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INTRODUCTION





1


Just outside the County Donegal town of Buncrana, in the northern part of Ireland, lies a stone memorial to the eighteenth-century United Irishman Theobald Wolfe Tone. This small monument to the celebrated Irish republican faces westward across the quiet water of Lough Swilly, towards the beautiful Fanad peninsula, and it maintains a silent devotion:




  In memory of Theobald Wolfe Tone who was arrested near this spot in November 1798 and of the heroic efforts that he and his comrades in the United Irishmen made ‘To abolish the memory of past dissension’ and to establish in the land they loved a civil order governed by the principles of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity.





Tone had sailed from France in September 1798 on board the seventy-four-gun French flagship, the Hoche, and had headed for Ireland with rebellious, anti-English intention in that year of failed risings. On 12 October, a severe storm having broken as Tone and his comrades reached the Irish north coast, the Hoche was engaged in a dawn battle by British forces. Tone himself was fully engaged in this fight, and he was captured when his fatally damaged ship was surrounded and taken. On 31 October, after more than two weeks of continuing storm, the Hoche was then towed into Lough Swilly (‘one of the most beautiful bays in Ireland’,1 as the later Irish nationalist Alice Milligan put it), and Tone was brought on shore with other prisoners at Buncrana on 3 November.


A short drive from Buncrana to the other side of the Inishowen peninsula takes you to Tremone Bay, a small Donegal beach arrived at via narrowly winding roads. At one end of this bay lies another memorial to another rebel, a small, grey-stoned monument dedicated to a nineteenth-century Irish nationalist who escaped after the 1848 Rising: ‘Erected to commemorate the escape of Thomas D’Arcy McGee (1825–1868) from Tremone Bay to America in September 1848. He was a key figure in the Young Ireland movement’. Also on Inishowen, further north towards Malin Head, lies the glorious Five Finger Strand. As you stand on this vanilla-sanded Donegal beach, a beautiful crescent of land surrounds you: away in front and to the right are the five knuckles of rock which give the strand its name, then nearer towards you and still on your right are high cliffs, with sheep precariously grazing on their sloping grass. Behind you are the triangular dunes which back on to the beach itself, while off to the left, beyond occasional and isolated houses, lie hauntingly shadowed mountains – County Donegal possessing what IRA man and writer Ernie O’Malley once described as ‘a mountainous core extending in every direction’.2 Directly in front of you is the ‘cold-lipped Atlantic’3 (as another literary Irish republican, Donegal IRA novelist Peadar O’Donnell, once phrased it): a permanent sea symphony, enthralling in any weather. And ahead of you in that sea silently lies Glashedy Island where, allegedly, poteen – powerful, illicit whiskey – used to be made in the nineteenth century. As you look around you on this beach, there are 360 degrees of beauty. And in the dunes here at Five Finger Strand the Provisional IRA buried arms dumps during the 1980s in their long struggle against the British state in Ireland.


2


These Donegal stories could be echoed across much of Ireland. And, for all the great differences between them, the people mentioned here – Theobald Wolfe Tone, Alice Milligan, Thomas D’Arcy McGee, Ernie O’Malley, Peadar O’Donnell and the Provisional IRA – were all variously engaged in an Irish expression of the most important and powerful force in human history. For nationalism has substantially determined and shaped the modern world.4 It has caused and fuelled wars; stabilized and destabilized states; defined political and cultural life across the globe. Nationalism has triumphantly outlived communism, and it has transcended social class and religious attachment alike: not all nationalists espouse particular (or even any) religious beliefs, and nationalists come from diverse social backgrounds; yet the vast majority of religious people and of people from diverse social classes possess nationalist views, attachments, loyalties and ideas. People have defined themselves (and scholars have sought to define them) in terms of various historical forces and categories – class, religion, gender, civilization – but nationalism has proved more persistently and pervasively powerful than any of these. It remains an inescapably central feature of human life,5 and nobody can comprehend the modern world without understanding and explaining this most definitive of all forces in our history.


It has certainly been the most crucial force in the history of Ireland. For centuries, nationalist campaigns and anti-nationalist politics have between them provided the context for Irish historical development. Even if one were to begin only with the familiar story from the late eighteenth century onwards, the record is clear enough: the United Irishmen, the O’Connellite campaigns for Catholic Emancipation and Repeal of the Union, the Young Irelanders of the 1840s, the late-nineteenth-century Fenian movement, the Home Rule politics of Parnell and Redmond, the early-twentieth-century world of Sinn Féin and other republicans, the politics of independent Ireland after 1922, the post-1968 Northern Ireland Troubles – in each of these cases, nationalist politics have centrally defined Irish life. So, too, the politics of those who have strenuously opposed Irish nationalism (whether Irish unionists, or anti-nationalist British politicians operating in Ireland), have themselves been framed by nationalist assumptions. Unionist and British views frequently involve their own species of nationalism, and they have often been moulded in response to challenges set by nationalist Ireland. Indeed, the terrain on which anti-Irish-nationalist battles have been fought has been land worked often enough by nationalist hands: the politics of opposing Repeal, of opposing Home Rule, or of combating the IRA, were all politics partly determined by the agenda of Irish nationalists themselves. The shape of modern Ireland, for good or ill or both, has been sculpted largely by nationalism.


So this book explores a subject of paramount international and also local, national importance. In doing so it has three main aims.


The first, and most straightforward, is to tell the compelling story of Irish nationalist history through the extraordinarily vivid and wide-ranging sources which have been left to us by Irish nationalists themselves. Through archives, pamphlets, memoirs, newspapers, novels, diaries, plays, poems, paintings, music, maps, censuses, parliamentary debates, films, interviews, ballads, correspondence, speeches, opinion polls, election materials and other sources, I hope that the dramatic tale of nationalist Ireland will here be brought to vigorous and entertaining life.


The book’s second aim is to provide readers with an authoritative but accessible, up-to-date, single-volume account of what scholars now think and know (or think that they know) about Irish nationalism. There are libraries full of specialist studies which focus on different periods, individuals, movements, themes and problems relating to Irish nationalism. But most people simply don’t have the time to spend their lives reading through this vast monograph literature, and so there’s a danger that scholarly understanding will just lie buried in micro-studies which few people read. I hope that Irish Freedom will, among other things, provide a comparatively short and enjoyable route – in one volume – towards finding out what scholars now think about this great subject. Perhaps strangely, no such book currently exists. There are several superb general treatments of nationalism in Ireland, but none would claim to disseminate the current state of the art of scholarship on Irish nationalism.6 There are also very fine general histories of Ireland,7 but these books necessarily have to consider far more than nationalism; as a result, they don’t have the space to tell the full story of scholarly thinking about nationalism in Ireland. So, in the course of telling the story of Irish nationalism, this current book will also reflect and summarize much of the existing literature on this subject.


As I say, my desire to write a book which serves this purpose is one which arises partly from an anxiety that the over-specialization of historical research has led to an unhelpful compartmentalization of history-writing. There are now so many micro-studies (local, biographical, period-specific) and so many sub-fields of specialization (military history, women’s history, social history, family history, and so on), that it is sometimes difficult for readers to grasp the ways in which all these different histories meaningfully link together, in life lived across rather than within such categories. There’s a danger that such a situation might lead people to feel cut off from current understandings of the past, and more particularly of their own past, and this would be unfortunate. So, in part, this book has been written as a kind of public history, intended to make available to a wider audience what at present lies buried in obscure articles, archives or academic seminar discussions.


And it should be noted that our scholarly understanding of the past emerges, not merely from the work of those in university history or politics departments, but also from the profound insights of people from a wide range of other disciplinary backgrounds. Irish Freedom is primarily a work of political history; but I hope that it also represents a new kind of historical writing in that it draws throughout on important work by people from a very broad range of disciplines (including psychology, political science, sociology, law, anthropology, theology, philosophy, political theory, literature, economics, geography, biology, archaeology and music).


My third aim in writing this book is the most ambitious and difficult of the three, and it concerns my desire not just to tell the Irish nationalist story, but also to explain it: to address the deeper question ‘Why?’ as well as the more traditional question ‘What?’ In order to do this, it will be necessary not just to offer a chronicle of Irish nationalists’ actions, arguments and experiences over the years, but also to weave into this tale some precise consideration of what nationalism itself actually is as a political phenomenon (its precise nature, causes, dynamics and consequences), and in particular why it is that it has been so persistently dominant in people’s lives.


Most studies of Irish nationalist history – monographs on particular movements or periods or individuals – have tended to avoid such precise conceptual reflection and definition regarding the nature of nationalism itself.8 The basic assumptions of nationalism (whether Irish, British or Ulster unionist) have become so deeply internalized, it seems, that even those who have studied the details of the phenomenon have tended simply to take it somewhat for granted: nationalism itself has effectively been treated as an inevitable or given context within which we have all operated. So the question of what nationalism actually is – of why and when it arose, and of why it has proved so lastingly, pervasively powerful – has tended all too often to be ignored. Nationalism is assumed simply to be a given reality and framework, and one which therefore requires no sustained interrogation. This is true of most specialist micro-studies, but it is also true of more general treatments of Irish nationalism (several of which have been excellent).9 That people have expressed their desire for landownership, or social revolution, or parliamentary authority, through nationalism rather than through other ideological media or within other political frameworks, has too often been simply taken for granted; and most scholars have shied away from the difficult task of precise and informed conceptual definition of the phenomenon in question.10 The dominant force in modern Ireland has been treated as though its existence were inevitable and natural, and as though it required no conceptual delineation or explanation.


But while Irish historians have favoured empirical over philosophical precision (producing, it should be said, much outstanding and very detailed historical work in the process), the approach of scholars studying nationalism as a global phenomenon has often suffered from an opposing bias. An impressive and vast literature exists on the subject of nationalism as such, but the authors of most of these studies have ignored Ireland; less forgivably, they have not tended to test the validity of their theories through empirically detailed consideration of the case of any one nation over a sustained period of time in the kind of detail which historians would demand. So countless general definitions of nationalism have been offered, refined and refuted; and innumerable explanations have been proffered for its emergence, sustenance and influence. But these arguments have rarely been tested in ways that an historian would consider necessary: against the lengthy, unique, detailed and messy experience of a particular national community, in a particular place, studied under the microscope over time.11


So philosophers and sociologists of nationalism have been better at saying why something called nationalism arose as a global phenomenon than at explaining why – in particular places at specific times – some nationalists within a movement took one path and others another in, for example, schism or civil war; why some nationalists were socialist and others anti-socialist within the same nationalist movement, place and period; why some classmates – sharing similar social and geographical, educational and even family influences – joined a particular nationalist movement, while others sitting near them in class vehemently opposed it; why particular periods of nationalist politics were marked by varying regional intensities and timings; how and why nationalist ideas reached particular people and places and made such sense among them; and so on. And these questions of detailed human intricacy do not concern trivial surface symptoms, for they have been and they remain decisive in terms of people’s lives and – all too frequently – their deaths.


What I’m suggesting is that there has been a significant problem with our understanding of Irish nationalism, arising from the fact that these two different traditions of studying the phenomenon have failed to listen to each other with sufficient care. What might be called the ‘sociologists’ of nationalism have spoken in one language (general and theoretical), while historians have spoken in another (local and empirical); what we now need is to approach the subject bilingually. As an historian who has spent his professional life working in a university politics department, I’ve attempted to achieve at least some degree of simultaneous fluency in these rival languages, and so this book aims both to narrate vividly and to explain deeply at the same time. If theorists have offered philosophical precision, while lacking sufficient appreciation of the unique and the contingent; and if historians have been strong on the particular but less adept at conceptual or comparative reflection,12 then a marriage of the two approaches offers the possibility of a more full understanding of this vital subject than would be attainable by either school operating on its own.


To alter the metaphor, we might think of the process as involving two maps. One has been large-scale, outlining the broad contours of global nationalism as a whole, but insufficiently detailed to explain or to guide us regarding the particularities of any localized region. The other has been a small-scale map of a local area, illuminating that region’s specific features in closely focused fashion but leaving us in the dark about how and where it fits into the broader world picture. Until now, the two sets of cartographers producing these maps have operated far too independently of each other, with the result that the two maps fail to fit each other accurately or closely enough. What is needed is that these two maps should be produced and refined as part of the same process, and that they should be able to fit on to one another precisely: what we know of the local detail should exactly match what we know of broad, global realities and explanations, and vice versa.


So this book offers a theory of ‘nationalism’ as well as the story of ‘Irish nationalism’, and it attempts to relate the two phenomena to each other in a way that will enrich our understanding of both. The theory (first set out very briefly in the final section of this Introduction) explains what nationalism is, what drives it, and why it has been so powerful and dominant in the modern world. Chapters One to Six of the book will then tell the Irish nationalist story, and the Conclusion (‘Explaining Irish Nationalism’) will both elaborate and justify the theory of nationalism more fully, and relate this in some detail to the Irish historical experience: the aim will be to show how a thorough understanding of nationalism itself is the only way of making deeper sense of the nationalist story in Ireland over the centuries.


