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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.
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CHAPTER 1


Introduction: Anglo-Irish relations 1170–1922





The ‘Irish question’ was a key, but seemingly insoluble, issue in British politics from the first quarter of the nineteenth century. This chapter introduces you to the nature of the problems posed by Britain’s dominance in Ireland and gives an overview of the main pattern of Anglo-Irish affairs. This will allow you to see how detailed analyses of specific events in later chapters fit into a wider context.


It does this through looking at:





•  The background of the relationship between Britain and Ireland before 1800 when Ireland formally became part of a single country – the United Kingdom – with England, Wales and Scotland



•  The nature and implications of what came to be known as the ‘Irish question’



•  Different interpretations of the Irish question
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Key dates






	1541

	Henry VIII declared himself King of Ireland by a Royal Proclamation enacted in the following year






	1610

	‘Plantation of Ulster’






	1641

	Ulster Rebellion






	1690

	Battle of the Boyne






	1782

	Irish parliament achieved legislative independence






	1791

	Society of United Irishmen founded






	1800

	The Act of Union replaced the constitutional settlement enacted by Henry VIII






	1829

	Roman Catholic Emancipation Act






	1845–9

	The Great ‘Potato Famine’ resulted in around a million deaths; perhaps as many as two million people emigrated from Ireland






	1886

	Gladstone’s First Home Rule Bill: rejected by Commons






	1893

	Second Home Rule Bill: rejected by Lords






	1912–14

	A third attempt at Home Rule provoked a crisis as Ulster resisted the move






	1914

	First World War (ended 1918)






	1916

	The ‘Easter Rebellion’ leaders declared an independent Irish Republic. The attempt failed and the leaders were executed






	1921–2

	End of the Act of Union: Northern Ireland remained part of the UK; the rest of Ireland became a New ‘Dominion’ of the British Empire – the ‘Irish Free State’
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1 England and Ireland 1170–1798




How and why did England come to dominate Ireland?





The English connection with Ireland began in 1170 when the King of Leinster, wanting military support against the High King of Ireland, who had deprived him of his kingdom, enlisted the aid of a group of English knights under the leadership of Richard de Clare, Earl of Pembroke – popularly known, due to his exceptional skill with a longbow, as ‘Strongbow’. In the following year, King Henry II came over to Ireland with a powerful army and pushed forward the conquest of the country. Strongbow, many Irish Gaelic lords and also Church leaders swore allegiance to him.


During the thirteenth century, many of the features of Anglo-Norman feudalism, deriving from the Norman Conquest of England in 1066, were introduced into Ireland. For example, towns and castles were built, the Norman judicial system was introduced, the Irish were reduced to the position of serfs on land that had been seized and a parliament on the English model was established in 1264. The parliament primarily represented the power of the new Anglo-Norman ruling class, whose leaders were rewarded with titles.


The Tudors


The Tudors, with their commitment to a strong, centralising monarchy, were determined to reimpose their rule on Ireland. In 1541, Henry VIII assumed the title ‘King of Ireland’ and formalised this by a Royal Proclamation in 1542; he then arranged for the Irish parliament to accept his new position. Henry followed this up by imposing a new system of land ownership on the English model. This meant that the estates were now held by virtue of the king’s law, not by ancient tradition, and that their holders could be dispossessed if they were guilty of disloyalty. In return for submission, prominent Irish lords were rewarded with English titles; the greatest of them, Con O’Neill of Ulster, now became the Earl of Tyrone.


The English Reformation and the break with Rome in 1533 never really obtained a foothold in Ireland and it raised the possibility of foreign intervention in Ireland on behalf of the Pope. Henry VIII had demanded that the Pope annul his marriage so that he could remarry and secure a male heir. When this was refused, Henry was declared by Act of Parliament to be head of the English Church and the break with the Pope and the Roman Catholic Church was made. There was much resentment towards Henry VIII in Ireland because of his anti-papal policy. The prospect of Ireland being used as a backdoor against England was to haunt English rulers and statesmen for centuries to come.


It was Henry’s daughter, Queen Elizabeth I, who really carried through the effective conquest of Ireland.
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To do this, she relied primarily on English commanders and officials. For the queen and many Elizabethans, the English were engaged in a civilising mission in Ireland. Elizabeth’s view of the Irish as ‘a rude and barbarous nation’ became an assumption of the English governing class for long afterwards. The queen, however, was cautious in her dealings with Irish Roman Catholicism. Although the major statutes of the Elizabethan Church Settlement applied to Ireland, no real attempt was made to impose Protestantism on the Irish people. At her death in 1603, Elizabeth could properly claim to have conquered most of Ireland, although English government still hardly affected the lives of the mass of Irish people.


The early seventeenth century


One of the most significant developments in Anglo-Irish history took place in the reign of Elizabeth’s successor, James I. This was the ‘Plantation of Ulster’ in 1610. The settlement involved the eviction of most of the existing Irish landowners, who were reduced to the status of tenants or labourers for the new landlords, who were mainly Scots. By 1700, Ulster had become mainly a Presbyterian and Anglican province, and the old Catholic ruling class had been displaced. New industry and new towns, including Belfast, began to develop in Ulster.


