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Abstract

This thesis explores the relationship between gender, politics and Insh national identity
in the 1790s, in the context of the development of the United Irish movement, the 1798
rebellion and the Act of Union. Drawing on Jirgen Habermas’ account of the evolution
of the eighteenth-century public sphere, a broader definition of the ‘political’ 1s
incorporated to uncover the range of ways in which Irish women engaged with radical
politics and the public sphere during this period. However, the thesis also examines the
gendered rhetoric and imagery that continued to structure Irish political discourse, and
to limit women’s political participation.

The thesis i1s structured 1n seven chapters. The first chapter examines gender
construction in United Insh discourse indicating how concepts of republican
masculinity, and chivalnc masculinity operated to exclude women from the political
sphere, but also suggesting how enlightenment namatives of progress could provide a
more egalitarian vision of the relationship between women, politics and national
development. Chapters two, three and four comprise an investigation of the expenences
of women from each of the principal sections of eighteenth-century Irish society: elite
women of the Protestant Ascendancy, the Belfast Presbyterian middle classes, and the
Catholic plebeian classes. These chapters consider the class and confessional factors
that shaped women’s political practice and their responses to radical politics in the
1790s. Chapter five highlights Irnish women’s literary interventions in the public sphere,
and traces the evolution of alternative ‘bardic nationalist’ forms of national identrty in
Irish women’s writing. Chapter six analyses the gendered allegories and imagery that
dominated the debate on the Act of Union, and explores the shift towards a more
‘feminized’ form of national identity in the post-Union, post-rebellion period through an
examination of the ‘national tales’ of Mana Edgeworth and Sydney Owenson. The
final chapter explores the significance of gender in the commemoration of the United
Irishmen from 1798 to 1848, examining the processes which led women to be identified
as the principal repositories of national griet and custodians of national memory in Irish

romantic nationalist discourse.
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Introduction

The 1790s constitute a formative period in modern Inish history, although their
significance has been subject to constant debate and revision. Within the framework of
Irish nationalist history, the United Inshmen have been identified as the founding
fathers of physical-force republican separaism. However, they were also a product of
the broader revolutionary politics of this period. The revolutionary fervour unleashed
by both the American and French Revolutions has been interpreted as opening up a
‘window of opportunity’, in which the United Irishmen ‘brilliantly’ articulated a ‘non-
sectarian, democratic and inclusive politics, which could attract and sustain Irish people
in all their inherited complexities’.! At the same time, the foundation of the Orange
Order in 1795 and the bloody excesses of the 1798 rebellion mark the decade as one
which witnessed the injection of new levels of sectarian rancour into Irish political life.
For anyone interested in the relationship between gender, politics and Irish national
identity, the 1790s are an obvious starting point, yet this perspective also presents the
historian with an apparent paradox. The 1790s are a period during which Irish women
were drawn into the political process in unprecedented numbers, but it was also at this
moment that full membership of the national and political community became equated

with masculinity.

The past two decades have witnessed a resurgence of interest in, and research on, the
1790s and the United Irishmen, a development given added impetus by the bicentenary
of the rebellion in 1998. Much of this new research has focused on the apparent
conundrum as to why Ireland, following a relatively tranquil eighteenth century, erupted
into violent insurrection in 1798. While a great deal of this literature has concentrated
on the relative importance of sectarian, economic and religious factors in explaining the
rising in Wexford, it is the broader accounts of the evolution of radical politics in
Ireland throughout the 1790s that are of most immediate relevance to the present study.
Of particular 1nterest are those works which have resituated the United Irishmen and the
1798 rebellion within the context of the European and Atlantic ‘age of democratic

' Kevin Whelan, ‘Reinterpreting the 1798 Rebellion in County Wexford’, in Daire Keogh and Nicholas
Furlong (eds), The Mighty Wave: The 1798 Rebellion in Wexford (Dublin, 1996), p. 9.



revolutions’.? Marianne Elliott’s 1982 study of the negotiations between the United
Irishmen and the French revolutionary government 1lluminated the extent to which the
movement was embedded in the broader revolutionary politics of the period. As Elliott
observed, the Insh political cnisis in the 1790s was replicated in many other countries,
where revolutionary groups looked to France for support and inspiration® The re-
evaluation of the United Irnsh movement from outside the narrow framework of Irish
nationalism has also prompted further investigation of their relationship to British

radicalism.?

The French Revolution 1s generally acknowledged as an important causal factor in the
evolutton of Irish militant-republicanism, acting as an inspiration and model for Irish
radicals. However, the 1dea that the revolution created ex nihilo the political crisis in
Ireland has also been challenged. As Jim Smyth notes, the impact of the French
Revolution on the political situation throughout Europe was ‘modulated by highly
complex, dynamic and locally specific adaptations and interactions’. Refining the idea
of a homogenous pan-European revolution, Smyth concludes that ‘surely the differences
are as important as similarities, the Irishness as relevant as the Jacobinism?’* Efforts to
trace the deeper roots of Insh republicanism and the complex interaction between
‘imported French ideas’ and native political ideologies have formed an important strand
of recent histonography. Both Elliott and Nancy Curtin have stressed the influence of
the Bnitish radical Whig tradition on United Irish ideology, a combination of the

? A term drawn from R. R. Palmer, The Age of Democratic Revolution: A Political H istory of Europe and
America, 1760-1800 (New Jersey, 1959), 2 vols.