So I hope that this book offers an original integration of narrative detail with analytical reflection on nationalism as such: it’s a dramatic story of what people have thought and done, but it is also an interpretive one concerning the ultimate reasons for their having thought and acted in these ways. My aim has been to write history which relates theoretical understanding to the messy practicality of lived experience, in a way which allows each to explain how and why the other operates as it does. It’s a challenging task. But unless the conceptual and the empirical are deployed in this kind of explanatory relationship with each other, then it seems to me unlikely that we will properly understand nationalism anywhere.


A few other points might briefly be mentioned at this stage. In trying to re-create Irish nationalists’ thought and action through their own words, I’ve aimed to show the extraordinary variety, richness and particularity of people’s lives. This has involved not merely the famous elite (prominent though they have to be in such a story), but also the rank and file of nationalist movements and populations; and it necessarily involves women as well as the men who often monopolize text and footnotes in such studies. Such an account records the experiences of those who have been victims, as well as those who have been practitioners of nationalist politics and violence; and it considers many localities as well as the famous metropolitan sites of action. In all of this I hope that some often-ignored voices will be made rather more audible. Readers tend to be familiar with names such as Theobald Wolfe Tone, Robert Emmet, Daniel O’Connell, Thomas Davis, John Mitchel, Charles Stewart Parnell, Patrick Pearse, Michael Collins, Eamon de Valera, John Hume, Bobby Sands and Gerry Adams; and Irish Freedom will indeed examine the vital role of these and other main players in the Irish nationalist drama. But we also possess many other vivid sources, recording the experiences of less eminent figures in the story, and enabling us to understand the plot much more fully. Far fewer readers will be familiar with the names of Leonard Magill or Patrick O’Neill, Joseph Skeffington or Eithne Coyle, Jeremiah MacVeagh or Joseph Connellan, Lily FitzSimons or Alex Comerford, Denis Haughey or Sean Coleman. But it’s vital to hear the voices of such people if we are properly to understand the story of nationalist Ireland, and so I’ve tried to give them their place.


I would like to think that this rounded picture will demonstrate the rich and multi-layered nature of Irish nationalism. This is emphatically a story of Irish nationalisms (fluid and layered) rather than of any homogeneous nationalism (static and monochrome). The terms and aspirations and even the vocabulary of nationalists have altered dramatically over time, and the competing varieties of nationalism evident in Ireland at any one point are equally telling. This is a tale of Irish nationalist conflict with England and Britain; but it’s also a story of conflict between Irish people – nationalist-versus-nationalist as often as nationalist-versus-unionist.


A word about the reader, and the author. I hope that the book contains material of interest and importance for the scholar and the connoisseur, in terms of the wealth and novelty of the data as well as the innovation of the argument. But it’s also intended as a story which can be enjoyed by a much wider group than merely that of professional academics. I’ve long been a believer in what Eric Hobsbawm once described as ‘the intelligent and educated citizen’,13 and I’ve written this book with such a reader firmly in mind. So the book contains the scholarly apparatus of Bibliography and Notes and References for those who are keen to pursue matters further on particular points; but Irish Freedom can also be read without reference to such pages – as an historical tale for the general reader.


The perspective of the author possibly requires some comment as well. To write the history of nationalism necessarily demands an attempt at imaginative empathy with the vast range of people involved in the story being told. But it need not mean that one shares the assumptions of those under scrutiny. Non-Protestants can study the history of the Protestant Reformation, just as non-Nazis can write authoritatively about the tortured subject of Nazism; the same is true, I believe, across the range of human experience. This book about Irish nationalism is written by someone who is not, in fact, a nationalist of any variety or nation. (In writing it, I’ve often been reminded of George Bernard Shaw’s spiky observation, ‘As an Irishman I could pretend to patriotism neither for the country I had abandoned nor the country that had ruined it.’14) Some people write about Irish nationalism as fellow-believers in the nationalist religion; others write with a venomous hostility towards their subject of study. By contrast, I’m writing as someone born and long-resident in Ireland, who wants to explore and explain a compelling and important subject in ways which are fair to all concerned, whether they are nationalist or not: the intention is to provide empathy and balance, and to evaluate rather than solely to celebrate or condemn.


So the book aims to explain Irish nationalism rather than merely to describe it; and it tells the reader what shelf after shelf of research books and articles on Irish nationalists have unveiled; it narrates an historical tale using rich, varied data on often obscure yet important events and people; and – above all – it aims to stimulate debate on a major topic. My previous books have dealt with exponents of an aggressive, twentieth-century version of Irish nationalism, focusing as they have on the IRA.15 In contrast, this book considers a much broader range of Irish nationalists, involving earlier periods of nationalist experience and examining all shades of nationalism in Ireland, constitutional as well as revolutionary. Over such a wide range, I can’t expect readers always to agree with my arguments; indeed, one of my hopes is that this book may provoke fruitful disagreement, debate and reflection concerning Irish and wider nationalist politics. If readers are entertained by what the book reveals about intriguing aspects of the past, and if they consider some of what I argue to be stimulating, then I’ll be more than satisfied with that.
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Before starting to tell the Irish story, we need a brief statement of what nationalism actually is, of why and when it emerged, of what drives and lies behind it, and of why it has so dominated the world. And even before this, it’s necessary to set out a clear understanding of some other key terms if we are to avoid unhelpful vagueness. The word nation is derived from Latin; more particularly, it comes ultimately from the verb nascor, meaning to be born, to descend from, to spring from. So its initial sense involved actual ties of blood and birth, and yet it has lastingly implied a much wider set of attachments and much more extended ties of belonging (already signified in the Latin word natio – a nation, people or race). Dictionaries record perceived modern meaning of the word ‘nation’ (‘A distinct race or people, characterized by common descent, language, or history, usually organized as a separate political state and occupying a definite territory’), and also something of the word’s changing historical usage (‘family, kindred, clan’, 1584; ‘the whole people of a country’, 1602).16 But in addition to the list of supposedly shared features which this kind of community possesses (descent, territory, history, culture, language, and so on), there are in the nation the crucially linked dimensions of consciousness and scale. If people do not think themselves a nation – or do so only in tiny numbers – then it is doubtful that a nation exists. As one leading scholar of the subject has pragmatically put it, ‘any sufficiently large body of people whose members regard themselves as members of a “nation”, will be treated as such’.17


National relates to, or is distinctively characteristic of, the nation (hence national identity, national character); while nationality suggests either the fact of belonging to a nation, or something of the national character, identity, consciousness or feeling consequent upon this fact. Patriotism has a distinctive Irish meaning which we will address later in the book, but as a general term it may perhaps be taken to refer to affection or love for one’s nation, and a measure of loyalty to it.18


What of nationalism itself, its origins and development and dynamics? The true definition and explanation of nationalism lie in a particular interweaving of the politics of community, struggle and power. And if we ask what, at root, makes people into nationalists and makes nationalists of so many people, then the crucial place to start is with the necessity and appeal of community.


For nationalism to have been so persistently and popularly powerful, it must have resonated with key instincts, needs, drives and dimensions of being human; and this relation between nationalism and humans’ deepest needs, though rarely spelled out in more traditional histories of nationalism, is essential to understanding the subject, and to explaining why nationalist versions of community so appeal. It’s not that it is necessary or more natural for humans to be nationalists, but rather that nationalism has been able powerfully to respond to many of the deepest needs and instincts of humanity, and that our recognition of this is crucial to explaining nationalism’s pervasiveness and durability. Scientific research makes clear that humans are sociable by nature: we’re not equally predisposed towards the solitary and the interactive, but have a biological drive towards group aggregation. A wealth of research now points us towards again believing in human nature, and when we consequently ask what humans want or need, we find deep and dominant instincts towards survival, security, protection and safety. Our survival instinct is inbuilt, and one attraction of community clearly lies in what it can offer in the realm of protection, the provision of necessary means of existence, and so on. But inbuilt also is our instinct towards belonging, and in particular towards belonging to stable and coherent communities. The latter meet our practical needs (for food production, and for those things such as economic exchange which require cooperative action), but they also promise to satisfy our need for meaningful definition of who we are: something essential if life is to be tolerable, purposeful and fulfilling. Belonging, bonding and attachment within effective and durable social groups (especially groups which we perceive to be special and distinctive) lie at the heart of what it is to be human. For practical and psychological reasons, therefore, community – of precisely the kind which is associated with nationalism – appears to suit human nature.


In this it reflects the central fact that nationalism simultaneously meets emotional, psychological and material or practical needs. For this to be the case, there needs to be an agreed loyalty to national community, and this in turn requires that there be shared means of communication between members of the group: things that provide the basis for agreement, coherence, trust and interaction. These can take various forms, and they are often enough practical as well as of emotional or psychological value. Territory, the nationalists’ homeland, might be one such element. Nationalist community tends to involve attachment to our own special place, to a land which we work, on whose resources we rely, and from whose distinctive features we derive emotional and practical sustenance. To the centrality of place might be added the vital communal feature of people themselves. Again, there are practical dimensions (community with those around us is required for our survival), but the ennobling of our own people also allows for enhanced self-worth, fulfilment, purpose and meaning. Our people – those whom we know, and those in the greater, imagined community – are a special group. And nationalists often take this further with extended notions of communal descent. To some degree, this aspect of national community is an invention: nations are not, in fact, neatly sealed racial groups of shared descent. Yet nor are shared blood-ties irrelevant: the people to whom you are born do often play a vital part in your sense of national community; it’s also true that there will often enough be a greater degree of blood-relatedness between yourself and your own national community than there will be with, for example, the people of a distant nation. Thus myths of shared national descent intensify attachment in ways which are partly, but only partly, fictionally based.


The broad set of languages which we can call culture provides further definition of what it is to be a nationalist and explanation of why national community so appeals. Culture can involve actual shared language, but also the languages of religion or music or sport or diet or value, which allow for shared interaction and trust and meaning within a national group. And the key feature here is our own national culture’s perceived specialness. Our music and sport are not just random examples of wider patterns but rather – so we as nationalists will think – they are unique and indeed superior. Just as we associate with special people, so we do so by means of distinctive culture. And this helps explain the appeal of the community: if this is uniquely dignified and durable, and I am a part of this, then to affirm my national culture is to affirm and ennoble myself.


National community relies on a sense of history in very many cases: this group is a lasting one, we believe, gaining worth through its historic achievements and legacies, and acquiring purpose and direction through its imagined future. There may often be a simplification involved in the national histories which communities imagine around themselves. But the sharing of such myths allows for notions of greatness, of enriched identity in asking who we are, of intense purpose in terms of a past decline to be arrested if future glory is to be achieved. We know that the human mind is oriented towards narrative interpretations of important things around us, and towards drawing moral sense from them. Hence the appeal of historical stories which contain lessons and morals, simplified and anachronistic though these stories may be. The national community tends also to have, therefore, an ethical dimension. Our group is not merely typical in what it embodies, but is characterized rather by superior moral claims, values, purposes and obligations. Nations are righteous communities. And it’s considered by nationalists to be right that all humanity be divided into nations: this is the true moral order for the world.


A darker feature of nationalist community – but again one which both defines and explains its appeal – is to be found in the idea of exclusiveness. Nations are self-defining, self-aware groups. But what you are implies and requires a category of what you are not. If my national culture, history and so on define who is within my community, then they also define who is outside, beyond and excluded from it. And this too can appeal to many people: in telling a tale of good versus evil, in providing comfort and moral certainty at the same time. This exclusivism – the politics of ‘in-group’ and ‘out-group’ – varies from nationalism to nationalism, and from period to period within any given national community. But its hostile, negative and often aggressive presence is frequently felt, offering boundaries of meaning with potentially awful implications.


National communities do not all require all these features – shared attachments to territory, people, descent, culture, history, ethics, and exclusivism – but they do require some of them, and the emotional and practical logic within each of these features helps to explain the existence, durability and pervasiveness of such communal groups. Yet nationalism involves more than membership of such self-conscious community. It also involves struggle: activity, movement, collective mobilization, sometimes a programmatic striving for goals, and certainly a commitment to necessary change. So what do nationalists struggle for? This can, of course, vary vastly. Communal agendas of struggle can be directed towards gaining or preserving the sovereign independence of your national community; towards the achievement of secession from a larger political unit, or independence from an imperial power; towards maintaining national political or cultural survival, or achieving economic advantage for your community; towards winning freedom in political terms, or the right to cultural expression for the national community; and very much else.


Why do nationalists so struggle? Again, often overlapping or coexisting motivations can be detected: self-preservation, the advancement of material or economic interests in a practically beneficial way, the desire for prestige or dignity or meaning, a reaction to threats (actual or perceived), an urge to avenge past wrongs, a need to put right a relative group grievance. In all of this, nationalist struggle involves the rectification of what is wrong: the replacing of an unfortunate ‘is’ with a desired ‘ought to be’; and in all of this, what we see is an individual engagement with the organized pursuit of communal goals, and the way in which communal advantage benefits that individual nationalist in powerful ways. And how do nationalists pursue such struggle? Through violence (in wars of national liberation, expansion or annexation); through party or electoral political process; through cultural campaigns, movements and initiatives; through the embedding of national ideas in frequent rituals and routines, and in the emblems built into national life and place – there are very many means of communal, national mobilization around varied goals.