Oliver Cromwell


The execution of King Charles I in 1649 after his defeat by Parliament in the Civil War left Oliver Cromwell the most powerful man in the country. For both religious and military reasons Cromwell was now determined to conquer Ireland, where Catholics had largely sided with King Charles in the Civil War. He landed there with a powerful army and, as a contemporary chronicler wrote, ‘like lightning passed through the land’. He captured the city of Drogheda in September 1649, and the Catholic garrison was slaughtered in cold blood by the troops of the New Model Army, partly as an act of revenge for the murder of the Ulster Protestants in 1641. A similar policy was applied after the capture of Wexford. For Catholics, Cromwell’s ruthlessness has made his name the most hated in modern Irish history. He abolished the separate Irish parliament, and the Westminster parliament now represented all three kingdoms of England and Wales, Ireland, and Scotland. He also confiscated about 11 million acres of land, mainly in central Ireland, from those who had supported the king. It was given to his soldiers and supporters. At the time of the Cromwell’s death in 1658, only about one-fifth of all Irish land remained in the hands of Catholics.


The late seventeenth century


In 1660, King Charles II was restored. Roman Catholics were given religious toleration but Charles II, unwilling to risk his throne by antagonising the Protestant ruling class in England and Ireland, refused to upset the Cromwellian land settlement. The Irish Catholics were, therefore, forced to accept the loss of their lands as permanent. Furthermore, although the separate Irish parliament was restored, Catholics were excluded from membership. Charles died in 1685 with no legitimate children.


King Charles II was succeeded by his younger brother James II, an avowed Roman Catholic. For a short time Irish Catholics must have hoped for better things. But James’s pro-Catholic policies soon antagonised the dominant Protestant political classes in England. The birth of his son, Prince Charles Edward Stuart, raised the possibility of a succession of Roman Catholic monarchs, and, as a result, leading politicians invited William of Orange to invade England and defend the Protestant faith. Thus began the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688. James fled to France and William and Mary were crowned King and Queen of England as joint rulers. Soon, the exiled James went to Ireland, but his effort to regain the throne ended in failure and he was defeated at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. Queen Mary died in 1694 and William continued to rule until his death in 1702. The couple had no children, so Queen’s Mary’s younger sister Anne – also a Protestant – became queen. Despite no fewer than 17 pregnancies, Anne had no surviving children. Therefore, under the terms of what was known as the Act of Settlement of 1701, Anne was to be succeeded by her second cousin – Prince George of the House of Hanover – who was a descendant of the Stuarts through his grandmother, a daughter of King James I. On Queen Anne’s death in 1714, he became King George I and so the Protestant succession to the throne was secured permanently.


The Protestant Ascendancy


The downfall of the Catholic cause in Ireland was followed in the eighteenth century by the establishment of the ‘Protestant Ascendancy’. This was based on the Anglican Church of Ireland members’ land ownership and political and religious domination, which lasted until well into the nineteenth century. The Catholic majority became second-class citizens. Ireland was governed indirectly from England, and the powers of the Irish parliament were severely limited.


Nevertheless, even the Anglican ruling classes in Ireland chafed at the restrictions imposed on them and were not immune from feelings of Irish nationalism. The reformers among them, especially ‘the Patriots’ in the 1750s, demanded more constitutional freedom for the Irish parliament. As a result of that pressure and the impact of the American War of Independence (1775–83), the government eventually yielded, and by the ‘constitution of 1782’ the Irish parliament achieved legislative independence. During the same period, many of the old restrictions on the Catholics in Ireland were also lifted.


The Society of United Irishmen


As so often in history, however, the beginnings of reform whetted the appetite and encouraged the rise of more extreme political movements. In 1791, the Society of United Irishmen was founded by Wolfe Tone (see page 20) to bring about Irish independence. This could be achieved, Tone believed, by allying with revolutionary France – at war with England after 1793 – and planning a rebellion in Ireland supported by a French invasion. The rebellion took place in the spring of 1798, but it lacked both leadership and organisation and was quickly defeated by the British army. The surrender of the French invading force in September brought the whole episode to an end. In the eyes of the prime minister, William Pitt, the 1798 rebellion revealed all too clearly the weaknesses of the existing, divided system for the government. Pitt, therefore, put forward a plan for a legislative union between Great Britain and Ireland.



2 Great Britain and the Irish question




How did the Irish question emerge?


What events led to an Anglo-Irish Treaty?





The Act of Union of 1800 abolished the status of Ireland as a separate kingdom and joined it with Great Britain to form the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland (see page 23). The separate Irish parliament disappeared, and Ireland was now represented at Westminster. Pitt had intended that union should be accompanied by Roman Catholic Emancipation. When this did not take place, the Catholics felt betrayed. In Ireland, a mass movement developed in the 1820s, led by a young lawyer, Daniel O’Connell, to force the British government to grant their claims. This movement represented the first phase of the ‘Irish question’, and it lasted until the final passing of the Emancipation Act in 1829 (see page 41). The passage of the Roman Catholic Emancipation Act proved to be the most significant achievement of Daniel O’Connell as an Irish Nationalist leader (see pages 34–60). The Act gave Roman Catholics full civil and political rights, with a few minor exceptions; and since they could now become MPs, it was followed by the emergence of a small Irish Party in the House of Commons.


