudiated his leadership. After this point, when Parnell tried, in three frightful by-elections, to appeal to the country against the party majority, the weight of the hierarchy was thrown against him, sometimes brutally, and with complete success, as far as the adults were concerned whose votes alone counted. Parnell died on 6th October 1891, less than a year after the divorce verdict.


David Sheehy was among the thirty-one members who took the decisive act in the divorce crisis, by signing, on 26th November 1890, the requisition calling for a resumed meeting of the party, after Gladstone’s letter. It was a decision heavy with consequences, not only for Parnell, but for people then unborn. For this was the decision that discredited constitutional democratic politics, and began the revival of enthusiasm among the young for the idea of armed revolution. When Parnell died, the Gaelic Athletic Association in Cork elected as their patron in his place, not any constitutional politician – even among those who had stood by Parnell – but James Stephens, the founder of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. And it was the Irish Republican Brotherhood which was to decide, and time, the Rising of Easter Week 1916. As Parnell’s most vindictive enemy, Tim Healy, had said: ‘We have the voters, but Parnell has their sons.’


The point about the fatal decision of 26th November 1890 turned out to be, not that the party was changing its leader, but that it was doing so at the bidding of an Englishman. They threw their leader – in Parnell’s own words – ‘to English wolves now howling for my destruction’. Until the Englishman spoke, they had stood by Parnell, in full knowledge of the divorce court verdict; they had unanimously re-elected him to office as chairman of the party. Then, on the day after his re-election, they had dropped him, by the Englishman’s command.


To them, of course, it looked quite different, and in logic they had a good case. In their eyes, the important thing was, not what happened in the Divorce Court, or loyalty to a personality, or the opinions of individuals. The important thing was to win Home Rule. The only way of winning Home Rule was through alliance with an English party. The only party available for such an alliance was the Liberal Party. The Liberal alliance had been Parnell’s great achievement, and Parnell himself had taught them to subordinate everything to that alliance. (He discountenanced, for example, the agrarian agitation of the late eighties, in which men like Sheehy had been engaged, because it might upset British public opinion.) They had re-elected Parnell, because they assumed he could maintain the Liberal alliance, or he would have stepped down. However, if Gladstone refused to co-operate with him, the Liberal alliance would be unworkable, and Home Rule unattainable in their generation. Therefore they voted against Parnell, not ‘at the bidding of an Englishman’, but solely in order to win home rule. It was because they were loyal to Parnell’s policy – which Parnell himself, for personal and selfish reasons, had ceased to follow – that they had to jettison Parnell.


Logical enough, but it was not a logic that could work alone at the hustings against the magic of Parnell, and the emotions evoked by his ‘English wolves’. The thing that could smash Parnell was the blunt instrument of the moral issue – ‘convicted adulterer’ – and the only people who could use that effectively were first the clergy and, secondly, the village yahoo, with ‘Kitty O’Shea’s petticoat’ on a pole. A few of Parnell’s opponents – notably Tim Healy – were ruthless enough to encourage this sort of thing, and robust enough to enjoy it. Most were sickened by it, and by their own relation to it. They were fighting the campaign openly by high-minded and logical argument, but they were winning it off-stage by arguments that they could not defend publicly. For they had re-elected Parnell in full knowledge of the circumstances which, in the hierarchy’s view, constituted, ‘a scandalous pre-eminence in guilt and shame’. The dirt and the dishonesty of the Parnell split were long to contaminate Irish life, and are not fully shaken off yet. Not that dirt and dishonesty are not pandemic, in politics and otherwise, but there is a special form of holy calumny which has reached a high degree of sophistication in Irish politics, since 1891. Our present Taoiseach, [to 1973] Mr. Jack Lynch, is a master in the game. (See Chapters 9 to 11.)


Looking back, across nearly a century, and out of some recent experience of Irish politics, I try to enter into the mind of my grandfather, on that morning of 26th November 1890, reading Gladstone’s terrible letter in The Times.


The first sensation must have been that of the ground giving way under him, slabs of Galway rock sliding away. So far, he and his friends had been able to say: ‘This is a political issue, you must leave it to us. You want Home Rule? Then you cannot afford to drop Parnell.’ But the leader of the Liberal Party – the indispensable ally – is now telling us all: ‘You want Home Rule? Then you must drop Parnell’.