But nationalism is not merely about community in struggle, but also and centrally about questions of power. Power is what is so frequently sought by nationalists; and the deployment of power in pursuit of nationalist objectives defines – and again, I think, helps to explain – nationalist activity. It might even be suggested that, at root, nationalism is really a politics of power. For nationalists tend to assume the nation to be the appropriate source of political power or authority, and tend to seek power for their own distinctive national community. The legitimacy of national power involves the alluring prospect of those in power in your community being – in key ways – just like yourself, coming from your own national group and reflecting and representing the interests and values which constitute you as an individual. This often involves power over the state: while state and nation should not be confused with each other, they do exist in frequently close relationship. The most common goal of nationalists at their historic high points of communal struggle tends to be the pursuit of state power for the nation. National freedoms are thought to be best – indeed, only – achieved, protected and guaranteed by possession of state power, and by its constant defence against threats internal and external alike. So we find the mismatch between state and nation (occasions where members of one national community find themselves in a state ruled by another) to be the most powerful generator of nationalist movements in history – not least, of course, in Ireland.


Nationalist power also focuses on the vital notion of sovereignty. One of the central ideas of nationalism is that political sovereignty is a right held by the nation, that the national community should possess full sovereignty over itself as a free, independent and self-governing unit. Why should this so appeal as a legitimizing principle of power? The answer lies in the linkage made within nationalism between equality, sovereignty and freedom. The ideas of John Locke (1632–1704) were foundational here, given his decisive argument that legitimate political authority rested on the consent of the governed. But upon this Lockeian foundation came an even more important layer of argument, drawn from the innovative ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) and his interweaving of popular sovereignty, equality and freedom. Within the nation, all people share equally in the sovereign power which makes and legitimizes decisions for the group. Thus any law (whether or not, in practice, it might limit one’s daily liberty in some way) derives ultimately from one’s own authority: and one of the central ideas and attractions of nationalism is that by sharing equally in the power which governs us in this way, we are made truly free. As nationalists, we give consent to our national rulers and to their possession of sovereign power: and such individual attachment to the idea of popular national sovereignty seems to make a certain sense because we, as individuals within the national community, have an equal share in the sovereignty through which decisions are made for us. As such, we are supposedly liberated.


So state power and sovereignty rely on communal consent and in practice on the idea of self-determination, the power of a population to decide its own government and politics. In nationalist thought, the collective will of the community expresses itself in legitimizing the nation as the proper and free political unit: for nationalists, indeed, self-determination is a central political right. (Over and over in our Irish story, we’ll hear this term deployed.) Again, the appeal of this idea to so many people is easy to explain. If you self-determine yourselves as a group (sharing those features of community which we have discussed, and which make us who we are), then those ruling over you not only represent and reflect you, but are ultimately answerable to you as an individual who is typical of your national group. How should individuals protect their own interests, liberties and rights? To the nationalist, the answer lies in a theory of self-determination which seeks to group people into bonded national communities, each possessing and consenting to and legitimating its own way of life.


If power is, therefore, the objective and the explanation of so much nationalist struggle, then power too lies at the heart of what it is that nationalists actually do, in their day-to-day and year-to-year activities. Power is deployed by nationalist communities in their pursuit, achievement and maintenance of objectives; power is used as leverage in nationalist campaigns for the righting of wrongs, for the winning or defending of freedom or culture; power can be wielded in violent, propagandist, intimidatory, administrative, verbal, literary, state, sub-state and many other forms of persuasion and coercion. This involves mobilization rather than merely individual acts; and the attraction of wielding such power helps to explain the durable appeal of nationalism as part of one’s way of life.


So community, struggle and power offer the interwoven definition and explanation of nationalism and its extraordinary dominance. But can these aspects of human life not be expressed and enjoyed and pursued through other means than the national? Can we not find community in our family or village, pursue struggle at the purely local level of campaigning, wield power through our prominent role in job or business? To some extent, clearly we can and we do. But the particular interweaving of community, struggle and power in the form of nationalism offers far grander opportunities than are available through these other routes. The family cannot offer the scale of interaction to provide for our necessary exchange or safety; even a powerful job will not allow for access to the kind of serious power available through nationalism; and the expression of sub-national cultural enthusiasm will not allow for such large-scale, durable, all-inclusive possibilities as will the national. This last is perhaps the crucial point. For nationalism has an absorptive quality, which allows it to subsume and incorporate and gain further strength from other areas of our life in ways which seem to strengthen them too. The family offers comfort and meaning and belonging, but is protected by the power of the national community; the interests of the business are defended and furthered by the nation; sporting enthusiasm or musical pride gain distinction and exaltation through their national dimensions. While feminism, socialism, or religion can all appeal very powerfully, none can absorb the nation in the way that nationalism can absorb them. Women as well as men can be in the nation; all classes can be and are repeatedly claimed to be in the national community; and religions cannot offer equally meaningful power, as neither the local religious community nor the single world-rule of one Church or faith offer the kind of feasible power that a national group can and often does hold.


And the question is less why people group themselves according to identity or allegiance, but rather why – of all the available and competing forms of group identification – the national has so predominated over others. The answer is that, despite its many failings, nationalism has seemed to offer a richer and more varied set of possibilities here than its rivals, and has seemed to present a more capacious and effective world-view. The individual and the local; the rational and the visceral or emotional; the economic and the material as well as the psychological and the spiritual; the cultural and the political – nationalism has seemed to offer so many varied possibilities at once that it has devoured or eclipsed its rivals.


I don’t write this as a nationalist, but in an attempt to explain the durability, pervasiveness and power of nationalism as the world’s most significant political force. And central to the appeal of nationalism – and to what its adherents persistently, ostensibly and often enough genuinely see as its essential feature – is the associated idea of freedom: freedom pursued, achieved and maintained. Nationalists pursue freedom in the sense of political independence for their nation; in the sense of liberty of cultural expression; in their linking together of popular sovereignty, equality and freedom; in the pursuit of freedom from economic burdens upon the national community; and so on throughout history. As we’ll see later in this book, the story is, in practice, much more complicated than this might sound: nationalists can constrict as well as liberate. But freedom has been a recurring melody within the nationalist symphony.


Another important aspect of our subject concerns the question of when nations and nationalism arose. Some hold that nations are ancient, perennial, or even primordial in the sense of existing from the very beginning of humanity. There are those who see the nation as, effectively, a timeless entity, unchanging in its distinctive and special glory. More modestly, some think that nations and even nationalisms can certainly be detected in the pre-modern period. But another school of thought considers that nations and nationalisms are, in fact, very modern creations: that nations have been produced by nationalists in the period from the eighteenth century onwards, to meet specifically and uniquely modern needs and conditions. On this latter reading, nationalism is a response to, and even a function of, modern developments such as industrialization. In pre-modern times, the needs of communities could be met at local level: kin and village provided all the necessary connections and interaction for societies which existed in static and small-scale form. When technological change occurred, however, there was a need for greater mobility (to meet the needs of industrialization, for example, and to allow for the growth of urban centres and communities which required economic and other interaction over larger units of space and population). How could kin association, or entirely local shared culture, provide for the needs of such modern communities, which required shared languages and values and assumptions in order to work effectively? They couldn’t, so the modernist argument runs, and therefore nationalism was born. What was the unit for the newly created shared culture which allowed people to move about over larger areas and yet still fit into society and operate well within it? The nation. According to this view, nationalism and the nation were not only dependent on modern conditions (the capacity for travel, communication, or knowledge about things beyond your locality, and so on) but were specifically created to meet the needs of the technologically-expanded modern world.


It might be best to accept neither of these stark positions (the perennial/primordial on the one hand and the modernist on the other) entirely on their own terms, and some scholars have now sought ways of achieving something of a compromise between them. Each of the two positions has much in its favour, but each also has conspicuous faults. Nations clearly are not timeless in the sense of being unchanging, and the kind of nation imagined in, say, the nineteenth century would have been unimaginable in many of its aspects to a person from the medieval period. On the other hand, it’s equally clear that some nations did – in admittedly primitive form – exist prior to the process of industrialization so stressed by some modernists.


So it might be better to suggest the following. Nationalists do create and re-create nations in the modern period, but in doing so they tend to use pre-modern ingredients: these ingredients are inherited rather than chosen from a limitless pool; they are not infinitely malleable; and their interaction with one another, and indeed their success, depend in part upon qualities which are inherited and defined by pre-modern layers of experience in each nation. Nations may be invented, but not all inventions work or become popular: successful nationalisms build on prior foundations which, to some degree, determine the shape and appearance of each nation in question. Nationalists work with pre-modern inheritance and understanding, and their nationalisms gain strength from – just as they are constricted by – their particular historical long-rootedness. So continuity as well as discontinuity is part of the story. Pre-existing, pre-modern attachments are important rather than trivial, although there was something new and vital in the eighteenth-century forging of a connection between equality, popular sovereignty and freedom within the context of the nation. After this connection had been forged, modern nationalism emerged – but it was a force which drew on prior historical momentum. Nationalism and the nation should be seen as modern phenomena which emerged in the eighteenth century, but which built upon important foundations in the form of an earlier proto-nation (first, primitive, ancestral).


So ultimately the two questions (What is nationalism? Why does it so dominate human history?) are crucially linked in explanation, and this book argues that such explanation lies in understanding the particular nationalist linkage between community, struggle and power. Community suits human nature and our deepest human instincts: we want survival, self-protection, safety and security and we possess a group instinct; social by nature, we want to belong to a stable, coherent and effective community which will meet psychological needs (regarding purpose, self-esteem, meaning) as well as material and practical ones. The shared features of nationalist community (drawn variously from territory, people, descent, culture, history, ethical superiority and exclusivism) are important here as possible means of communication. And such national community offers rewards that are superior to – more capacious and powerful than – rival versions of group identity. Yet this community identification is only part of the nationalist story and explanation. Collective struggle is also vital, whether for sovereignty, unity, independence, material benefits, cultural status, or group and individual advancement – and, in all of this, for freedom. Each of these goals has its obvious appeal, but there can be allure also in the rewards of struggle as such. And this collective mobilization turns on questions of power: power as a goal (the establishment, legitimation, possession and consolidation of power, often in the form of a state which is sovereign and self-determining), and also power as something by means of which you secure and guarantee the goods which you pursue as a nationalist.


This general explanation accounts for nationalism in general, rather than enabling us to understand the intricacies of how, where, why and when it came into particular people’s lives in any one place. In order to do that, we need to test our theory of nationalism against the history of our particular – in this case, Irish – nation. More precisely, we need to look through the combined lenses of community, struggle and power at the detailed story of nation and nationalism in Ireland.
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    Ireland is situated in the North Atlantic, between the degrees fifty-one and a half and fifty-five and a half north, and five and a quarter and ten and a third west longitude from Greenwich. It is the last land usually seen by ships leaving the Old World, and the first by those who arrive there from the northern ports of America…. Who were the first inhabitants of this island, it is impossible to say, but we know it was inhabited at a very early period of the world’s lifetime – probably as early as the time when Solomon, the Wise, sat in Jerusalem on the throne of his father David.

      Thomas D’Arcy McGee1


    







Ireland’s ancient distinctiveness has been much celebrated by modern Irish nationalists. But how far back into Ireland’s compelling history can we meaningfully talk of an Irish ‘nation’, ‘nationality’ or even ‘nationalism’? Most books on Irish nationalism simply avoid examining this question; perhaps understandably, they concentrate instead on the modern period. Yet the issue of when an Irish nation emerged is a vital one and we can’t explain and understand Irish nationalism without looking closely at the pre-modern era. If, for example, there was nothing in pre-modern times that we would recognize as a nation, then modern Irish nationalists during the past 200 years or more have been again and again deluding themselves, and much Irish nationalist argument and assumption will turn out to have been ill-founded. But if, on the other hand, there do indeed turn out to have been national continuities between the modern era and an older, earlier Ireland, then we can only properly understand why modern Irish nationalism emerged and developed precisely as it did, through an examination of those more distant times.


A small island on the edge of western Europe, Ireland occupies a total area of 32,595 square miles; at its greatest length it is only 302 miles, and at its greatest width only 171. Around 10,000 years ago the first people arrived here, nomadic hunters who spread to different parts of the island and who represented its earliest human habitation. One of the last places in western Europe to be inhabited, Ireland was to acquire numerous names: ‘Ériú’ is the Old Irish origin of the modern ‘Éire’ and of the first part of the English ‘Ireland’; the Latin term ‘Hibernia’ also gained currency (being used by observers such as the English monk-historian Bede, author of the great Ecclesiastical History (c. 731), and relating to the wintry qualities of the island).


And Ireland also acquired many interwoven layers of population. Different civilizations and peoples and groups were, from the earliest history of old Ireland, written into the story of its inhabitants; so notions of a monochrome race, of any supposed racial ‘purity’ or homogeneity, are deeply misplaced. Since ancient times the Irish gene pool has been profoundly mixed, and recognition of this hybridity is important if we are to assess later claims regarding true or authentic or pure Irishness. There was no single, original Gaelic or Irish race, just as there were no discernible natives in the sense of an original people than whom all others and their descendants are less truly Irish. The mixing of populations makes nonsense of any such claims. (Indeed, the word ‘native’ – if retained – should probably be kept merely as a term for those who have been born in Ireland. This would have the merit of reflecting the word’s actual meaning, and it would have the further attractions of being universally fair to people of any descent and of avoiding misleading assumptions about race and authenticity.)