What, then, was meant by the ‘Irish question’? At its heart, according to English politicians, was the unreasonable refusal of the Irish majority to acknowledge the obvious benefits that the Union was bringing. After all, the Roman Catholics from 1829 onwards:





•  were in possession of full civil and political rights: they could become MPs, hold public office and participate fully in British political life



•  had security against invasion as a result of British power



•  benefited economically by being associated with British capital, commerce and industry



•  were part of a more advanced, progressive civilisation, which was also the centre of a worldwide empire.





Such arguments cut little ice with the Irish Catholics. They did not regard the increasingly materialistic civilisation of contemporary England as something to be admired. They sensed the contempt for Roman Catholicism and Irish culture which lay behind English views. Moreover, as rapid population growth pressed ever harder on Irish resources, the supposed economic benefits of the Union seemed more and more illusory. In any case, as Nationalist leaders argued, the Act of Union had been imposed on them and produced subordination, not equality, for Ireland. The Union, in the words of one Irish Nationalist, was ‘a nullity, a usurpation and a fraud’.


The Repeal campaign


The conclusion drawn from all this by O’Connell was his declaration in 1842: ‘I want every Irishman to be convinced of this truth, that there is nothing worth looking for, save the power of governing ourselves’. After 1840, he organised a new campaign – modelled on the successful movement for Roman Catholic emancipation – which aimed at the repeal of the Union. The Repeal campaign of the early 1840s formed the second major phase in O’Connell’s career as an Irish Nationalist leader. Movements such as this forced the British government to accept the reality of Irish opposition to the Union, although admittedly this was often attributed to the irrationality of the Irish character or the intimidation of the Irish masses by a minority of extremists. In a rather perplexed way, it was gradually accepted that Ireland was a special area within the United Kingdom and demanded special treatment. Nevertheless, every major British politician was convinced that for the good of all, including the Irish people, the Union must be maintained.


After 1830, the most difficult aspect of the Irish question that emerged was: how was loyalty to the Union to be maintained in the teeth of Irish opposition? The answer given by all parties was that the Irish majority must be won over by policies which improved and modernised Irish society and provided the framework for future peace and prosperity. At the same time, special ‘coercion’ measures could be imposed to stamp out violent opposition. This dual programme (reform and coercion) was pursued by all British governments until the Act of Union was ended in 1921–2.


The first period of Irish reform came from the Whigs in the 1830s and Sir Robert Peel and the Conservatives in the 1840s (see Chapter 3). These were mainly administrative measures dealing with education, the Poor Law and local government. Nothing was done yet to tackle the major grievances of the Irish over religion, land and government. The future conservative prime minister Benjamin Disraeli’s classic description of the problem in 1844 therefore still applied: ‘Thus you have a starving population, an absentee aristocracy, and an alien Church, and in addition the weakest executive in the world. That is the Irish question.’


At the same time as Peel strove to placate the Irish through a programme of reform, he also curbed the Repeal campaign itself in 1843–4, and the movement declined and eventually collapsed after O’Connell’s death in 1847.



The Great Famine


One reason for the difficulties faced by O’Connell in the later 1840s was the onset of the Great Famine, which, as a result of the failure of the potato crop, led to starvation, disease and death on a large scale in Ireland. It forms a major landmark in the history of modern Ireland. Peel and his successor as prime minister, Lord John Russell, carried through a variety of relief measures (see pages 70–4) to 1849. The consequences of the famine were of enormous importance for Ireland and, indirectly, for the history of the Irish question in Great Britain.


Gladstone and Ireland


Comparative political tranquillity descended on Ireland in the wake of the Great Famine, and the Irish question receded into the background of British politics in the mid-nineteenth century. It re-emerged, however, when the Liberal Party leader, W.E. Gladstone, outlined a new programme of Irish reform after his victory in the 1868 general election. Gladstone dominated the history of the Irish question from 1868 until the failure of his Second Home Rule Bill in 1893 (see Chapter 6).


Whatever Gladstone’s motives for taking up the Irish question, his major aim was exactly the same as that of his Whig and Tory predecessors: to build up support for the Union in Ireland by remedying outstanding Irish grievances. Indeed, the historian John Vincent, in the 1970s, controversially described Gladstone as ‘the most masterly upholder of Unionism since Pitt’.


The two problems Gladstone was particularly concerned with were:





•  religion, notably the position of the minority Anglican Church as the Established Church of Ireland



•  land, more especially landlord–tenant relations.





The emergence of these two issues had important consequences for the development of the Irish question in British politics. For, whereas earlier Irish reforms were on the whole acceptable to members of all parties, this was not true of Gladstone’s. The Conservative Party – traditionally the party of the Church of England – believed that the idea of disestablishing the Church of Ireland would (in the contemporary phrase) ‘cross the water’ and lead to demands for the disestablishment of the Church of England. Similarly, interference with the property rights of landlords in Ireland might encourage attacks on landlords’ rights in England. The Irish question after 1868 thus became an important issue dividing the Liberals and Conservatives.


The Irish Church Act of 1869 disestablished and disendowed the Anglican Church in Ireland, thus destroying its privileged status and taking over its property. As a result, the religious problem in Ireland was more or less solved. Yet Gladstone’s two Irish Land Acts of 1870 and 1881, which limited landlords’ rights over their tenants, did little to resolve the fundamental problems of the Irish rural economy. Nor did Gladstone’s legislation as a whole achieve the major political result – namely, Irish support for the Union – for which he had hoped. This was partly because of the emergence of the Irish Land League and the rise of Charles Stewart Parnell as the leader of the Irish Home Rule Party (see Chapter 5).