Could he, David Sheehy, go back to South Galway and tell his constituents that, whatever Mr. Gladstone might think – and Mr. Gladstone’s picture was on the walls of many homes in his constituency – he, David Sheehy, thought they should stick by a convicted adulterer, even if it meant the total disruption of the policy for which he, David Sheehy, had been advising them, the people of South Galway, to sacrifice all else?


And if he did that, what would his wife, Bessie, say? It was not so much that Bessie would think he had been corrupted by all these months in London; Bessie knew him far too well for that. No, she would say that Parnell had made a fool of him. She would tell him that if he, David Sheehy, thought he understood politics better than Mr. Gladstone he might well be mistaken. She would ask him whether he really thought the people of Ireland – and especially the women of Ireland – were prepared to give up home rule, or indeed anything, for the sake of Mrs. O’Shea? And she would urge him to think of the children. He, David Sheehy, had earned a respected place in Irish life – he had been losing his hearing in that cold cell in Tullamore jail while Parnell was in Brighton with that woman. It was up to him, David Sheehy, now to keep that respected place, for his family’s sake, and for the country. (Bessie might put it the other way round, perhaps.) He couldn’t keep it if he ignored Gladstone’s letter. Parnell was finished.


David Sheehy talked with his colleagues who had been reading the letter with corresponding thoughts. The most experienced leaders of the party were away in America. There must have been panic in the air. Nobody seems even to have considered telling Gladstone that, as the party had just elected its chairman for the session, no change was possible until the next session – the only policy, as it seems in retrospect, that might have given the party time to save its unity and its face. But panic prevailed, and it is not surprising that it did. The posture maintained up to this point by so many respectable, Victorian Catholic fathers of families, supporting the leadership of the ‘convicted adulterer’, was far too unaccustomed for most of them to be able to resist a sudden, new great strain on it.


Family tradition – an unreliable medium in such a case as this – says that my grandfather became disillusioned because Parnell had deceived him. David Sheehy with other rank-and-file M.P.s called on Parnell, after O’Shea had issued his Writ, to ask what the truth was. Parnell, leaning against the mantelpiece and with his arm stretched out along it, looked coldly at the group and asked: ‘Gentlemen, could you believe that of me?’ They accepted this as a denial, and themselves denounced the divorce charges as another English plot against Parnell, on the same lines as The Times Pigott forgeries, which had just been exposed.


David Sheehy had been engaged in such a denunciation in his constituency when a news-boy came by with the stop-press: ‘Divorce Suit Undefended’. Sheehy was then attacked by some of his audience – pig-buyers from Limerick – and had to have six stitches in his head.


Whatever the degree of literal truth in this, it is certain that Parnell had equivocated with his followers and others – with Michael Davitt and William O’Brien among others – giving them to understand that his honour was stainless. He meant that he had not deceived Captain O’Shea: They took him to mean that he had not committed adultery. The landlord and the peasants failed to understand one another’s codes, in every sense. So what the ‘pig-buyer’ story says is: ‘We did not break faith with our leader. He broke faith with us.’ It was a plea, and one not without merit. But it was incapable of reaching the younger generation. There were too many swinging croziers and English wolves in the way. The version that reached the young put David Sheehy and his friends into unenviable company, as appears from the ballad Yeats made of that version years afterwards:








The Bishops and the Party  


That tragic story made  


A husband that had sold his wife  


And after that betrayed.











After Parnell’s death, Irish affairs seemed to recede in importance. The second home rule bill, in 1893, seemed an anti-climax. It passed the Commons, the Lords threw it out, Gladstone retired and there were bonfires in Belfast. That seemed to be that. The Tories were soon back in power, and it seemed to many, when Gladstone died in 1895, that the idea of a self-governing Ireland died with him. The British Empire was the theme of the day: ideas like Home Rule for Ireland seemed petty and retrogressive even to the Liberals, embarrassed by their Gladstone heritage.