Even in the Iron Age, the people of Ireland were genetically very mixed, and the Irish population has been heterogeneous or kaleidoscopic in terms of race or ethnic origin for as long as we can trace it. Waves and waves of incomers produced a long-mixed, intermingled Irish population, with hybridity and mongrelism of descent being the result. This was true from the earliest peopling of the island (‘Prehistoric Ireland was a considerable racial mix’2), a racial mixture having been established even by around 100 CE. It was possibly sources relating to this period which formed the basis for one of our earliest accounts (and maps) of Ireland: that produced in the mid-second century by the Alexandrian Greek geographer Ptolemy. Even his version of Ireland and its people, however, predates the emergence in the fourth century of a sufficient body of contemporary written evidence for Ireland truly to enter the historical period. So much of our very earliest Irish story is, of necessity, vague and patchy. An important example of this concerns the idea – so vital to later nationalist thinking – of the Irish Celts, for the Celtic myth has long held a central, popular place within Irish self-image and identity (and in much modern self-presentation and marketing, as even the perusal of an Irish airport bookstore will confirm).


Important Irish nationalists have often embedded their vision of Ireland’s distinctive identity within a Celtic setting, at times making the Celt and Celticism definitive of authentic Irishness. The great Fenian Michael Davitt (1846–1906), for instance, dedicated his Fall of Feudalism in Ireland (1904) ‘To the Celtic peasantry of Ireland and their kinsfolk beyond the seas’, and frequently depicted the Irish as Celtic.3 Other prominent figures have also written the Celts firmly into the Irish national story, stressing the supposedly long-term continuity, tradition and unity of the Irish people or ‘race’ right back to earliest times;4 and there exist still many books on the shelf proclaiming the view that the Irish were Celts.5


But did the Celts actually exist in Ireland? Written evidence cannot answer the question, but current archaeological evidence suggests that we should, perhaps, abandon the notion of early Ireland (or, indeed, early Britain) being inhabited by Celts at all. As far as ancient Ireland was concerned, ‘the Celts, as popularly conceived, did not really exist’.6 People in Ireland did not call themselves Celts or Celtic until the eighteenth century, nor did anybody else use those labels to describe them until this much later period. From then onwards, the terms have had profound meaning for many Irish people; but to assume that such meaning is built on actually-existing ancient Irish Celts is ahistorical. There appears to have been no Celtic invasion of, or mass-migration of Celts to, Ireland; contrary to the image still so widely popular today, it appears that Celtic Ireland did not actually exist.7


This should not lead us to dismiss the power or attractiveness of Celtic identity for many modern people, in legitimating later national identities through supposed ancient lineages: pride, self-consciousness, authenticity and distinctiveness have all been strengthened by the idea of the ancient Celts in Ireland. And the culture (the striking jewellery, for example) supposedly explained by a Celtic population, might be considered just as alluring if one understands it as involving cultural influence and exchange rather than Celtic invasion or migration. But it’s important to be clear about what actually happened in the past rather than merely to project on to it those things which we might find more comforting. If no racial or ethnic group in Ireland in the ancient or medieval period was known, or identified itself, as Celtic, then we should not pretend that they did so, and ‘the Celts’ is a title which should therefore be rejected for Irish people from these centuries.


Unlike much of Britain, Ireland was never subjected to Roman rule or occupation. The conquest and control of the island do seem to have been considered (and considered feasible) by some;8 but although such an invasion might have been planned in the first century ce, much of the fascination of medieval Ireland arises from the fact that – unusually, among modern western European nations – it was a place which the Roman empire did not in fact encompass. In contrast to Britain, which was part of that empire until the early fifth century ce, Ireland developed within a more detached context. Relations between the neighbouring islands were important even in this early period: though it had not directly experienced Roman colonization, Ireland did come under the influence of Roman culture (tools and the wine trade provide good examples), an early example of the way in which physical proximity between Ireland and Britain again and again helped to determine developments on the smaller island.
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          Nature has placed the two islands of Britain and Ireland in such close neighbourhood that it was inevitable that their destinies should be interwoven in various ways … Ireland, lying to the west of the greater island, has by geography and history been made to feel the impact of it from early times.

      Edmund Curtis9


    


  





Indeed, how could it have been otherwise? Ireland and her larger neighbour had known a long history of interaction before the famous English invasion of the twelfth century, and expansion often involved movement in the opposite direction to that later incursion. During the fourth and fifth centuries, for example, there was considerable movement between the two islands, and Irish colonists took over significant parts of Wales and Scotland; English and Welsh forts were commonly built to protect people from the raids of Irish pirates. So Irish attacks on Britain, Irish migrations to Wales, England and Scotland, and Irish settlements on the larger island all complicate the often-assumed pattern of timeless English bullying.


Other connections beyond the island included trade (extensively with Britain, but also with Spain and Gaul): in the sixth and seventh centuries CE goods, texts and people all moved back and forward between early Ireland, Britain and mainland Europe. At this time Irish learning, art and skilled craftsmanship seem to have been highly impressive, and Irish culture to have been of significance and influence within Europe. In Ireland itself the early medieval period saw mixed patterns of agriculture (arable as well as livestock, with much emphasis on crop cultivation). Woodland was widely prevalent, and was vital for heating, building and other purposes. Apparently low levels of early Irish population (probably between half-a-million and a million around the eighth century) allowed for impressive levels of prosperity; for those at the higher end of the stratified social world there was plenty of meat, milk, butter, cheese, honey and even beer. So Bede’s opulent-sounding eighth-century observations might not have been entirely wide of the mark: ‘Ireland is the largest island after Britain, and lies to the west … The island abounds in milk and honey, and there is no lack of vines, fish, and birds, while deer and goats are widely hunted.’10


Early Ireland was socially stratified and distinctly hierarchical: an inegalitarian society within which status was of the highest significance.11 Around the eighth century there was a broad division of society into kings, aristocrats and those beneath them, with slaves operating at the base of the pyramid; slaves were reasonably common in early Ireland, some of them having been acquired by force in raids such as those on western Britain in the fourth and fifth centuries. There appears to have been much stability in the medieval Irish order: during the fifth- to seventh-century period, for example, the broad patterns of Irish social structure seem not to have changed dramatically. But one crucial change which did occur during this early period – and which was to have the most profound effect on the later development of Irish nationalism – was the establishment within Ireland of Christianity. This involved a very lengthy process. We do not know precisely when Christianity first came to the island, though it might possibly have been during the fourth century; by midway through the fifth, it had established some foundations; and by the second half of the sixth century the conversion of Ireland to Christianity had in significant measure been achieved. This had not been a smooth, easy, uniform or inevitable process. In 431 CE Palladius was sent by Pope Celestine I as the first bishop to the Irish Christians,12 so already by that date there were Christians in Ireland; there are definite signs that as early as the fourth century a sizeable Christian community had existed here. Palladius apparently made some progress in his Irish mission, and during the fifth and sixth centuries other churchmen came to Ireland to Christianize the place further.


But some Irish kings were recalcitrant in their attitude towards the new faith; much pagan belief continued long into medieval Irish life, and even in the seventh century it seems that complete Christian control of the island was not secure. Moreover, although the sources for the sixth and seventh centuries show Ireland to have been firmly Christianized, those sources originate mostly with Christian authors and so need to be considered carefully in light of the intentions, biases and preferences of those who produced them.


Yet the broad pattern remains: in early Ireland Christianity did come to replace prior cults and practices and beliefs. By the time of the eighth century the Catholic Church in Ireland was well established and respected: it provided rites and served numerous other important functions for the Irish people (baptism, Mass, preaching). And the people came to maintain the Church and therefore effectively paid its clergy. Famously, great monasteries (not to mention important nunneries) were established. During the sixth century Clonmacnois, Clonard and Bangor emerged and, although one should not overemphasize the role of the monastic within the early Irish Church, these developments do reflect the establishment within Ireland of ecclesiastical authority, of Church wealth, and of a sturdy version of Latin Christianity. As with all profound religious movements, this Catholic Christianization of Ireland clearly had a deep effect on society at large: one of the striking things about the early-Irish Church is the degree to which it was not cut off in quietistic fashion from society, but rather interwoven with it in terms of authority, revenue acquisition, arbitration and so forth.13 In many ways Church and society had become one.


So Ireland came to lie firmly within medieval Christian civilization, a distinctive part of a wider culture and interacting fruitfully with it. The early-Irish Church considered study and learning to be of great importance, a fact reflected in justly celebrated works such as the gloriously illuminated Books of Kells (a Latin copy of the Gospels completed around 800 CE) and Durrow (an even earlier decorated copy of the Gospels). And celebrated figures also arose. Colum Cille (Columba the Elder, 521/2–97) was a significant monastic influence in the early-Irish Church, and the founder in the late sixth century of the monastery at Durrow from which the famous Gospels manuscript emerged. Columbanus (Columba the Younger, 543–615), a Leinster-born monk trained in the County Down monastery of Bangor, typified another important dimension of early Irish Christianity, that of the peregrinus – one who chose to leave home and to live instead as an exile. Columbanus left Ireland in 587 and worked for years in mainland Europe, just as many other Irish churchmen during the medieval period appeared across European lands.


It’s interesting to consider how different Irish history and Irish nationalism might have been had Christianity not come to Ireland, and it is also worth identifying one of the sharpest ironies of the process by means of which it actually did so. For one of the crucial features which determined the early arrival and establishment of the new faith in Ireland was the island’s proximity to Britain. Catholic Christianity – so vital a force in the development and character of Irish nationalism, and so long to be a centrally-defining feature of anti-British politics in Ireland – came to Ireland largely through British influence: ‘the principal context of the conversion of Ireland was the relationship between Ireland and Britain’;14 ‘It was probably from south Wales that Christianity first came to Ireland.’15 The main base for Christian missionaries who came to Ireland was Britain, the fact that Christianity was dominant in the larger island by the late fifth century therefore helping to explain Ireland’s conversion. And those Irish who had gone to Scotland, Wales and England had often maintained contacts with their homeland, thereby providing an important route through which Christianity travelled so powerfully across the sea to Ireland. Yet again, Irish raids on Britain gathered many slaves there, and thus brought large numbers of Christians to Ireland, further reinforcing the likelihood of the new religion spreading and establishing firm roots. So those later Irish nationalists who so celebrated Ireland’s Catholicism celebrated something which owed a great deal to British proximity and influence.


Exemplifying much of this was Ireland’s most famous Christian of all: St Patrick. The nation’s patron saint, a legendary figure celebrated throughout the world each year on 17 March, Patrick had achieved mythical status from as early as the seventh century. But if he has been the Irish nation’s hero, then he was also, in literal terms, a ‘west Brit’. Apparently, his original name was Maewyn Succat: he was born in the west of Roman Britain (probably in Wales) around 416 and was captured while still a teenager by Irish raiders who enslaved him and took him to Ireland, where he spent about six years in captivity. After subsequently escaping, he went back to Britain but then returned again to Ireland where, as a bishop, he preached the Christian Gospel to the as yet unconverted – and where he spent the remainder of his life.


It has been thought that Patrick’s arrival in Ireland as a missionary bishop occurred around 432 CE and that he died in the late fifth century. But, in truth, little is certain concerning this Irish national saint. Patrick the Briton did indeed work in Ireland and he did endeavour to convert the Irish to Christianity, probably in the early/ mid-fifth century. He does appear to have founded a Church in Ireland. But since the only serious information on Patrick comes from his own writings (to the modern historian, a depressingly thin and unreliable source-foundation), we cannot be confident of too much. Many of the dates of his career remain uncertain. It’s possible that two or more people’s experiences have been welded together to produce the career later celebrated as Patrick’s; and while we do know that there was a Patrician mission to Ireland, we cannot be at all sure about how influential it actually was.


Yet Patrick does reflect key features of the Irish conversion, both in the influence of missionary faith and effort, and also in the importance of British proximity. In assessing the conversion of Ireland, we should also acknowledge the intrinsic features of the faith which came to dominate. And we should situate this religious transmission within the contemporary political context to whose moulding it made such a significant contribution. At the top of Ireland’s social and political hierarchy sat the king, but patterns of medieval Irish kingship were complex and changing. In the fifth century, there existed a large number of kingdoms (probably over 100) and so the Irish kingdom was small and the personal quality of the king’s rule facilitated by his being able to be intimate with his people. The resilient pattern of such small-scale rule meant that petty, rival kingdoms covered Ireland for much of the medieval period. These many kingdoms were not all equal with one another, but rather existed at various levels of importance. A lower-order king ruled over a tuath (a people; more specifically, the lay people of a small kingdom), and had no king beneath him. On the next rung up stood the king who enjoyed a position as overlord of several other kings. Above him again lay the king of a province. There was, in early Christian Ireland at least, no unified Irish kingdom covering the whole of the island. Communication and movement were too difficult for this to have become meaningful, kings had no standing army in this period, and obviously no police or other force which could implement rule in anything like a modern fashion. So the Irish political reality was messy during the seventh and eighth centuries, as competing dynasties jostled and struggled with one another.