By the end of 1885, Gladstone was convinced that his programme of reform had failed. Only Home Rule – that is, a measure of self-government for Ireland – would, he believed, now suffice. He was convinced of this by the growing support for the Home Rule Party in Ireland, as shown by the general election in November of that year. Yet both of his Home Rule Bills failed. In 1886, the First Home Rule Bill was rejected by the House of Commons, mainly because of a revolt by an important section of the Liberal Party. In 1893, the Second Home Rule Bill was passed by the Commons but rejected by a massive majority in the House of Lords.


Gladstone retired as Liberal leader in 1894, and, in the general election the following year, his party suffered an overwhelming defeat. The Liberals remained out of power until 1905. They won a landslide victory in 1906, but it was not until 1911 that they took up for a third time the idea of Irish Home Rule.


The Ulster problem


A major factor in Gladstone’s failure to achieve Home Rule for Ireland was the opposition he encountered from Ulster. Ulster was different from the rest of Ireland in many ways:





•  There was a majority Protestant population overall, although the size of the majority varied in different counties and in some Catholics actually predominated.



•  The city of Belfast was the centre of a thriving industry of global importance – shipbuilding – whereas the rest of Ireland was overwhelmingly agricultural.



•  In both 1886 and again in 1893, Ulster had mobilised in conjunction with unionist support in Britain to oppose and defeat Home Rule. In both instances, Liberal governments had soon been replaced by the Conservatives and in 1886 the Liberals had split permanently over the issue.





Despite this, the Liberal government headed by H.H. Asquith, which took office at the end of 1905, was eventually forced to take up again the thorny problem of Home Rule that had twice defeated Gladstone. This was because a great constitutional crisis between the House of Commons and the House of Lords resulted in:





•  two general elections in 1910, which left the government dependent on Irish MPs for their majority and



•  a Parliament Act in 1911, which changed the constitution.





The 1911 Act meant that a bill passed by the Commons could only be held up by the Lords for a maximum of two years, and therefore for the first time a Home Rule Bill could eventually become law even if rejected by the Upper House. In this new context, the Irish question came to dominate British politics in the years before the outbreak of the First World War.


Asquith’s Home Rule Bill, presented to the Commons in April 1912, was a moderate measure, similar in most respects to Gladstone’s 1893 bill. In particular, like that measure, it provided for Home Rule for all Ireland. But, in the intervening period, the divisions between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland had hardened, and the Liberals now found themselves faced by the united, stubborn resistance of the Ulster Unionists (see Chapter 7). In opposing the Liberals’ policy over Ireland, the Ulstermen were backed up by the Conservative Party in England, which was prepared to use Ulster extremism to destroy the new Home Rule Bill, and, they hoped, the Liberal government. The crisis mounted.


Although compromise solutions were suggested – based on the possibility of ‘excluding’ the distinctly Protestant counties of Ulster from the operation of Home Rule – no agreement had been reached by the time Great Britain entered the First World War on 4 August 1914. The Home Rule Bill was passed but suspended for the duration of the war and never actually enforced.


The making of the Anglo-Irish settlement


The war had a profound effect on the development of the Irish question. In Ireland it led to the Irish Nationalist Party being superseded by the more militant organisation of Sinn Féin, which was committed to complete independence and the establishment of an Irish Republic. The war also helped to give the Irish question an international dimension: the influence of the United States (with its large Irish–American community) was boosted, while Allied statesmen at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 voiced a commitment to national self-determination.


Even while the war was still on, attempts were made by the coalition government to obtain agreement between the Irish nationalists and unionists on an immediate political settlement based on the principle of Home Rule plus ‘exclusion’. All failed. In 1916, an abortive attempt at rebellion by nationalist extremists initially led to widespread hostility against the rebels from the Irish population. However, when the leaders of the rebellion were executed the mood changed. This was revealed dramatically in the general election of 1918 that followed the end of the war in November 1918. Sinn Féin won almost every seat in southern Ireland (see Chapter 8).


Sinn Féin leaders, now claiming to be the rightful representatives of the Irish people, demanded an English withdrawal. Sinn Féin set up its own parliament in Dublin and proclaimed the establishment of the Irish Republic. Since the British government had no intention of abandoning its sovereignty over Ireland, these demands led to the outbreak of a vicious war between the two sides.


In 1920, the British government made one more attempt to produce an acceptable political settlement. The Government of Ireland Act of that year was based on the principle of Home Rule for both parts of Ireland: local parliaments and representative governments were to be set up for both Northern Ireland (consisting of the six most Protestant counties) and Southern Ireland (26 counties). In the north, an Ulster Unionist government soon came into power; but in the south the Act was completely ignored by Sinn Féin, whose leaders insisted on nothing less than full independence for the whole of Ireland. Once again, British views on Ireland were far behind the tempo of events. The Anglo-Irish War therefore continued.