In Ireland, one basic pattern remained unchanged and remains so to this day. The electoral returns continued to show that Catholics were Nationalists and Protestants Unionists. The noisy fight between Parnellite and anti-Parnellite was a faction-fight among Catholics: Protestant Ulster3 was interested in this struggle only by schadenfreude, as a horrible example of the inability of Papists to run their own affairs. For Belfast, the storm of the eighties had blown over. Yet the Unionist leaders knew – and had an interest in spreading the knowledge – that their Ulster was still in danger. The Catholics were divided, but only on trivial questions connected with leadership: they remained united – as Ulster Protestants saw it – in wanting to get an independent Ireland in which Protestants, not Catholics, would be the underlings. And the Catholics could always count on between eighty and ninety representatives4 in the Commons, as against the dozen or so from Protestant Ulster. As long as there was a Tory majority in the Commons, Ulster was safe. Even a Liberal government, with a safe majority of its own, would leave Ireland and Ulster alone. But a day was almost sure to come when the Liberals would need the Irish nationalist bloc in order to hold office. On that day the Liberal leader, whoever he might be, would blow the dust off Gladstone’s speeches, Ulster had to be prepared against that day. Siege operations had been suspended, but it was clear that they would be resumed. Protestant Ulster was well prepared for such a contingency. The siege-mentality had been its heritage from its beginnings in the seventeenth century, when the conquerors had followed with imperfect success a counsel of Machiavelli’s.




1 I don’t know whether this is a mistake or not. Parnell ceased to be leader, in the eyes of a majority of his party, after a vote taken on 6th December 1890. Parnell, however, never acknowledged the validity of this vote. I suppose that on a strict Parnellite interpretation – and Yeats was a Parnellite – Parnell did not fall from power until he died, on 6th October 1891.


2 ‘A chasm opened between North and South in the 1880’s’ – Richard Rose, Governing without Consensus (London, 1971).


3 Then as now, Protestants made up only about half the population of the historic province of Ulster (nine counties). ‘Protestant Ulster’ is used here to refer to that Protestant population, in Ulster, which liked, and likes, to think of itself as ‘Ulster’.


4 Curiously, Ireland was over-represented in the Parliament of the United Kingdom. Its representation had not been adjusted to meet the decline in the population.
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Machiavelli in Ulster







‘But when states are acquired in a province differing in language, in customs and in institutions, then difficulties arise: and to hold them one must be very fortunate and very assiduous: One of the best, most effective expedients would be for the conqueror to go to live there in person…. The other and better expedient is to establish settlements in one or two places; these will, as it were, fetter the state to you. Settlements do not cost much, and the prince can found them and maintain them at little or no personal expense. He injures only those from whom he takes land and houses to give to the new inhabitants, and these victims form a tiny minority, and can never do any harm since they remain poor and scattered. All the others are left undisturbed, and so should stay quiet, and as well as this they are frightened to do wrong lest what happened to the dispossessed should happen to them. To sum up, settlements are economical and more faithful, and do less harm; and those who are injured cannot hurt you because, as I said, they are scattered and poor. And here it has to be noted that men must be either pampered or crushed, because they can get revenge for small injuries but not for fatal ones. So any injury a prince does a man should be of such a kind that there is no fear of revenge.’


MACHIAVELLI, The Prince,


Chapter III, ‘Composite Principalities’.





The Elizabethan and Jacobean conquerors and rulers of Ireland knew their Machiavelli: Edmund Spenser, himself a settler in Ireland, and an enthusiastic advocate of a solution by ‘settlements’, quotes Machiavelli in his View of the State of Ireland (1590). The plantation of Ulster by grants and sales of land to immigrants from Scotland and England seemed just such a settlement as Machiavelli recommended. The Ireland of the seventeenth century did indeed differ from England ‘in language, in customs and in institutions’. Its language was Gaelic, a Celtic language and about as remote from English as one Indo-European language can be from another; its customs and laws were so unknown to the English that the author of The Faerie Queene, a relatively assiduous enquirer, supposed them to be unwritten; its ‘institutions’, notably its system of land-tenure, were pre-feudal. And its religion was different, and by its difference a political danger to the Crown of England. When the English monarchy became Protestant, the native people of Ireland overwhelmingly followed the Counter-Reformation. This made them automatically rebels since, on Counter-Reformation principles, subjects owed no allegiance to a schismatic prince. The existence of this disaffected realm was a standing invitation – more than once accepted – for intervention by foreign princes. The English monarchy had therefore a strong motive not merely for a settlement – to ‘fetter the state’ – but specifically for a Protestant settlement.