It was not that kings lacked ambition or even a measure of real power: churchmen and ecclesiastical theorists helped to forge early-Irish notions of kingship, drawing on biblical sources and example; and by the eighth century Irish kings did have a certain legislative, judicial and revenue-raising authority. This might involve more promulgation than enforcement, but it contributed to stability and order none the less. Yet it was provincial kings who were the key players at this point, and this reflects the lack of an effective high kingship or supreme Irish kingship for the early Christian era. By the late seventh century there did exist a sense of the concept of kingly rule over the whole of the island. But in practice such territorial control was too difficult and remained as yet unrealized: even as late as the eighth century the Irish law tracts do not recognize a high king of Ireland, a king exercising authority over all of the Irish island.


Such a high kingship would have implied a practical Irish unity which, at this stage at least, remained elusive. But there is evidence from early Ireland (at least by the seventh century) of a consciousness that such all-island rule might at least be possible, and during ensuing centuries strenuous efforts were made to establish it in practice. In later nationalist imaginations, the romance of this pursuit was often associated with the hill of Tara in County Meath, around twenty miles to the north-west of Dublin and regarded by some as having been the seat of Irish high kings. Even by the seventh century Tara was held to be very significant as a seat of kingship, and possibly to have implied more than ordinary provincial power. Yet none of this means that seventh-century kings actually lived or based themselves there, and at this stage any all-Ireland kingship simply did not operate in practice.


Medieval Irish political shape was affected from the late eighth century onwards by the intrusion of Vikings, groups of highly mobile warrior-pirates pursuing plunder. Initial Viking raids in Ireland, Britain and France occurred around the same time (the end of the eighth century). The Ostmen, as they called themselves, first raided Ireland in the mid-790s; by 823 they had circumnavigated the entire Irish coastline. Between the mid-790s and 807 Viking attacks were hit-and-run assaults on the coast and islands; after the latter date these (mostly Norse) raiders engaged in more activity on the Irish mainland itself. In 837 Viking fleets first travelled on Irish inland waterways; by the 830s the raids of the Ostmen had intensified in frequency and had extended in range to include much inland activity, which included the taking of captives. The raiders first wintered in Dublin in the 840s, during which decade we find the first recorded Viking–Irish alliances – a phenomenon which was soon to become quite common. Viking settlements became established (Dublin, Waterford, Wexford and Cork among them), and much intermarriage took place – hybridity yet again. A second Irish Viking phase occurred in the early tenth century, roughly from 914 to the 930s, while from the mid-tenth century onwards the Ostmen made a powerful impact on Ireland as traders.


How important was the Viking effect on Ireland? Was it the case that, with the aggressive arrival of the Ostmen, there emerged among the Irish some form of incipient and responsive national identity or self-awareness? It is possible that the Ostmen helped to sharpen self-image on the island, and yet several qualifications should probably be made. For one thing, it is now far from clear exactly how decisive or devastating the impact of the Vikings actually was, and how significant a fault-line their appearance truly represents in Irish history. There was much continuity between pre- and post-Viking Ireland, and earlier assumptions about the inauguration of a new Irish era have now been questioned. Moreover, it was simply not the case that the Irish united against the Viking newcomers. A more common pattern was for some Irish leaders to fight with the Ostmen against other Irish kings. Thus the famous battle of Clontarf in 1014 (an inspiration to later figures, such as 1916 rebel Thomas MacDonagh, who used its memory to try to inspire his own men before the Easter Rising16) was not a contest between the Irish and the Vikings to see who would prevail in Ireland, nor a battle to free Ireland from the Ostmen, but rather a clash between rival Irish forces, one of which enjoyed Viking support in the conflict. And the considerable extent of intermarriage and intermingling between Ostmen and Irish continues to suggest a pattern of hybrid layering rather than of sharply defined cultural division.


By the time of the second Viking wave, however, there had emerged a more serious attempt to establish power across the island. During the ninth and tenth centuries political leaders were at times able to exercise comparatively extensive authority,17 and a telling example here was Brian Bóruma, king of Munster, who had by the late tenth century acquired great power throughout much of the Irish south. Political fragmentation remained, and any notion of established permanency or continuity of power was absent. But Brian had managed to set up a form of Irish overlordship by the start of the eleventh century and he aimed to present himself as a kind of emperor of the Irish. Although he failed to realize this ambition, he did make some progress towards setting up a kingship of Ireland, in terms of receiving submission from other Irish kings. Had Brian survived the battle of Clontarf, then possibly his overlordship might have been consolidated; as it was, Bóruma was killed in that battle north of Dublin on Good Friday 1014. His forces won the day against the combined Ostmen and Leinstermen (the latter challenging Brian’s authority over them), and his death occurred at a point when it had seemed possible that he might make the kingship of Ireland something of a practical reality. Brian’s descendants remained kings of Munster after Clontarf, but they did not achieve the Irish supremacy which he had pursued: so the impressive power which he had managed to acquire failed, in the end, to outlive him.


Not that subsequent Irish kings lacked ambition. Turlough O Brien had, by the time of his death in 1086, managed to establish authority across much of Ireland. But even this striking achievement did not extend right across the island, nor did it involve the establishment of continuous, settled power. Rather, it was a form of royal authority which had to be established and reasserted and maintained through repeated invasions of subordinate kingdoms.


The complex pattern of twelfth-century power struggles between rival kings reflected Ireland’s essentially monarchical conceptions of political power; and it involved, ultimately, the pursuit of a genuine kingship of Ireland. This was echoed by the establishment during that century of a new national structure in the Irish Church. This in turn clearly had implications for the imagining, and the achievement, of meaningful political unity, so interwoven had the ecclesiastical and the political realms become. So this establishment of a national Church was highly significant, and it was a Church established under the primacy of Armagh (‘Armagh, the seat of the blessed Patrick and the special see of the primacy of the whole of Ireland’, as one medieval observer put it18). Twelfth-century kings themselves could create laws, impose taxes, grant land and depose some kings while installing others. They had far greater resources and forces at their disposal than had their Irish predecessors, and so a figure such as Turlough O Connor, king of Connacht from 1106, was able subsequently to make the kingship of Ireland more of a reality than had previously been the case.
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          It is obvious to the meanest intelligence how far back I could look for the origin of Fenianism. If the English had not come to Ireland, and if they had not stayed there and done all the evil so many of them now allow they have been doing all along, then there would have been no Fenianism. And here … I could easily go back to Strongbow.

      John O’Leary19


    


  





These words of the nineteenth-century Fenian John O’Leary (1830–1907) reflect the lasting role which the famous twelfth-century English invasion of Ireland was to play in Irish nationalist thinking. It became a very familiar argument. Ireland should rightfully be free, united and independent; from the twelfth century onwards it was enslaved by evil England; the subsequent history of the Irish was the history of struggle to free themselves from this oppressive embrace. And such arguments flourished well beyond the nineteenth century. As late as the year 2000 I myself was unambiguously informed – by an ex-IRA gun-smuggler in his New York apartment – that Irish history could easily be explained: ‘The Brits – they’re the problem, and will be. They have been since 1169, and will be until such time as they leave.’20


But while Strongbow and his invader-comrades have therefore possessed much posthumous relevance for varying shades of Irish nationalist, the first place to start is an attempt to understand the English invasion in the context of its own times. The twelfth century was not the beginning of interaction – even of aggressive, invasive interaction – between the two neighbouring islands. In terms of Church, trade and learning, and also in terms of settlement, migration and raiding, Ireland and Britain already possessed by the time we reach the 1160s a very long, mutual history – some of it positive, some more distasteful. The English invasion was part of a process of lengthy interaction which, given the two islands’ proximity, should hardly surprise us.


Nor was it really an ‘English’ invasion at all. During the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries Ireland was colonized by an international group which had earlier conquered England and parts of Wales and Scotland, such processes of colonization then being the norm in contemporary Europe. Those who invaded and settled in Ireland in the twelfth century were not all English but rather came from a mixture of backgrounds. The people who came to Ireland as part of this Anglo-Norman endeavour spoke Norman-French and were themselves of hybrid ethnicity, for there had already been intermingling between the English and Welsh and the Normans who had settled in England and Wales. So those who arrived in Ireland in May 1169 were a striking racial mixture: Anglo-Norman lords from Wales, and their hybrid followers, through whose veins flowed a mixture of English, French, Welsh and Flemish blood.


Even the king of England at the time, Henry II, is perhaps not best understood in terms of his English dimension. Being the English monarch was only one of his roles, and not really the central one either. England was but one of the territories which Henry and his successors possessed, his dispersed power stretching into mainland Europe; he spent less than half of his reign as English king actually in England.


Moreover, the invasion was less a case of an English king planning and initiating a westward, colonial expansion than of a king who was almost adventitiously drawn into an Irish excursion. The Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland arose not primarily from English ambition, but rather from a shift in the provincial power-balance within Ireland itself. Dermot Mac Murrough, king of Leinster since at least 1132, was in 1166 deposed, dispossessed and forced from his Leinster kingdom, having run out of allies after many rivalrous conflicts during the previous three decades. At the start of August in that latter year he set sail for Bristol to look for help; the following summer, 1167, he came back to Ireland with a small band from Wales and with their aid began to win back part of his kingdom. During 1169 and 1170 small groups of Anglo-Normans also arrived in Ireland from Wales in response to Dermot’s appeal, and they enjoyed speedy military success. The main body of Dermot’s allies landed in May 1169 in County Wexford (which they rapidly took). For when Mac Murrough had approached Henry II for help in 1166, the king had not been willing to become actively involved himself; rather, he had accepted Dermot’s offer of allegiance and had agreed to allow people from his kingdom to come to Dermot’s aid.


None of this should really surprise us. It was common for a figure such as Dermot, keen to regain his kingdom, to seek out help from a powerful ruling neighbour and from neighbouring forces; for those who answered his call (like the adventurer Robert Fitz Stephen, who led the force which arrived in May 1169), Ireland offered opportunities for material reward and the augmentation of individual power. Among those with whom Dermot came into alliance was Richard Fitz Gilbert de Clare (Strongbow), whom he had met in Wales in 1166–7. Strongbow arrived in Ireland in August 1170, landing near Waterford with a strong force by contemporary standards (probably in the hundreds, and so effectively an invading army). With Dermot he went to Dublin, which duly fell to these invading forces in September.


From 1169 to 1171 the Anglo-Normans conquered Leinster and beyond, and with Dermot’s death in the latter year Strongbow himself became king of Leinster. His power-base was now established and his ambitions ranged far beyond that kingdom alone: Ireland presented a chance to expand his own authority beyond that which he enjoyed in England and Wales. But he had to beware of offending Henry II; and it was with a view to curbing his own potentially over-powerful subjects, rather than in the role of a malevolently expansive English imperialist, that in October 1171 Henry himself arrived in Ireland, near Waterford, with a sizeable army. Indeed, it appears that there had been some prior appeals to the king from the Irish themselves, and again this helps to paint a more detailed picture of the contemporary nature of the twelfth-century colonization. An Irish power-struggle had prompted an Irish invitation for Anglo-Norman intervention; when those responding to that call threatened to become more mighty than the monarch wished his barons to be, the king – with some Irish support – arrived in person to establish his own firm authority over his barons.


Certainly, Henry prepared carefully for his Irish sojourn and an extensive expedition ensued. And it could be pointed out that when Irish kings submitted to him and to his formidable army, they had little realistic choice but to recognize his authority in this way. Henry remained in Ireland during 1171–2, leaving from Wexford on 17 April in the latter year. No Irish figure or force had been in a position to mobilize serious opposition or resistance, and Henry’s involvement in Ireland, whatever its origins, did have momentous significance. He established the lordship of Ireland, which survived for four centuries until Ireland became a kingdom in the sixteenth century, during the reign of Henry VIII.


Henry II’s own lordship did not extend in practice throughout Ireland, however, and we should not think in terms of modern-style, pervasive and penetrative authority. The king and his successors were in fact hesitant and ambivalent, rather than aggressively expansive, in their subsequent dealings with Ireland. But most Irish kings had submitted to Henry II when he arrived in Ireland, tending to see him as a check upon his own Anglo-Norman subjects’ power here; indeed, the rush to submit to the king in part resulted from a sense that Henry’s comparatively distant authority might be preferable to the more imminent power of a rival Anglo-Norman around the corner. The king offered protection from these Anglo-Normans, and the Irish figure claiming high-king status – Rory O’Connor – would in any case have sought to demand allegiance from the other Irish kings. So the choice was one between allegiances, and a willingness to associate with the invader in many cases became the norm.


While some in Ireland clearly thought the English arrival far from entirely negative, there was at least some resistance and hostility to the incursion, and this occurred from early on. Though the Irish were themselves divided, friction did develop between Anglo-Norman leaders and those Gaelic kings who did not come under effective control. It is often, and understandably, remarked that this process of colonization was therefore that of an incomplete conquest. But is this the most meaningful way of framing the episode? It’s true that the invaders only managed to gain genuine control of part of the island (colonial dominance, broadly speaking, being stronger in eastern and southern-central Ireland than elsewhere), and that Irish lords therefore remained in power in large parts of the country, with pre-invasion traditions remaining vibrant. But it could be argued also that, in the context of the times, a complete conquest was in fact an unrealistic prospect altogether: the notion that it could have happened (or even that there was a great will that it should) might be misplaced, since the material and other resources for a genuine, all-pervasive Irish conquest probably did not exist at that time. In any case, from the Anglo-Norman perspective, as long as local rulers did not grow utterly out of control in a threatening way, then formal, full conquest was not necessary. Provided that Irish rulers broadly accepted royal authority and the personal form of allegiance that this involved, then (the unlikely) prospect of full, complete conquest was not really needed. A flexible relationship of authority would probably suffice.