By the spring of 1921, however, both the British government and the Irish republican leadership were war-weary. A truce was agreed to in July. It was followed by long, drawn-out negotiations between an Irish delegation and a small ministerial team headed by Lloyd George, which led eventually to the signing of an Anglo-Irish Treaty in December 1921. It was ratified in the following year. This brought an end to the war. Politically, it led to the establishment of a virtually independent Irish Free State of 26 counties, although the existence of the state of Northern Ireland as a fait accompli was also recognised (see Figure 1.1 on page 3).



3 The key debate




What has influenced historians’ interpretations of the Irish question?





To some extent, historians’ outlooks on the Irish question have been determined by their nationality. So, when studying the relationship between England and Ireland it is important to consider the following.


English historians


England’s dominance over Ireland meant that, inevitably, Ireland had little direct impact on the development of its more powerful neighbour. For English historians, therefore, the Anglo-Irish relationship has formed only a minor part of modern English history. Even when the Irish question has impinged more directly on England, as during the Home Rule crises and the Anglo-Irish War, the attitude of English historians has on the whole been Anglo-centric: Irish affairs are looked at through English eyes and with English concerns in mind. Patricia Jalland, writing in 1980, and A.B. Cooke and John Vincent in 1974 are outstanding examples of this approach. This, of course, does not mean that all English historians have been unsympathetic in terms of recognising the problems of Ireland and the desire for reform or even Irish independence.


Irish nationalist historians


For Irish nationalist historians – the dominant group in Irish historical writing up to about the 1960s – the very shape and substance of modern Irish history has been determined by the forced connection with England. For these historians, Irish history since the later eighteenth century is the story of a united people – conscious of their separate national identity and inspired by a long line of outstanding nationalist leaders – joining together to oppose the tyranny of England and, in the end, compelling it to retreat and abandon most of Ireland. The fulfilment of that story, with a united Ireland, must eventually come. Thus, as P.S. O’Hegarty wrote in 1952, Irish history is ‘the story of a people coming out of captivity … finding every artery of national life occupied by the enemy, recovering them one by one, and coming out at last into the full blaze of the sun’.


For nationalist historians then, Irish history since 1800 has a pattern and a purpose: historical development proceeds along a fixed line to a predetermined end. Yet, such nationalist history is too simple:





•  It highlights the role of nationalist heroes and martyrs, often inspired by the Catholic faith, as the embodiment of the will of the Irish people.



•  It provides a ‘mythical’ interpretation of key events, based on their emotional appeal – the 1798 rebellion and the Easter Rebellion of 1916, for example – to sustain that nationalist fervour.





This sort of history reads the past through the eyes of the present, and its purpose is to raise Irish nationalist consciousness and justify the revolutionary tradition.


Revisionists


Since the 1960s, so-called ‘revisionists’ have come to the fore, in deliberate opposition to the nationalist tradition. They have a far less committed view of Irish history and the Anglo-Irish relationship. The revisionists see no special pattern or purpose in Irish history, nor do they regard the English connection as the only factor that explains Irish development. As historians, they serve no particular cause and have no public mission other than the desire to use the established techniques of the professional historian to achieve the ‘truth’ about the past.


They have, therefore, tried to penetrate behind the myths and simplifications of the nationalist historians to the detailed, often complicated, context in which historical events actually occur. This has often led them to see disunity and conflict in many aspects of Irish history, where the nationalists see only unity and continuity. In particular – to the fury of many – they have sounded a more sceptical note in discussing the ideals and methods of modern Irish nationalism, and have insisted on giving full weight to the reality of Ulster unionism. They have also laid a new stress on the importance of social and economic history. Much of the recent work on land ownership in Ireland, for example – which has exploded many myths about the conditions of landlords and tenants and the results of land reform – has been due to their inspiration.


One result of this detailed work has been to cast doubt on the traditional view that all Ireland’s economic ills can be blamed on England. Indeed, revisionist history has shown that during particular periods, economic prosperity was a reality for some groups in Irish Catholic society. All these issues are discussed at length in Roy Foster’s outstanding revisionist history, Modern Ireland 1600–1972 (1988).


Modern historians


The revisionists have, in turn, been fiercely attacked by a number of younger Irish historians sympathetic to nationalist aspirations. It has been argued that revisionist history lacks ‘empathy and imagination’; it plays down what has been called (by Dr Brendan Bradshaw, its major critic) ‘the catastrophic dimension’ in Irish history, especially in relation to the Great Famine. Revisionist history is thus out of touch, it is suggested, with the deepest feelings of the Irish majority. Bradshaw is critical of the false ‘objectivity’ of the revisionists. Yet, Bradshaw has, in turn, been criticised by one senior historian for abandoning ‘the status of history as a detached scholarly activity’. The history of Ireland and its relationship with Britain is likely always to be one of historical debate and controversy.






CHAPTER 2


The making of the Act of Union 1800





The focus of this chapter is the Act of Union, which its supporters hoped would improve Anglo-Irish relations but in fact it did the opposite. Yet the Act, although important for what followed, was itself part of a broad historical process. Therefore, in order to identify the fundamental issues, it is important to have an understanding of the period before 1800, as well as the Act of Union itself. For this reason, this chapter explores the significance of the Act of Union through the following key themes:





•  The Protestant Ascendancy in eighteenth-century Ireland



•  The age of revolution



•  The Act of Union 1800
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1 The Protestant Ascendancy in eighteenth-century Ireland




In what ways was Ireland subordinate to England before 1800?