From the very beginning, religion, politics and economic status were firmly linked together. The Protestants held the land and were loyal to the Crown. The Catholics were dispossessed and loyal to the Pope. Applying the opinion that each section had of the other, the entire population was made up of heretics and traitors.


Since those distant days, the outlines of the problem have shifted many times, but the seventeenth century settlement was so massive and vital a fact that its original character continues to dominate every aspect of the life of the region affected, and to permeate the politics of the whole island.


Curiously, the conquerors carried Machiavelli’s advice both too far and not far enough. If the whole island had been settled as North-Eastern Ulster was settled, there would be no ‘religious’ or native-and-settler problem today. Alternatively, if Eastern Ulster had been settled, and native proprietors elsewhere left warned but undisturbed, this might conceivably have had the effects which Machiavelli predicts. But in fact the result of the long and tortuous seventeenth century conflicts was that real settlement, of farmers working the land, took root in Ulster only, while in the rest of the country, the native proprietors were dislodged and replaced by English proprietors, but the land continued to be worked by the natives. Thus those who were injured, although poor and often scattered, were not ‘a tiny minority’. In the event the policy of the British rulers of Ireland failed by Machiavelli’s basic test, since the injuries inflicted by the various princes proved not to be ‘of such a kind that there is no fear of revenge’.


That fear was there from the beginning. At different times it had faded away, only to return; it is there now.


The early colonists were conscious of the dispossessed natives as enemies biding their time. The farmer in his tidy holding in the valley had to keep an eye out for the Gaelic Catholic outlaws in the hills, and for signs of treachery among his Gaelic Catholic servants if he had them. The position of the seventeenth century Ulster Protestant was like that of his puritan contemporaries in New England, and his Dutch Calvinist contemporaries in South Africa. His descendants have grown more like Afrikaners in spirit than like New Englanders. The reason for this is that in Ulster, Ireland, as in South Africa, the natives are still there too.


Yet the relation has not always been one of unmitigated settler–native hostility. That was the spirit of the entire seventeenth century, of which the events which left the greatest marks in Ireland were a massacre of Protestants by Catholics in 1641, massacres of Catholics by Cromwell at Drogheda and elsewhere in 1649; the siege of Protestant Derry by the Catholic forces and its relief by the Protestant forces in 1689, the final victory of the Protestant cause at the Boyne in 1690,1 and the enactment by the victorious Protestants of the Penal Laws, codifying the underling status of the Catholics for most of the eighteenth century (and, in mitigated form, well into the nineteenth century with social consequences that reach into our own time).


The victory was so complete that the old siege-mentality relaxed, and almost seemed to disappear. By the second half of the eighteenth century, with the great growth in the power and prosperity of England, the defeated and demoralized – ‘poor and scattered’ – Irish Catholics could hardly be thought of as a threat. There were more pressing problems. The descendants of those who had welcomed their Glorious Deliverance in 1691 soon felt themselves oppressed by their English deliverers. The monopoly laws of the English parliament were felt by the settlers in Ireland in much the same way as the settlers in America felt them, and there were ties of sympathy and of blood between the two groups of settlers. This factor tended to reduce Irish Catholic sympathy with the American revolution. In so far as that revolution was a revolution of Protestants, Irish Catholics could not, and did not, respond to it warmly. Yet Irish Catholics could hardly fail to note with interest the fact of a successful revolution against the power of England. If America was free, then there was more hope that Ireland would be free. And they meant of course their Ireland, the home of their ancestors from beyond recorded history, the land in which they remained the despised majority, dispossessed of everything. Basically their feelings were more like those of the Red Indians than like those of the American colonists.2


At the time of the American Revolution, the Protestants of Ireland, including Ulster, were not very conscious of this way of thinking. They knew that Catholic traders, for example, supported their economic demands, and that Catholics generally supported the demand for an Irish parliament, with greater powers, even though these powers would be exclusively in Protestant hands. Most Protestants thought of local Protestant control of an Irish parliament as essentially permanent: Catholics thought of it as a stage on the way to freedom. The armed movement of the Irish Volunteers was Protestant and landlord-led, but it was popular with Catholics, because of its anti-English tendency. The so-called ‘Grattan’s parliament’ (1782–1800) remained exclusive – a Protestant body, representative of the Protestant landlord interest (and eventually liquidated by the same, partly for cash).