So in a period during which colonization was far from uncommon (with many other countries in Europe and the Middle East conquered by the Normans from the eleventh to the thirteenth century), the newcomers added their own contribution to the hybridity of Irish population, culture and politics. Had there been no invasion, then clearly Irish history would not necessarily have been a benign story of fairness and freedom, as seems sometimes to have been implied in later Irish nationalist rhetoric. But it is clear that, together with the influence of the Catholic Church, the political relationship with England proved the greatest lasting influence determining the shape of Irish nationalism through the centuries.


In the twelfth century itself, we can learn something of how that relationship worked through the tendentious yet invaluable writings of prolific author Giraldus de Barri: Giraldus Cambrensis, or Gerald of Wales (1146–1223). A Paris-trained cleric of Anglo-Norman-Welsh descent, Gerald was born in Pembrokeshire21 and he was a member of one of the leading Norman families which participated in the twelfth-century Irish invasion and settlement: the Barry family were part of the Geraldine clan which played a significant part in the enterprise, and Robert Fitz Stephen (who had led those arriving in Wexford in May 1169) was himself Gerald’s uncle. Gerald was a royal clerk in the service of Henry II, and he came to be an important chronicler of Ireland and of the invasion. He first visited Ireland in the early 1180s and his History and Topography of Ireland was produced after that visit: appearing in 1188, this is the first major survey of Ireland by a foreigner who had actually visited the country and gathered their data first-hand. And, indeed, Gerald was to be a frequent visitor to Ireland. In 1184 he joined Henry II’s entourage and in 1185 he was sent to Ireland by Henry with the king’s son John, landing at Waterford on 25 April 1185.


In 1199 Gerald paid a third visit to Ireland, and then a fourth commenced in 1204 (when his Irish sojourn lasted for around two years). So Gerald’s writings on Ireland – his History and Topography and also his Expugnatio Hibernica – represent highly important sources for those wishing to learn of the late medieval period. His accounts were, of course, loaded with the biases that one would expect from a twelfth-/thirteenth-century chronicler (someone who, like his contemporaries, saw history writing as involving a moral dimension, and as a means of guiding and inspiring appropriate human activity) and from a man who was related by blood and allegiance to the invaders and their king. Gerald’s sympathies obviously lie with the twelfth-century conquerors of Ireland, and he celebrates their deeds and mission, while morally condemning a pre-Norman Ireland which he presents as barbaric and unChristian.22 The latter claims helped to legitimate Henry’s own, papally-sanctioned invasion in the 1170s, and Gerald in his writings emphatically set out to offer justification for the Irish conquest: ‘The kings of Britain have a right to Ireland,’ he claimed; and he perceived the justness of this royal claim to lie partly in history, but also in more immediate events such as ‘the spontaneous surrender and protestation of fealty of the Irish chiefs’, and ‘the favour of the confirmation of the claim by the Pope’. And all this was reinforced by the vividness of Gerald’s unflattering presentation of the Irish: ‘They are a wild and inhospitable people. They live on beasts only, and live like beasts … a barbarous people, literally barbarous … a filthy people, wallowing in vice.’23


It might be true that in 1155 Pope Adrian IV had legally sanctioned the prospect of Henry’s invading Ireland, ostensibly with the goals of extirpating vice and moral impropriety here, of reforming the Church and reinforcing Irish Christianity; the relevant papal document (Laudabiliter) sanctioned an invasion on the grounds that it would facilitate Irish religious reform and the extension of the Christian faith and the Catholic Church. But while the king had therefore sought and obtained a papal licence to invade and take control of Ireland, his invasion had not immediately followed and it was in the end occasioned by the later – and indeed the Irish – events of subsequent decades. The papal sanction does, however, point up another irony in the pre-history of Irish nationalism: Henry’s conquest of Ireland possessed formal papal legitimation; he himself received support from many higher clergy when he arrived in Ireland (the bishops and archbishops thinking him the best foundation upon which to build Church reform); and thus the twelfth-century English invasion – so lamented by later, ardently Catholic Irish nationalists – at the time of its occurrence enjoyed conspicuous Catholic blessing.


Once the Anglo-Normans had arrived in Ireland, however, they faced the problem that the island was not run centrally in any unified way. Influence and power tended to be patchy and irregular and, to some extent, this pattern was to continue. The invaders did not manage to gain effective control of the whole of Ireland and so what emerged was in practice a world of two communities: part of the population was beholden to the English king, while significant sections remained beyond meaningful control and were run by Gaelic lords. Admittedly, this two-culture image was blurred in places, the English in Ireland and the Irish in Ireland (as they might respectively be termed) becoming on occasions so intermingled through marriage and cultural merging that by the late-medieval period the division between the two was far from everywhere discrete.


During the late twelfth and the thirteenth centuries Ireland was a place through which English kings could reward their loyal followers, a territory over much of which the monarch could provide justice and order and protection, and an island which kings expected to contribute to royal resources. Henry II’s son John assumed the title lord of Ireland; when John became king of England (over which he reigned from 1199 to 1216), the English king thus became, henceforth, simultaneously the lord of Ireland. Lordship signified domination and submission, but it was also understood that obligations applied to both parties in this relationship: obedience and service travelled one way, aid and favour and patronage and protection the other. And lordship, dominium, was very much a personal bond (the term colony being much less common at the time, though lordship and colony were both used in the medieval era itself).


In 1185 John – by then lord of Ireland but not yet king of England – visited Ireland for the first time, to assume the lordship in person; his next visit was in 1210, this time as king. On the latter occasion he landed near Waterford in June and stayed in Ireland for the rest of the summer. He appears to have strengthened English law and custom on the island (managing to have the barons agree in principle that the laws and customs of England should be adhered to in Ireland as well), though he also seems to have had some rather awkward dealings with provincial Irish kings. He was enthusiastically received in Dublin, and John’s reign as king in England was influential as far as Ireland was concerned, since there was during this reign a higher level of royal engagement with Ireland than was customary during the Middle Ages. His visit in itself reflected this (after John’s 1210 sojourn in Ireland, the next royal expedition there did not occur until 1394–5), and reinforced the royal rule by proxy and by allegiance which was the medieval pattern for post-conquest Ireland.


But such allegiance to the lordship rested mainly among the Anglo-Norman (and other) arrivistes; prior Irish inhabitants tended not to give such loyalty and existed, in many cases, in a Gaelic Ireland which was beyond the lordship’s reach. So the power of royal authority in Ireland failed to match that of royal authority in contemporary England, and English ways and institutions and models were far from uniformly embedded in practice. For one thing, medieval power was at its strongest over regions which were frequently visited, or resided in, by the monarch: yet, as noted, Ireland was not visited by a king during the entire 1210–1394 period. So while there was a royal preference that law in Ireland should be identical to that in England, and while English legislation was formally transmitted to Ireland, this legal equivalence never uniformly became the case in reality.


This pattern of patchily enforced colonization was long to continue, not least because late-medieval English monarchs were preoccupied with much else besides Ireland. The Statutes of Kilkenny, enacted in the Irish parliament in 1366, were largely a codification of existing laws, and an attempt to ensure that the English of Ireland and the lands that they had conquered should indeed remain English. These Kilkenny Statutes lamented the increasing Gaelicization of Ireland’s English colony and were intended to reverse such a trend. They proscribed marriage between the English and the Irish, and proscribed also the admission of the Irish of Ireland to governmental office or to ecclesiastical posts within English areas of the island; they commanded that the English in Ireland should speak only English among themselves, and furthermore that they should not use the Irish versions of their names. The Statutes of 1366 said much more than just that the Englishness of the English in Ireland should be preserved from corrupting Gaelic influences, but it is for this that they tend to be remembered. And the legislation really set out an ideal standard for which the English in Ireland were supposed to aim. In practice, relations between the English and Irish cultures in Ireland remained considerably more fluid than a cold reading of this legislation would suggest: the Irish and English communities frequently blurred into one another where they interacted persistently and where close and fairly harmonious dealings could emerge between the two groups.


In the fourteenth century, then, the king of England was lord of Ireland also, and concerns for English security unsurprisingly played a part in how the monarch viewed this Irish lordship. By mid-century, English political authority grew from London and Dublin while a selfconsciously Gaelic society in Ireland closely coexisted, and an English population in Ireland possessed a complex identity (to some degree, one which lay between English authority and Gaelic society).


If during the fourteenth century there was some measure of retreat on the part of colonial power in Ireland (with local rulers being the most conspicuous winners), then during the fifteenth century the now famous English Pale reflected contemporary political and cultural realities in Ireland. This fortified line marked out and signified the area around Dublin within which English rule truly functioned. Beyond this boundary, as long as the nominal authority of the king was respected, practical power was of necessity left to rest with locally powerful magnates. At the end of the fifteenth century this English Pale – the area within which English law, custom, language and culture flourished in Ireland – was a region which had shrunk to a comparatively small area around Dublin itself.


And the late-medieval period witnessed developments which might suggest the emergence of something like a proto-national consciousness in Ireland. In 1381 Irish clergy protested to the English king that they should properly not be bound by statutes from an English parliament within which they were not represented. In 1460 an Irish parliament meeting in Drogheda declared that ‘the land of Ireland is and at all times hath been corporate of itself’24 and was bound only by its own legislation. If this marked a declaration that Ireland was bound by Irish legislation alone rather than by English statutes, then could this 1460 parliament be seen as having effectively declared a form of parliamentary Irish independence? The picture is probably much less simple than that. The gesture of 1460 certainly did not necessarily involve disowning loyalty to the king. Moreover, in fifteenth-century Ireland the parliament was comparatively limited in power and function:






  The fifteenth-century Irish parliament was above all an administrative board, with only minor, and local, legislative functions before 1494. It was important and successful precisely because it was an instrument of royal government, and as such it helped to extend royal control rather than to promote separatist tendencies.25
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      The contrast in religious outcome between England and the other Tudor kingdom of Ireland could hardly be greater: in Ireland, official Protestantism became the elite sect and Roman Catholicism the popular religion, in a result unique in the whole Reformation. In no other polity where a major monarchy made a long-term commitment to the establishment of Protestantism was there such failure.

      Diarmaid MacCulloch26


    


  





 


Though rarely treated in detail in studies of modern Irish nationalism, the Reformation is one of those episodes without which nationalism, as it has actually existed in Ireland, is simply incomprehensible. Around 1300 the influence of English royal government had affected roughly two-thirds of Ireland, but by the mid-fifteenth century such influence had been cut back to cover less than half of the island; given the lack of resources or men necessary for implementing policy systematically, English state power in Ireland was restricted and authority was, at best, vicariously extended via local gentry and nobles over much of the country. Areas too far from Dublin could not be more than distantly supervised.


So when Henry VII inaugurated the Tudor regime in 1485, he inherited in Ireland a dual and potentially troublesome possession. The English and the Gaelic worlds in Ireland did interact, but they were also in many ways markedly different from each other. Within this two-culture situation, the English community in Ireland seems to have seen itself as just that, an English political community which resided in Ireland rather than in England.


Could Ireland represent a threat to English royal security? In 1487 the royal pretender Lambert Simnel appeared in Dublin and was accepted by the Earl of Kildare, Lord Deputy of Ireland, as being the Earl of Warwick. As such, he was crowned king of England in the Irish city, thereby reinforcing something of the more negative strategic reality of Irish proximity to England (a persistent theme in the history of Anglo-Irish relations and, later, in that of Irish nationalism). In 1491 another impostor, Perkin Warbeck, appeared in Cork, further underlining the potential for danger.


In September 1494 Henry VII appointed his four-year-old son, Prince Henry, as Lieutenant of Ireland, and Sir Edward Poynings as Deputy-Lieutenant. The following month, Poynings landed at Howth, with around 400 men, and when his parliament met at Drogheda in December it passed the famous Poynings’ Law (in reality, one of many laws passed by this parliamentary gathering). Ireland had possessed its own parliament since 1264; Poynings’ 1494 legislation was intended to mean that a Lord Deputy in Ireland would not be able to use parliament for purposes other than those approved of by the king himself. The new law stated that no Irish parliament could properly be held without the king’s prior consent, approval and licence, and without the king, his lieutenant and his council approving any intended legislation in advance. If no bill could be introduced save those approved in advance by the king and his council in England, then it was hoped that no Irish parliament would in future give apparent legitimacy to a pretender to the English throne. So the motivation behind Poynings’ Law was essentially the pursuit of security rather than that of imperial subjugation. Initially intended as a means of limiting the independent power of the Lord Deputy, in practice and in time the new law had the effect of limiting the legislative independence of the Irish parliament: it meant that bills tended to be initiated by the king, with the Irish parliament increasingly becoming a mere instrument of royal will, and indeed meeting much less frequently than before.