The ‘Protestant Ascendancy’ over Ireland is a term used to express the dominance of a minority of landowners, Anglican clergy and members of the professions over all aspects of life in Ireland: social, economic and political. Their control over Ireland effectively ensured England’s supremacy. The defeat of James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 meant the triumph of Protestantism and the defeat of Catholicism in England and Ireland, a supremacy confirmed by the accession of the Protestant King George I in 1714, and the subsequent defeat of the Jacobite rebellions of 1715 and 1745. Penal laws were passed against Catholics after 1689 aimed at ensuring that they could never again threaten English supremacy:





•  Catholics could not vote, sit in parliament or hold any public office.



•  In addition – in an age when land and political power went hand in hand – Irish Catholics were limited in their right to purchase or inherit land.



•  Catholics were forbidden to bear arms or enlist in the armed forces.



•  Marriage between Catholics and Protestants was banned.



•  Catholics could not leave their land to their eldest son. On death, a Catholic’s estate was required to be divided between his surviving sons, unless the eldest son converted to Protestantism. Catholics could not avoid this by converting temporarily and then going back to Catholicism because there were also laws to invalidate their earlier conversion if they did so. The effect of this law was to reduce the size of the estates and political influence of Catholic landowners.





These are only some of the better known examples of a multitude of restrictions and prohibitions. Catholics did, in practice, possess religious toleration, but the penal code impeded their right to a Catholic education and forced a number of their clergy to emigrate. However, over the course of the eighteenth century almost all the penal laws were gradually repealed at different times; for example, the ban on intermarriage was repealed in 1778. By the time of the Act of Union of 1800, only the wording of the Parliamentary Oath of Allegiance remained as a general barrier to Roman Catholic political rights, although the position of lord-lieutenant of Ireland (see below) remained limited to Anglicans until 1920.


Some of these penal laws applied also to the Irish Dissenters, including the powerful Presbyterian community of Ulster. Although they possessed freedom of religion and could generally vote, as non-Anglicans they were denied the right to hold public office. This was the result of the so-called Test and Corporations Acts, initiated in 1662, which excluded non-Anglicans from public offices. In England and Wales, the Acts were widely ignored by the nineteenth century, but not so in Ireland. The ‘Test Acts’ were formally repealed in 1828. Indeed, the property qualifications for voting meant that even most Anglicans were excluded from the ranks of the Ascendancy; although they could, of course, regard it as operating on their behalf.


Land


All this paved the way for the emergence of the ‘Ascendancy’ in eighteenth-century Ireland, with the Anglican social elite dominating Irish politics, society and the economy. This elite’s power stemmed from ownership of the bulk of the land. By the mid-eighteenth century, Catholics owned only about five per cent of the land, at a time when they formed about 75 per cent of the population. A small class of Catholic gentry did survive, mainly in the west, but the majority of Catholics now existed as small tenant farmers, renting land from their Protestant landlords, or as landless labourers living in conditions of appalling squalor and poverty.



Religion


The other pillar of the Ascendancy was the Anglican Church of Ireland. Since by law it was the Established Church – even though it represented only about fifteen per cent of the people of Ireland – it possessed wealth, privileges and influence. It had, for example, representatives sitting in the Irish House of Lords, and possessed the right to collect tithes from the whole population; something which aroused bitter resentment among Catholics and Presbyterians alike. Not surprisingly, the Church of Ireland was regarded as a major instrument in the English control of Ireland.


Government


Unlike its Scottish neighbour, which by the Act of Union of 1707 had joined with England to form the Kingdom of Great Britain, Ireland remained a separate and dependent kingdom, as it had been since the reign of Henry VIII. In a number of ways Ireland’s status was akin to that of a colony:





•  Administration was headed by the lord-lieutenant (or viceroy), the British government’s representative in Ireland, who was generally an English aristocrat and sometimes a member of the Cabinet. The lord-lieutenant was effectively the monarch’s direct representative and so increasingly a constitutional figurehead rather than the political leader of Ireland.



•  Below the lord-lieutenant were the various ministers and officials, many of them Englishmen, who were responsible for the day-to-day running of the Irish government and were known collectively as ‘the Castle’, since Dublin Castle was the viceroy’s official residence.



•  The chief secretary for Ireland was responsible for getting the government’s legislation through the Irish parliament. This was a major task which could only be accomplished successfully by building up support through the lavish distribution of titles and lucrative offices controlled by the government. The chief secretary increasingly became, in effect, the prime minister of Ireland.





Parliament


Although the Irish parliament had existed since the thirteenth century and was modelled on that of England, its powers were severely limited. By Poyning’s Law of 1494 and the later Declaratory Act of 1719, Ireland was subject to the laws of the Westminster parliament. Its own parliament could only pass laws ultimately approved by the British government. Thus, the Irish parliament lacked any real legislative initiative, and, since the lord-lieutenant was the nominee of the British government, the Irish legislature had no control over its own executive. Moreover, the Irish parliament met only when summoned by the Crown. The Septennial Act of 1715, which provided for general elections at least every seven years, did not apply to Ireland.


Nevertheless, despite its weaknesses, the Irish parliament did not always respond to government direction. This was particularly so when questions involving finance or Irish economic interests were involved and the parliament could rely on the backing of public opinion. In 1725, for example, the government was forced to withdraw a new Irish coinage manufactured in England.
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Summary diagram: The Protestant Ascendancy in eighteenth-century Ireland
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2 The age of revolution




What factors produced moves for reform in Ireland?