Catholic–Protestant rapprochement continued in somewhat different forms, under the influence of French revolutionary ideas. A curious feature here is the partial crumbling of the criterion by which persons of ‘native’ and ‘settler’ stock were identified. In regions like America and Africa, where the settlers were marked off from the natives by visible differences in pigmentation and other physical characteristics, the criterion presented no problem: a good light was all that was required. But in Ireland there were no surely distinguishable physical differences between the native and the settlers. Genetically they were of the same mixed stock. The criteria had been theological: settlers were Protestants, natives Catholics. In the consciousness of each group, its religion had been the most important thing about it, and constituted its essential and literally salutary difference from the other group.


By the late eighteenth century, many, though not a majority, of the settlers could no longer feel like that. Minds affected by the Enlightenment, professed ‘the religion of sensible men’, and regarded the whole Catholic-against-Protestant antagonism as a relic of the barbarous past. The Catholics, as the principal victims of the past in question, excited some sympathy, and the penal laws against them were hard to defend, within a liberal system of ideas. Yet there was also a sense in which the eighteenth-century Protestant of deist tendencies – as many Presbyterians, in particular, were – found himself farther away from Catholics even than his pious ancestors were. Catholicism, after all, remained the great reservoir of ‘fanaticism’ and superstition. One could deplore the laws against Catholics and yet find the Catholic mind, when one came in contact with it, repulsively alien and medieval. Nor did the sufferings of the Catholics make them any more agreeable. The Protestant United Irishman, William Drennan, thought he saw ‘as far into the Catholic mind as others. I do not like it. It is a churlish soil, but it is the soil of Ireland, and must be cultivated, or we must emigrate.’


There were those, however, who – while experiencing such reactions – saw in the feelings of oppressed Catholics the best hope of revolution, and in revolution the best hope of freeing the minds of the oppressed from Catholic superstition. One of these was the United Irish leader, Theobald Wolfe Tone, whose grave at Bodenstown is central to the cult of modern Catholic Republicanism (chapters 9 to 12). Here, I am concerned with the place of his movement in the history of the Ulster Protestant siege-mentality: first as apparently breaking down that mentality: and then as re-establishing it.


The first centenary of the Glorious Deliverance was a quiet affair compared with what the second centenary was to be – not to speak of what the third may be. In 1790, the big event to be commemorated fell, not on the twelfth but on the fourteenth: the first anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. That was in the euphoric period when most people in Britain – with Edmund Burke as one of the few exceptions – regarded the French Revolution with complacent approval. But even four years later, when respectable people in England were horrified by the progress of the Revolution, Belfast illuminated to celebrate a great event: the execution of Louis XVI.


It is worth noting, and not just as a historical curiosity or paradox, that the enthusiasm of Dissenters generally for the French Revolution – an enthusiasm expressed in the sermon that aroused Burke to write Reflections on the Revolution in France – was anti-Catholic in character (overthrow of superstition). Thus there was an inherent tension in the United Irish movement which sought to bring Dissenter and Catholic together on French Revolutionary principles. The Catholic who would accept these principles as Dissenters understood them would have had to cease to be a Catholic – at least in the sense in which the word Catholic was understood by Irish Catholics generally.


The movement of the United Irishmen preached Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, and under the head of Fraternity, proposed the substitution of ‘the common name of Irishman’ for the denominations of Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter. The movement had both Catholic and Protestant members and supporters, but never really succeeded in welding them into one. It was, in a sense, the same story as with the American revolution. Protestant and Catholic United Irishmen both looked to France, but it was a different France. For the Protestant artisan, strong farmer or professional man, France was the preferred home of ideas which he shared: ideas which included war against superstitition, as well as against feudal privileges, great landowners and the Crown. For the poor Catholic peasantry, France was England’s enemy: in so far as they looked to France it was in spite of rather than because of the philosophy of the revolution. The only ‘French Revolutionary’ idea that ‘travelled’ to them in an assimilable form was that of war against landlords. The trouble with that was that the landlords were almost all Protestants. There are conditions in which it is hard to tell class war from religious or tribal war, and hard even for those involved to be sure which it is they are at.