Such, then, was the context as we enter sixteenth-century Ireland – a century labelled by one of its historians as a period of ‘incomplete conquest’.27 The early part of this century was the period of King Henry VIII’s rule (1509–47) and of the Reformation which lastingly divided European Christianity into Protestant and Catholic. The theological feud famously involving Martin Luther in the early sixteenth century erupted into a major fissure in European history, as during the 1520s the Protestant Reformation spread powerfully through much of Europe. The religious ideas of the new faith (a theology of all-embracing human sin, of human incapacity to fulfil God’s law, of God-given salvation with free redemption and forgiveness through faith in Christ, of the centrality of Scripture and the superiority of this Word of God over the words of the Church or of mere men) helped to ignite religious, social and political upheaval, as religious thinking and motivation interwove with social and political concerns.


In England, the Protestant Reformation first emerged less because of the attractions of theological innovation than because of the king’s political and personal exigency. Luther did early on attract a cult in England, but it was not this which stimulated Henry VIII’s break from Rome and England’s Reformation by royal command. Unable to obtain papal annulment of his first marriage (and keen to embark upon his second), the king broke from the authority of Rome, and so the legislative Reformation of the 1530s laid the foundation for the conversion of formal English religion to Protestantism. The reign of Edward VI (1547–53) saw a more full-blooded shift towards Protestant faith and doctrine, and while Mary’s reign (1553–8) witnessed an attempted Catholic restoration in Tudor lands, the lengthy rule of her successor Elizabeth I (1558–1603) saw England become, in effect, a Protestant nation. ‘The middle decades of the century saw the Mass adjusted, translated, abolished, reinstituted, then abolished again – this time, as it turned out, more permanently – in 1559.’28 This Reformation was a gradual, jagged and complex process, marked by much continuity as well as great shifts: most parishes, for example, did not change their vicar during these tumultuous, mid-century years. Just as there had been a certain vibrancy to pre-Reformation Catholic faith and devotion and practice, so too Catholicism lived on in many minds and hearts after the English Reformation and there was a tenacity to post-Reformation English Catholicism. In some places Catholics continued to be Catholics, remaining defiant enough to ‘continue in this Catholic profession’, as one recusant put it in Oxford in 1581.29


But the broad pattern remains that, by 1603, England had formally and overwhelmingly become Protestant.30 It was not, of course, the case that in England all people became deeply reformed in their thinking even after Elizabeth’s reign. But a situation in which the Church had become Protestant and the people substantially so, represented a marked and decisive achievement. Politically driven at first, complicated and messy in its evolution, the English Reformation had none the less worked.


Not so in Ireland, which remained largely Catholic. Henry VIII was declared king of the realm of Ireland in 1541, Ireland thereby changing by legislation from a lordship to a separate kingdom, albeit one which belonged to the English monarch. But Henry did not intend to absorb Ireland into the English nation, and there continued a recognition of a sense of Irish difference and hostility as far as the Gaelic Irish were concerned (a government report of 1515 referred to the latter as ‘the king’s Irish enemies’,31 and state papers from 1534 show the ‘defence of Ireland’ still to have been an anxiety32). But as material and spiritual power changed from Catholic to Protestant hands during the sixteenth century in England, so too a Protestant Reformation was exported to Ireland – where it fell on stony ground. In May 1536 the Irish Reformation parliament met and enacted the key statutes of the Henrician Reformation as had been passed in England, the 1536 Act of Supremacy declaring Henry to be supreme head of the Church of Ireland. But declarative statutes could only represent the start of what needed to be a wider and longer process of actually implementing change on the ground – a process which did not occur in Ireland.


Although there were committed, indigenous Irish Reformists and a Protestant state Church of Ireland did emerge, very many of the sixteenth-century Irish retained their loyalty to the Pope and strongly resisted attempts to make them comply with what now became the state religion. The newly Protestant state Church took over in Ireland, as it did in England, the ecclesiastical economic and physical infrastructure. But an alternative, Catholic Church continued to flourish, and the majority of the Irish population remained loyal to it and rejected the new religion. The Edwardian and Elizabethan periods did witness attempts to consolidate Protestantism in Ireland, but Catholicism remained strikingly and resolutely resistant, and by the end of the 1560s Irish Protestantism was clearly struggling; from 1590 onwards it was obvious that Ireland’s Protestant Reformation was sinking everywhere.33 Indeed, in time, the Counter-Reformation would triumph in Ireland over the Reformation. And in this, Ireland deviated from what became the usual post-Reformation European experience, that of cuius regio eius religio: according to this pattern the religion of the state’s rulers (the princes) became the religion of the people; in Ireland, by contrast, the state was now Protestant but most people emphatically were not.


This was not an inevitable occurrence,34 but it was one which had huge importance for the later development of Irish nationalism, in ways which could not have been anticipated at the time. Had the Protestant Reformation succeeded in Ireland, it is perfectly possible that the history of Irish nationalism – of separatism and rebellions, of culturally-inspired movements for independence – would have been almost entirely different. For from the sixteenth century onwards political or ethnic division between English power and any Irish who opposed it was a division made more deep and impermeable because it was reinforced, if not defined, by religion. Irish Catholicism would now for centuries be identified with a certain resistance to English power, while Protestantism was associated with that power itself. If the English nation emerged as a Protestant nation, then its Irish rival undoubtedly grew strong as a Catholic community. As a result, the character of Irish nationalism, and the gulf which divided it from accommodation within the British embrace, are both in part explained, one of the key features differentiating Irish from Welsh or Scottish relations with England being the pervasiveness of a different Irish religious faith. As with other places,35 organized religion helped to shape the nation in Ireland, and in embryonic form began to do so from at least the early-modern period. For while modern observers, living in an age less firmly Christian than those which preceded it, might consider religion to be a surface emblem or badge of deeper realities and allegiances,36 this was not how earlier ages saw things at all. To those who embodied the emergent Catholic Irish identity in the sixteenth century – and also to those who later, for example, made up the ranks of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Irish nationalists – Catholic belief, experience and culture were indissolubly part of one’s sense of proto-nationality. This was one legacy of the failure in the sixteenth century of the attempted Protestant Reformation in Ireland: that the state-sponsored Reformation failed to win over indigenous Ireland had the most profound impact on the shape of later Irish nationalism. Tudor authorities had recognized that the conversion of Ireland to Protestantism would be a good way of ensuring political loyalty;37 the converse, of course, was also true.


But why did it fail? Why did state and Church become Protestant while most of the people remained Catholic? Four main reasons might be suggested: a lack of will, a lack of power and resources, a lack of sufficient guile, and a distinctive religious setting against which to work.


Tudor rulers displayed a marked ambivalence towards their Protestant project in Ireland. It was not a particular priority for Henry VIII, who was unwilling to commit the kind of energy, time and resources which would have been necessary for the implementation of the Irish Reformation. Similarly, during Edward VI’s reign, the enforcement of the Reformation in Ireland did not rate particularly highly on the royal political agenda. Indeed, the pattern of Tudor attitude towards the Irish mission was that of intermittent engagement: the importance of Ireland came and went from royal vision, and there was a rather low-priority, unsustained approach. There was not, for example, sufficient commitment to the financing of the necessary educational aspects of the Reformation in Ireland, or a willingness to commit to the scale of repression that would have been necessary for ensuring conformity to the new faith. Lack of will on the part of the English royal administration partly explains slack implementation.38


Reinforcing this, however, is the question of whether effective power and resources existed in any case for the imposition of the Protestant faith in meaningful terms. As noted, royal control in Ireland was far from secure or uniform or robust. In contrast, for example, with Wales (where the Reformation was a great success), Ireland had not been thoroughly subjugated in the medieval period, and it remained a rather alien place to sixteenth-century English eyes. Thus Tudor monarchs were only effective rulers over a part of the island (their effectiveness being at its strongest in the east). If the Dublin administration was only rigorously powerful in a limited part of the island, was the state really in a strong enough position to impose change as significant as that involved in the attempted Reformation? The fragility of Henrician Irish government was underscored when in 1534 much of the country was able to rise against the king and in the name of loyalty to the Pope; and even in 1590 the resources available to the Dublin authorities for the implementation of reform were very limited.


So, in contrast with the extent and depth of Tudor power in Wales, the state’s power in Ireland was just too limited. Governmental resources had long been inadequate, a position which had not been changed during the early years of Henry VIII’s reign. As a consequence, the demands made on those supposedly implementing the Protestant Reformation in Ireland far outstripped the resources which were available to them; and this reality was deepened by the weakness of the Irish Church in terms of poor finances, lack of clergy, and ruined buildings. Broadly speaking, effectiveness in the implementation of the Tudor Reformation correlated directly to the value of ecclesiastical livings and the smallness of parishes. Where benefices were rich, better-qualified clergy tended to be found and the process of Reformation was facilitated as a consequence; in most of Ireland, however, livings tended to be poor and clerical talent rather sparsely evident. And where parishes were small, conversion and religious control were rather easier; with widely dispersed patterns of settlement, Ireland was characterized by comparatively large parish size.39


A third explanation for the failure of the Irish Reformation concerns the lack of guile, craft and subtlety involved in the attempted Protestant implementation. Numerous mistakes were made. Rather than dealing with the relevant Irish elites (the chiefs in Irish society) as allies, the Tudor regime increasingly relied instead on the policy of plantation or settlement. Not surprisingly, this helped to make Protestantism (along with those who bore it with them as incoming planters) seem alien, hostile, foreign and negative rather than welcome, beneficial, friendly and useful. Again, Wales provides a useful point of comparison. There, the Tudors (who had Welsh origins and who could be meaningfully presented as Welsh) played local cultural forces to their advantage rather than treating them – as in Ireland – as enemies. In contrast to their Irish counterparts, elites in Wales came to think that their power would be enhanced by the Protestant Reformation and by the associated Tudor changes in government; they therefore held their interests to lie with rather than against religious Reform. Irish experience was very different, with the attempted Reformation relying too heavily on compulsion rather than persuasion or cooption. The frequent use of English Protestant preachers and of English or Scottish settlers as carriers of the new faith reinforced the imposed, foreign quality of the Protestant religion. Old English (as the English in Ireland could now be labelled, to distinguish them from newer arrivistes) and Gaelic Irish together shared a Catholic faith, and both saw the Reforming newcomers and officials – the New English – as people who would take power away from them. In a situation within which royal power relied on local elites for its strength and as the agents of any change, this was fatal to the Tudor regime’s Protestant Irish endeavour.


Thus politics and religion became decisively interwoven. The sought-after religious changes of the sixteenth century were seen by many as part of a broader Tudor revolution or reform of government, one which in Ireland was perceived as a threat to the autonomy and power of local elites. Certainly by the 1570s, those most conspicuously trying to implement the Reformation in Ireland were strongly associated in the popular mind with a rather unwelcome military and political English programme: the Reformation came to be seen as an English, foreign imposition. The consequent non-cooperation of the lay Irish elite with this attempted process of Reformation was one of the key factors explaining the failure of that undertaking (not least because of the problems of clerical talent and parish size alluded to above). The power of the English state in Ireland became associated with the arriving Protestant community here, while Catholicism united those of varying ethnic backgrounds who had – whether as Old English or Gaelic Irish – been linked by a shared Catholicism with those whom they ruled. What appeal was there to these crucial elites in welcoming a religion which undermined that bond, and which brought with it the prospect of diminished political clout? Rather than implement the Reformation, as the state would have required, Irish lay elites helped lead the resistance to it, a feature of profound importance in a society so characterized by great social deference.


In contrast to Protestantism, therefore, Catholicism came to seem native and indigenous. This was something of an irony, given both the role which English proximity had played in making Ireland Catholic, and the particular ways in which this had been expressed: a Catholic establishment such as the Dominican Black Abbey in Kilkenny – set up in the thirteenth century by William Marshal the younger, Earl of Pembroke – had been founded and had flourished precisely as a result of pre-Reformation English involvement in Ireland.40 In many ways, the Irish Catholicism which came, after the Reformation, to express deeply anti-English politics, had been something of an English creation in Ireland.


To a degree, all this set the pattern of later Irish nationalist history, with the newly arrived New English seeing their interests and advantage to be tied in with state power and the state religion, and with opponents of state power becoming deeply identified with Catholicism. Indeed, for opponents of the Protestant Reformation in Ireland – whether Gaelic Irish or the Old English who had found Catholicism a useful means of dealing with others on the island – Catholicism now came to be seen as essential to the definition of true Irishness, an emblem which was to last for centuries into the history of Irish nationalism.


Across much of Europe, the intersection of lay elite interest with the Reformers’ message constituted the essence of the Protestant movement’s success, and yet in Ireland from early on this vital link was lost. By the time of Edward VI’s reign in mid-century there was a mingling of military coercion with attempted religious change, but this combination of liturgical innovation and aggressive rough-handling only reinforced for many Irish Catholics the impression that the new ideas were alien and hostile. Tellingly, Mary’s Catholic reign produced no martyr in Ireland: ‘There was little need to prosecute heretics in Ireland as there were so few … In Ireland no heretics were burned and nothing disturbed the return of Catholic worship.’41 Too many of the sixteenth-century Irish elite remained Catholic recusants, and pervasive Catholic influence persisted. One Protestant zealot was able to proclaim in 1580 that Ireland ‘does swarm with Jesuits, seminaries, and massing priests, yes, the friars and these do keep such continual and daily buzzing in the poor people’s ears that they are not only led from all duty and obedience of their prince, but also drawn from God by superstitious idolatry’.42


In other ways too the lack of guile in Tudor Reformation strategy in Ireland can be identified. Attempts to spread Protestantism in Gaelic came too late and were too feeble to be effective (and yet again the very different story in Wales stands in marked contrast, with vernacular religious communication proving central to it). The Reformation required popular evangelism, relying as it did on the spreading of the word through sermons, new doctrines and – most vitally of all – the Bible. Sermons and liturgy in Irish needed to reach the large Gaelic-speaking population, but a catechism in Irish did not appear until 1571, while a New Testament (the central text for the Protestant Reformers) did not emerge in Irish until 1603. Trinity College, Dublin (founded in 1592) did not deliver the anticipated Irish-speaking ministry, and in Ireland the Reformation movement evangelized in the English language – a profound mistake, since evangelism through English to a largely Irish-speaking audience predictably proved very difficult, and only tended to reinforce the idea that Protestantism was alien. Indeed, in Ireland it was subsequent Counter-Reformation Catholicism, rather than Reformation Protestantism, which was conducted in the language of most of the people, and which came to be seen as their natural religion.