In the later eighteenth century, Protestant nationalism steadily advanced in Ireland. There was a growing feeling in the Protestant communities that, although they were divided by race and religion from the majority of Irish people, they were Irish by nationality and should put the interests of Ireland first. This conviction led in the 1750s to the emergence in the Irish House of Commons of the minority group of MPs known as the ‘Patriots’, whose most notable leader was Henry Grattan. His personality, his powers of oratory and his devotion to the cause made him a natural leader.


The Patriots denounced the subordination of Ireland to Great Britain. They demanded commercial equality for Ireland and legislative independence for the Irish parliament, to be accompanied by regular elections and an attack on the corruption of the Castle’s rule. Nor were the Catholics unaffected by these developments. The formation of the Catholic Committee in 1760 as a moderate organisation for the redress of Catholic grievances is a reflection of this. As Grattan said: ‘the Irish Protestant can never be free, till the Irish Catholic has ceased to be a slave’. Something of an unofficial alliance was built up during this period between the moderate reformers in both communities.


In the 1760s, the British government was prepared to make some concessions. For instance, it was conceded that the lord-lieutenant should be permanently resident in Ireland, and the process of reforming the patronage system was begun. In addition, an Octennial Act was passed in 1768, so that general elections had to be held at least every eight years. However, it was the outbreaks of the American War of Independence in 1775 and the French Revolution in 1789 that did most to encourage the process of reform, and which profoundly affected the relationship between Great Britain and Ireland.


The American War of Independence


Whereas the Catholics in Ireland remained loyal to the Crown during the American War of Independence (1775–83), and thereby won some minor improvements in the penal code, the Protestants were more sympathetic to the Americans. They too saw themselves as suffering from subordination to the parliament in Westminster. The Ulster Presbyterians, in particular, had strong links with America through emigration, and the political ideas of the American rebels, exemplified by their slogan ‘No Taxation without Representation’, appealed to their own radical outlook. ‘We are all Americans here’, wrote one Patriot, ‘except such as are attached to the Castle or are papists [Catholics]’.


The influence of Grattan and the Patriots was boosted by the support of the Volunteer movement, which sprang up spontaneously in 1778 and numbered 30,000–40,000 members two years later. The Volunteers pledged to repel any foreign invader, but they undoubtedly represented the military arm of Protestant nationalism. Their strong support for the political programme of the Patriots is shown by one of their marching songs:




‘No laws shall ever bind but those we frame ourselves.


The Britons now shall find us as free as they’re themselves.


Hibernia’s Volunteers, boys, have worked the glorious cause
And will with mighty heart and head abolish Poyning’s Laws.’


The British prime minister, Lord North, recognised the power wielded by the Volunteer and Patriot alliance in favour of reform. His government yielded to the economic demands of the Irish opposition, so that in 1779–80 most of the restrictions on Irish commerce were abolished and ‘free trade for Ireland’ was introduced. Greater change occurred, however, when North resigned after the British surrender to the American rebels at Yorktown, Virginia, in 1782. He was replaced by Lord Rockingham and the Whigs, who for years had been strong supporters of the Patriots’ cause.






Grattan’s parliament


By the ‘constitution of 1782’, which the Whigs now introduced, Poyning’s Law and the Declaratory Act of 1719 were repealed, and the Irish parliament for the first time in its history achieved legislative independence. This meant that although the Crown retained a final veto over legislation, the initiative belonged to the Irish House of Commons, which could pass its own laws without the consent of the government in Great Britain. In this way, ‘Grattan’s parliament’, as it is always known – in tribute to its greatest member – began its short life. ‘Ireland is now a nation’, he proclaimed. ‘In that new character I hail her’.


Despite Grattan’s euphoria, the changes were more apparent than real. Ireland’s parliament still had no control over the Executive, and the lord-lieutenants could still contrive, although with greater difficulty than previously, to control the Commons’ proceedings through the time-honoured methods of influence, patronage and electoral corruption. All this meant that the major demand of the reformers (as with their fellow radicals in England) now became parliamentary reform, aimed at making the Irish parliament truly representative of the people. For Patriots, like Grattan, this implied political rights for Catholics too, something which the Catholic Committee itself had been vigorously demanding. Yet, this was an issue over which the Ascendancy itself was divided, and in the later 1780s parliament rejected any attempt to reform the ‘constitution of 1782’. Nor could the reformers now expect much sympathy at Westminster. The accession of the Younger Pitt to office as prime minister in 1783 began a long period of strong and stable government in defence of the political and social status quo.


There were also growing economic and social problems in Ireland. Although these years saw a considerable increase in the prosperity of the Irish middle classes, especially in Ulster, owing to the expansion of trade, the rapid increase in the Irish population throughout the eighteenth century increased the competition for land, which helped to cause sporadic outbreaks of violence. All these problems were to come to a head during the period of the French Revolution.