Even at the height of the partial rapprochement between some Protestants and some Catholics in the United Irish movement, the old seventeenth century spirit continued to animate much of the countryside, particularly in areas where Protestant and Catholic members were fairly even, and there was keen competition over land between Catholic and Protestant secret societies. The most famous Protestant society, the Orange Order, was founded in Co. Armagh in 1795. Orangeism, originally a peasant movement, attracted landlord support, as a reaction against the United Irishmen. From 1796, Orangemen, and people of similar outlook, were used by the Government in the brutally conducted arms searches which were aimed to prevent, and partly provoked, the United Irish rising of 1798.


There were in reality three risings: a Catholic one in the South, mainly in Wexford, followed by a mainly Protestant one in the North, in Antrim and Down, followed by a final Catholic rising in the West, after the belated and misplaced landings of the French. All three risings were put down. The Wexford rebels put up the best fight. They also massacred a number of Protestants; some were piked to death on Wexford bridge, others burned in a barn at a place called Scullabogue. It wasn’t religious war in conscious intent. Where the rebels were convinced that a Protestant was a United Irishman, they welcomed him with delight: one such Protestant, Bagenal Harvey, became their altogether nominal leader. Nor did the priests encourage outbursts of ‘fanaticism’: they seem invariably to have tried to save the lives of Protestant prisoners. But the rebels were out for the lives of Orangemen and Orange sympathizers, and they simply assumed that Protestants were Orangemen, until the contrary could be proved.


The dismal news from Wexford was not offset by any effective record of Protestant–Catholic comradeship-in-arms in the United Irish rising in Ulster. The Catholic support on which the Protestant United Irish leaders in Ulster had counted was only half-heartedly forthcoming, and soon melted away.


The rising of 1798 was not only a failure, in terms of the noble and humane ideals of many of the United Irishmen, including their leaders. It did more than any other single set of events to divide Irishmen, and to re-establish among Protestants the old siege-mentality of the seventeenth century. The best summary of the development of effects of the Rising is provided by the historian of Orangeism, Hereward Senior:




… The rebellion of 1798 had as much the character of a civil war as a war of independence. It had its beginning in an attempt by Belfast radicals to challenge the authority of the Castle, but as the traditional alignment in Irish disputes had been the English government with the Protestant gentry and Ulster Protestants on one side, and the Catholic peasantry and any foreign allies it could find forming the other, whenever politics took a violent turn, this pattern reasserted itself. Ulster radicalism, like the liberalism of the gentry, had matured when the Catholic peasantry was politically dormant. When the peasantry awakened in 1798, this radical sentiment died and Orangeism took its place. Henceforth Irish nationalism was to be based almost exclusively on the Catholic population.3





In 1803, just after Robert Emmet’s rebellion – a brief, tragic postscript to the great rebellion of 1798 – William Drennan’s sister, Mrs. McTier, who had been, like him, an ardent believer in United Irish ideas, was frightened by ‘a singing procession of Catholics’. ‘I begin to fear these people,’ she wrote, ‘and think, like the Jews, they will regain their native land.’


In the course of the nineteenth century, Belfast grew into a great industrial city, the only one of its kind in Ireland. It attracted immigrants: Protestants from Great Britain, Catholics as well as Protestants from rural Ireland. The relations between the two groups increased sectarian antagonism. O’Connell’s Catholic mass movement and its success in winning Catholic emancipation in 1829 increased Protestant fears. These fears were exploited and exacerbated by the Tory landlords, and by Tory politicians and divines. They were not, however, created by these groups.


In the Young Ireland movement of the forties, a few Protestant intellectuals, notably Thomas Davis and John Mitchel (an Ulster Unitarian), continued the 1798 tradition. Their writings, especially the stirring martial verses of Davis, kindled national pride, among Catholics, in that and later generations. They evoked little or no response in Ulster. There, the radical Presbyterian tradition of the late eighteenth century gave way everywhere to a kind of seventeenth century revival, militantly anti-Catholic in character. The great controversies of the period, within the Presbyterian Church, were theological in form, but political and social as well as theological in content. Henry Montgomery, taking his stand upon the Bible alone, lost to Henry Cooke, insisting on a test – the Westminster Confession – which identified the Pope with Antichrist. Cooke, encouraged by the nobility and gentry, led Presbyterians in their thousands into the Orange Order. The radical Presbyterian tradition did not entirely disappear with the defeat of Montgomery: it continued as the intellectual heritage of a few families. Most Presbyterians however became, and remain, more conservative and anti-Catholic – more verkrampte, in South African terms – than members of other Protestant denominations.