A fourth reason for the failure of Tudor Protestantism in Ireland lay with certain distinctive features of the religious situation which preceded the Reformation here. In Ireland, but not in England or Wales, by the time the Reformers tried to convert the Irish to Protestantism there was a very strong, reform-oriented culture among Irish Franciscans, Dominicans and Augustinians. The reform movement in these three Orders was known as the Observant movement (since its supporters wanted a stricter observance of the Rule prescribed for friars), and – again in contrast to Wales – it was strong in late-fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century Ireland, and those involved with it represented an influential, spiritual elite which enjoyed considerable moral authority and high reputation among the laity, not least in Gaelic Ireland. Moreover, they used the vernacular in their evangelism, thereby reinforcing the impression (indeed, the reality) that theirs was the faith of the people. Religion in this form was difficult to displace, uproot, dislodge. For the Observants were a powerful spiritual elite, widely dispersed, extremely energetic, numerous and deeply rooted among the laity. Determinedly opposed to the Protestant Reformation in Ireland, these formidable friars represented a strong barrier against its progress in Ireland. Observants were, in some cases, flatly recalcitrant; and they were respected by, among others, many within those very Irish elites which the Reformation so badly required on its side. Moreover, if the supposed corruption and presumed need for reform within the old Church represented one possible line of argument for the Reformers, this vibrant and popular Catholic reform movement stood bulkily in the way, and made Irish Catholicism a more difficult target for the Protestant Reformers effectively to hit. And if in Gaelic Ireland the clergy and people were closely tied together, there was also no substantial tradition of religious dissent in Ireland, no native tradition of heresy such as English Lollardy upon which the new religion could build.


So although it would be wrong to suggest that the Protestant Reformation in Ireland was inevitably doomed, there were strong reasons which help to explain its substantial failure. Across sixteenth-century Europe the religious changes associated with the Reformation had a deep impact on the contours of politics, and so it was also in Ireland, albeit in a different way from the norm. Later in Ireland the cause of the Catholic religion and the cause of Ireland the nation would increasingly become interwoven with one another, in ways which it has taken a very long time to begin to unravel. Indeed in this early-modern period it would be wrong to try to disentangle the religious from the political too neatly: to contemporaries, religious beliefs and ideas necessarily had implications for political and civil developments. (At its starkest, one might remember that hostility towards Elizabeth I could be – and was – justified by people on grounds of papal hostility towards the queen. Religion and politics represented interwoven parts of the same world rather than embodying discrete forces.)


And this religious-political process of the Irish non-Reformation had complexities within it.43 It is true that the failure of the Irish Reformation made Ireland and its subsequent nationalism more markedly different from Britain and more difficult to assimilate or absorb within a British framework. But it is also true that, in part, the Reformation failed in Ireland precisely because of prior differences here from the conditions which obtained in England. The failure of the Reformation made Ireland and its later nationalism different; but prior Irish difference had also contributed to the failure of the Reformation.
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       The memory of the black curse of Cromwell lives among the people. He remains in Ireland as the great exemplar of inhuman cruelties.

      Alice Stopford Green44


    


  





The late sixteenth century was still marked by English anxiety concerning the security of the Crown’s interests and authority in Ireland. Even in the 1590s the English presence in Ireland was, in essence, military. What was to be done? One answer combined political security with religious purpose, and is usefully epitomized in the arguments of the London-born, Cambridge-educated English poet Edmund Spenser (c.1552–99), who spent time in Ireland towards the end of the century (acquiring a large estate in County Cork), and who favoured a rather Draconian approach to the completing of the conquest of Ireland. Religious reform and political subjugation were as one here, as reflected in Spenser’s allegorical epic The Faerie Queene (1590–96). This stressed the benefits of violence when deployed for truly worthy causes, and indeed emphasized that the righteous must be prepared so to use violence against evil. Force had proved historically necessary in order that civility should defeat barbarism, and Spenser presented a single British world as having been created – through conquest – out of the varied materials of England, Scotland and Wales. Within this portrait, England had an historic and religious mission to defend civility and genuine Christianity, and to do so through the production of a unitary state within the islands of Britain and Ireland. For Spenser, therefore, English Crown authority and religious motivation were intermingled to such a degree, that any attempt on our part mechanically to disentangle them would distort the contemporary view in anachronistic ways. As portrayed by somebody like Edmund Spenser, state interests and the interests of true religion were simply inseparable.


The cause of true religion was certainly at the heart of Spenserian plans for Ireland and for its reform: Protestantism should, he thought, be the end-goal and justification for political schemes in early-modern Irish strategy, and it is within this setting that we should understand the politics of the early-modern Plantation of Ireland. A Tudor scheme for the reform of the troubling neighbour-island, Plantation became concerted policy under the first of the Stuart monarchs, James I (who ruled during the years 1603–25). It involved the colonization of Irish land by settlers planted here from England and Scotland. For the settlers, new opportunities were available in the new land; for the authorities, the colonies would offer many supposed benefits: security against foreign attack, control of the local population, defence of royal interests, the stimulation of economic development, and – perhaps above all – an exemplary model of civility and true (Protestant) religion which would have a transforming effect on the barbarous Irish.


For the ultimate purpose of, and justification for, Irish Plantation was the Christian one of spreading true religion: dark Catholic influence would be replaced by Protestant light and civility. Indeed, many Planters themselves reached the conclusion that their role would never be fulfilled without the undermining of the Catholic Church’s influence around them in Ireland. Whatever its lasting and much-condemned later political consequences, at the time this was emphatically a religious project, a thoroughly Protestant mission. The bringing of true religion to the inhabitants of Ireland would, of itself, be of spiritual value and benefit; religious considerations and motivations were central and decisive, not marginal and incidental, to the Plantation of Ireland in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.


As one might expect, this Plantation process was extremely jagged and patchy. In 1571 Sir Thomas Smith undertook to colonize an area in County Down in the north of Ireland; in practice, by the time the body of incomers arrived in 1572, it involved far fewer people than had been hoped, and comparatively little came of the scheme. In the 1580s an attempt was made to set up through Plantation a new society in Munster (civilized settlers being intended to dominate and to be emulated by their surrounding inhabitants), and in the 1590s the government held that military conquest and Plantation were much needed in order to reform and civilize Ireland.


If it worked as intended, then Plantation would make Ireland British.45 Some Plantation projects were informal, others (such as Munster and Ulster) more formal Crown projects. By the mid-seventeenth century over 20,000 English people had settled in Munster, and around 15,000 English and Scots in Ulster (the latter being from the start a British rather than merely English undertaking). But it is important to remember that not all those of British background in Ireland owe their Irish residence to the Plantations: as we’ve already seen, the process of migration between the two islands was much more long-term and ongoing than that.


Yet Plantation did produce a large English/British interest in Ireland, a significant body of Irish Protestants who were tied through religion and politics to English power. And the consequences of this for the later development of Irish nationalism and its ambitions were profound. This was to be particularly the case in Ulster, where in 1610 a major Plantation scheme was launched. Land in Counties Donegal, Armagh, Cavan, Fermanagh, Londonderry and Tyrone was divided into variously sized plots and granted to the incomers, who then lived in newly established Protestant clusters. The Ulster model involved the Plantation community as the explicit, distinct focus for the establishment of a British Ireland: they would be self-contained communities set apart from the dislocated Irish, the latter being excluded. Not all Plantation fitted this pattern, however. Under the early-seventeenth-century Leitrim scheme it was intended that the Irish inhabitants be more integrally involved in the newly established Protestant community: with much of the prior population thus incorporated, a new social order could be created.


In Leitrim, as elsewhere, schooling and the Church were both seen as crucial to the process of an anglicizing civilization. (The architectural design of British society in seventeenth-century Ireland had as one of its central supports the Church of Ireland.) And from 1620 to 1641 Leitrim did witness a great transformation as a result of colonization schemes. The Gaelic social order there was replaced and usurped, with much dislocation of the Irish population as a consequence.


Did Plantation work in bringing Ireland to a supposedly proper order, in making Ireland British? State-sponsored Plantations in Ireland had been one instrument of policy from the mid-sixteenth century onwards, and Plantation schemes remained an important strand of British method in Ireland until the mid-seventeenth century. But security and conquest did not result as had been hoped, and it is the vulnerability and partiality of outcome which are perhaps most striking. As early as 1598 the Munster settlement was overthrown by people aiming to expel the English from that southern province; and although English authority was quickly restored, the episode demonstrated the fragility of English interests in and control over Ireland. Plantation did succeed in paying off debts to courtiers and royal servants through the grant of Irish land, and it did establish significant areas of British, Protestant settlement and loyalty and power. But the attempted conquest of Gaelic Ireland remained elusive even into the seventeenth century; the early-seventeenth-century Plantations simply had not led to full or effective English control over Ireland. The experiment in making Ireland British had not worked out as fully as its framers had intended, and dark consequences were to flow from this merely partial success.


The vulnerability of the British in Ireland was famously and bloodily made evident in 1641, when settlers were attacked in a famous rising. The assaults began in Ulster in October, and although they have been seen by some as a rebellion against the Ulster Plantation, their roots were rather more complex: some of those involved had been beneficiaries of the Plantation, and now feared for their interests amid the turbulence of 1640s politico-religious convulsions. Gaelic Irish rebels and the Old English forged an alliance in revolt. Sectarian massacres did occur, with more than 4,000 settlers being killed. The rising spread southwards from Ulster and across much of the island, and although inflated figures long circulated about the extent of killing, the actual violence was frightening enough; and the insurrection did involve vengeful violence practised by Catholics upon Protestants. The year 1641 was to enter the political memory bank of later Irish Protestants (‘It would be hard to overestimate the significance of the breakdown in Ulster society in 1641 for future relations between the communities on this island. The memory of Irish attacks on English and Scottish settlers in 1641 … contributed to that sense of insecurity characteristic of the Protestant community in Ulster…. The fear of betrayal, the sense of being under siege, and the dread of massacre – the legacy of their seventeenth-century experience – are etched deeply in the historical consciousness of the Ulster Protestant community’46); and the events of 1641 forcibly strengthened religious division as the key, contemporary fault-line in Irish political life. Protestants’ sense of vulnerability was accentuated, as was their notion that all Irish Catholics (Gaelic or Old English) were united against them. For all its variation across Ireland, and its exaggeration in subsequent polemic, 1641  helped to guarantee religious anxiety and hatred in that most sealed of bonds, the bloody episode of violence.


That dreadful year also marked the beginning of an effective Irish civil war which spanned the 1640s and beyond. The civil wars on the neighbouring island provide a crucial context here, as did the 1618–48 Thirty Years War in mainland Europe. In 1642 Irish Catholic forces demanded the establishment of a civil administration more to their taste, and the result was that now the forces of state and settler faced the Confederate Catholics of Ireland, who established their headquarters at Kilkenny. These were not anti-royalists (they in fact declared themselves for the king – Charles I – and for Catholicism, as well as for their country), but they did create at least theoretical administrative structures of their own, having formed an assembly in 1642 at Kilkenny (hence their alternative name, the Confederation of Kilkenny); this body had the aim of protecting and furthering their interests and of administering Catholic-controlled parts of Ireland.


The Catholic representatives who met in 1642 were an occasionally uneasy coalition of Gaelic Irish and Old English, and they marked an interesting stage in Irish political development. It was to God, Ireland and the king that they proclaimed loyalty (their seal of office carried the words Pro Deo, Rege et Patria, Hibernia Unanimis – ‘For God, King and Fatherland, Ireland United’), and so the Confederate royalist cause both reinforces and complicates ideas of an emerging proto-national politics. Ireland was clearly envisioned in united terms and its perceived interests were to be pursued through administrative representation;47 and yet it was Catholicism which provided much of what bound them together, and it was to an English king that they proclaimed devotion. Religion was the crucial factor here: much divided the Confederate Catholics (different origins, different social classes and interests, provincial rivalries, personal antagonisms), but they shared their Catholicism and a commitment to uphold their right to practise that Catholicism freely. And while their actual achievements in terms of effective government should not be downplayed, there was here a proto-nation rather than a nationalist movement proper: the mid-seventeenth-century political elite did defend the Irish kingdom’s supposed constitutional privileges against Westminster, but the Confederates did not claim sovereignty – so crucial a feature of nationalism as such.
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