The French Revolution


The outbreak of the French Revolution stimulated the demand for further reform throughout Britain and Ireland, especially in Ulster where the Volunteer movement, although in decline elsewhere, remained powerful. Even the Catholic Committee became more radical. It was the need to pacify the Catholics, especially after the outbreak of war with France in 1793, and fears of a Catholic–Presbyterian anti-government alliance, that led Pitt to force further reforms on a reluctant viceroy and parliament. In 1793, Catholics were granted the right to vote, and most civil and military posts in Ireland were thrown open to them. In this way, a young Catholic lawyer, Daniel O’Connell – the future ‘Liberator’ (see Chapter 3) – became a member of the Irish Bar.


These concessions did little to improve the status of the Irish Catholics since they were still denied the right to sit in parliament or to hold public office, and the old pattern of Anglican-dominated politics remained. Hence, the era of the French Revolution placed the demand for Roman Catholic emancipation firmly on the political agenda of the opposition both in Ireland and in England, and this question was inextricably linked with the wider aim of parliamentary reform. The government’s obstinate refusal to shift its position on either the ‘emancipation’ or the ‘parliamentary reform’ question during this period not only helped to push Catholic and Protestant radicals closer together, but also inevitably encouraged the growth of more extreme reform movements. The 1790s therefore saw the emergence of a new, and ultimately more militant, organisation, the Society of United Irishmen, led by a young Protestant lawyer, Wolfe Tone.


The Society of United Irishmen


The Society of United Irishmen was originally formed in 1791 as an organisation of radical clubs in Ulster. Its aim was to influence Irish opinion in favour of:





•  Catholic emancipation



•  parliamentary reform.





In the years that followed, the society transformed itself into a more secretive, extremist and quasi-military organisation. This was particularly a result of the increasingly reactionary attitudes of the Irish government and parliament, and the developing revolutionary fervour of Wolfe Tone. It now appealed deliberately to all Irishmen and aimed at the establishment of an independent Irish republic. By 1797, the Society was believed to possess more than 100,000 active supporters. Wolfe Tone became more intensely anti-British and pro-French, and since Britain and France were now at war, the idea of military help from France as the only means of salvation for Ireland became more and more appealing. ‘To subvert the tyranny of our execrable government’, he wrote, ‘to break the connection with England, the never-failing source of all our political evils, and to assert the independence of my country – these are my objects’.


The notion of liberation from British rule was bound to have an appeal, not just to middle-class radicals, but also to the Catholic peasantry, who had their own economic grievances against Protestant landlords and the Anglican Church. This led to fierce outbreaks of sectarian strife in the north. In response, a number of Ulster Protestants combined together in 1795 to form the loyalist Orange Order, based largely on the former Volunteers, to defend Protestantism and the British Crown. Some Catholics therefore turned to the Society of United Irishmen to defend them against this Protestant backlash.


By this time, the British government, alarmed at the growth of subversive ideas in the middle of a major war, was preparing to move against the Irish radicals. Wolfe Tone fled to America in 1795 and from there he made his way to Paris, where he began plotting with the French authorities for an invasion of Ireland. A fleet did set sail at the end of 1796 and reached Bantry Bay, but owing to a storm it was forced to withdraw.


Action had already been taken by the British to stamp out the radical opposition. Earlier in 1796, magistrates in Ireland had been given wider powers to seize arms and arrest suspects. Even more provocatively, a force of loyalist Protestant yeomanry had been set up to act on behalf of the government. Now, in 1797, a mainly yeomanry force under the command of General Lake moved against the United Irishmen in Belfast, determined to destroy their leadership and their support. ‘Our aim’, said one officer, ‘was to excite terror and by that means obtain our end speedily’. To a large extent their brutal campaign of repression succeeded; and in the following year the yeomanry moved against the United Irishmen in the south, especially in Dublin. Martial law was proclaimed. It was in these circumstances that the United Irishmen, now largely leaderless and with their organisation in disarray, decided that their only hope now was through rebellion coupled with a French invasion.


The rebellion of 1798


The disintegration of the Society of United Irishmen meant that it was unable to impose its grip on the long-awaited rebellion which broke out in Ireland on 23 May 1798. The rebellion therefore consisted of a series of separate uprisings, based primarily on local grievances rather than any overriding set of ideas or a concerted plan. At the time, some members of the Ascendancy saw it as basically a Catholic rebellion against Protestantism. But Lord Cornwallis, the viceroy, denounced ‘the folly of substituting Catholic instead of Jacobin [French revolutionary] as the foundation of the present rebellion’, and a fellow member of the government similarly argued that it was due to ‘French policies and French success … [and] the jargon of equality’.


In fact, it was only among a minority in Ulster that French revolutionary ideas were important, and the rebellion there, as in the west of Ireland, was a limited affair. The main area where the outbreak was bitter and protracted was in the south-east, especially in Wexford, and there it did take the form of a bloody religious war. Groups of Protestants were massacred by Catholic insurgents, and the yeomanry responded in kind, sometimes resorting to a ‘scorched earth’ policy against Catholic property. Given the strength and determination of the government forces, the rebellion had no real chance of success, and after General Lake’s victory at Vinegar Hill on 21 June, it rapidly petered out. The captured rebel leaders were executed or suffered transportation, but the rank-and-file were allowed to return to their homes. Although the rebellion lasted barely a month, it has been estimated that by the end of that summer the death toll on both sides amounted to about 30,000. It has been suggested that ‘The 1798 rising was probably the most concentrated episode of violence in Irish history’.
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