At the end of the forties, Ireland was stricken by the greatest disaster in its history: the Great Famine of 1845–9, in which a million died, and another million emigrated, mainly to America. Those directly hit were almost all Catholics, subsistence farmers, dependent on the potato as almost their sole diet, and reduced to starvation by the potato blight. Among the survivors and their descendants, both in Ireland and in America, the famine left a heritage of increased hatred against English rule: the government’s relief measures were so miserably inadequate that the Catholic Irish believed that the clearance of the land by famine was a fact welcomed by their English rulers.4 In some parts of the country, and among emigrants from some parts, there was also a heritage of increased ill-feeling towards Protestants. Some Protestant missions had dispensed soup, on condition of the abandonment of ‘superstitious practices’. In other parts, Protestant groups – the Quakers in particular, but also some of the Church of Ireland clergy – did much more to save lives than the government did, and without conditions.


An attempted rising in 1848, in the wake of the famine, collapsed miserably. Protestant Ulster seemed now to have little to fear, its besiegers dispersed by hunger. Its militant divines could see in the famine, a vindication of the Protestant traditions of thrift and good husbandry, and a judgment of God on Popish fecklessness. Catholic Ireland seemed a hopeless, ruinous failure, more to be pitied – or despised – than feared, while Great Britain was now at the height of its unexampled commercial success, with Protestant Ulster sharing in that success.


By a strange reversal it was as a result of the famine that the Catholic Irish themselves began – initially in a most modest way – to share in another great success: that of America. It was from America that the materials came for the renewal of revolt: renewal, from Protestant Ulster’s point of view, of the siege.


The children of the famine emigrants grew up in America hating England; they had chosen the U.S.A. rather than the nearer Canada. Their hatred grew out of Gaelic tradition (and their family experience), and – together with the ‘boss’ politics learned from O’Connell – was the element of that tradition that prepared them to be Americans. The same people who had oppressed America were still oppressing Ireland. So an Irishman could be a patriotic American: perhaps a more patriotic American than many other Americans. Immigrant children of other stocks might hear about the American revolution without much emotion. But to an Irish boy, in the mid-nineteenth century, the American revolution, ‘freeing the country from the British’, genuinely sounded good. Many a successful political career must have grown from the seed of that first sincere, spontaneous identification.5


In the American forcing-house, many Irish-Americans became more anti-English than were many Irishmen who remained in Ireland. There is a wider divergence here than is commonly recognized. Most – certainly not all – of the post-famine emigration to America came from the desperately poor and at that time overcrowded regions of Western Ireland. There people were still mainly Gaelic-speaking: some of them spoke only Gaelic, most of them were only faintly touched by anglicization. The population of their descendants had a significantly different balance from the population remaining in Ireland, of which the preponderant elements are in the relatively long-anglicized eastern counties. And even the Irish living in the now thinly populated western counties are today much more anglicized than were the common ancestors of themselves and their American cousins in the mid-nineteenth century.


In fact, what happened as a result of the famine is that the original Gaelic stock of Ireland split into two branches, one of which learned English and the other American. They could still communicate with one another, and did. And those who stayed at home were encouraged to rebel by those who had left. The beginnings of the Irish revolution – that is, the revolution of the Catholic Irish – are as much in America as in Ireland.


The revolutionary secret society, which was founded in 1858, and which organized the Rising of 1916, developed as a combination between revolutionary elements in both main bodies of the native Irish people. It was called the Irish Republican Brotherhood in Ireland but – perhaps significantly – it is through the name it took in America – the Fenians – that it is best remembered. The military operations planned by the Fenians were uniformly unsuccessful: in the sixties, a quickly crushed insurrection in Ireland, and several bungled raids on Canada. The movement was, none the less, a school of brave, determined and imaginative revolutionaries. The most imaginative of these, John Devoy in America and Michael Davitt in Ireland, broke away from the original Fenian emphasis on direct military action, and helped create a socio-political movement of astonishing effectiveness: the New Departure, launched in the late seventies. The New Departure brought together revolutionaries of Fenian formation, and constitutional parliamentary politicians, into a great radical agrarian and political movement. The mass organization of this movement was the Land League. Its leader, at first in name and later in fact, was Charles Stewart Parnell.
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