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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 DArcy McGee (18251868) 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 OMalley once described as a mountainous core extending in every direction.2 Directly in front of you is the cold-lipped Atlantic3 (as another literary Irish republican, Donegal IRA novelist Peadar ODonnell, 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 DArcy McGee, Ernie OMalley, Peadar ODonnell 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 OConnellite 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 Fin 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 books 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 dont have the time to spend their lives reading through this vast monograph literature, and so theres 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 dont 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, womens 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. Theres 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 peoples 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 peoples lives and  all too frequently  their deaths.

What Im 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, Ive 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 regions 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: its 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. Its 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, Ive aimed to show the extraordinary variety, richness and particularity of peoples 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 OConnell, 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 ONeill, Joseph Skeffington or Eithne Coyle, Jeremiah MacVeagh or Joseph Connellan, Lily FitzSimons or Alex Comerford, Denis Haughey or Sean Coleman. But its vital to hear the voices of such people if we are properly to understand the story of nationalist Ireland, and so Ive 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 its 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 its also intended as a story which can be enjoyed by a much wider group than merely that of professional academics. Ive long been a believer in what Eric Hobsbawm once described as the intelligent and educated citizen,13 and Ive 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, Ive often been reminded of George Bernard Shaws 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, Im 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 cant 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 Ill 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, its 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 words 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 ones 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. Its 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 nationalisms pervasiveness and durability. Scientific research makes clear that humans are sociable by nature: were 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; its 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 cultures 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 its 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 (16321704) 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 (171278) 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 ones daily liberty in some way) derives ultimately from ones 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, well 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 ones 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 dont write this as a nationalist, but in an attempt to explain the durability, pervasiveness and power of nationalism as the worlds 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 well 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 couldnt, 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, its 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 peoples 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 worlds lifetime  probably as early as the time when Solomon, the Wise, sat in Jerusalem on the throne of his father David.
      Thomas DArcy McGee1

    




Irelands ancient distinctiveness has been much celebrated by modern Irish nationalists. But how far back into Irelands 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 cant 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: ri is the Old Irish origin of the modern ire 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 words 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 mix2), 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 Irelands distinctive identity within a Celtic setting, at times making the Celt and Celticism definitive of authentic Irishness. The great Fenian Michael Davitt (18461906), 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 its 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 Bedes 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
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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.
      
    

  



























  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.
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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.
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