* Marianne Elliott, Partners in Revolution: The United Irishmen and France (New Haven and London,
1982), p. x1v.

* The British revolutionary underground uncovered by E. P. Thompson revealed the trans-national radical
network developed between the United Irishmen and English Jacobins, which included members of the
London Corresponding Society, the United Scotsmen, and the auxiliary group the United Englishmen.
More recently Elaine McFarland has explored the connections between Irish and Scottish radicals in the
1790s. Comparisons between Irish and British radicalism have also led to a re-evaluation of the urban-
artisanal character of Irish plebetan radicals. E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class,
(Harmondsworth, 1968), pp. 111-203; Elaine W. McFarland, Jreland and Scotland in the Age of
Revolution (Edinburgh, 1994); and John Brims, ‘Scottish Radicalism and the United Irishmen’, in David
Dickson, Daire Keogh and Kevin Whelan (eds), The United Irishmen: Republicanism, Radicalism and
Rebellion (Dublin, 1993), pp. 151-166. On the urban-artisanal, character of groups such as the Defenders
see Jim Smyth, The Men of No Property: Irish Radicals and Popular Politics in the Late Eighteenth
Century (London, 1992), p. 114.

* Jim Smyth, ‘The 1798 Rebellion in its Eighteenth-Century Contexts’, in Jim Smyth (ed.), Revolution,
Counter-Revolution and Union: Ireland in the 1790s (Cambnidge, 2002), p. 18.
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classical republicanism of the eighteenth-century ‘commonwealthmen’ and Lockean
ideas on the nature and purpose of government.® The relationship between the Irish
Patnot movement of the 1770s and 1780s and the United Irish project in the 1790s has
also been noted, the Patriot parliamentarians and armed Volunteer’s critique of the
constitutional relationship between Britain and Ireland providing an important precedent
for the United Irishmen.” Ulster Presbyterianism has been identified as another
significant source of Insh radicalism. Jan McBride has traced the origins of
Presbyterian radicalism to the intense theological debate that exercised the Presbyterian
community throughout the eighteenth century, with Ulster’s receptiveness to Scottish
Enlightenment 1deas, and its close links to the American colonists further facilitating the
radicalization of the Northern commumty.®* The Defender movement has also been the
subject of further investigation, which has focused on the complex blend of Jacobitism,

Jacobinism and a crude religious-nationalism within this largely plebeian movement.’

Revealing the processes through which French republican ideas became engrafied onto
indigenous 1deologies of ‘dispossession and repossession’ has opened up one of the
most significant avenues of exploration in recent histories of the 1790s, the theme of

politicization.' A focus on the extent to which radical principles were disseminated has

® Elliott, Partners in Revolution, p. xiii; and Nancy Curttin, The United Irishmen: Popular Politics in
Ulster and Dublin, 1791-1798 (Oxford, 1998), pp. 13-17.
" Curtin, The United Irishmen, p. 30-32; and A.T.Q. Stewart, 4 Deeper Silence: The Hidden Origins of

the United Irishmen (Belfast, 1998). Throughout the thesis the eighteenth-century Protestant Patriot
movement for legislative and economic independence will be capitalized.

® On the role of the Ulster Presbyterian community in the development of Irish radicalism see Stewart, 4
Deeper Silence, 1an McBride, Scripture Politics: Ulster Presbyterianism and Irish Radicalism in the Late
Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1998); Ian McBride, ‘William Drennan and the Ihssenting Tradition’, in
Dawvid Dickson, Kevin Whelan and Daire Keogh (eds), The United Irishmen: Republicanrismm, Radicalism,
and Rebellion (Dublin, 1993), pp. 49-61; and Pieter Tesch "Presbytenan Radicalism’, in Dickson,
Whelan and Keogh (eds), The United Irishmen, pp. 33-48.

? See Smyth, The Men of No Property, pp 66-67.

*® This description of the eighteenth-century Catholic political outlook as an ‘ideology of dispossession
and repossession’ is taken from Tom Garvin, ‘Nationalism and separatism in Ireland, 1760-1993°: a
comparative perspective’, in J. Bermanendi, R. Maiz and X. Nuiiez (eds), Nationalism in Eurvope Past
and Present (Santiago de Compostela, 1994), p. 89. The re-examination of the political context of the
Wexford rebellion by Louis Cullen and Kevin Whelan has been at the forefront of research into the
question of politicization. See Louts Cullen, 'The 1798 Rebellion in Wexford: United Irish Organisation,
Membership, Leadership’, in Kevin Whelan and William Nolan (eds), Wexford: History and Society.
Imterdisciplinary Essays on the History of an Irish Courtty (Dublin, 1987), pp. 248-295; Kevin Whelan,
‘Politicisation in County Wexford and the Origins of the 1798 Rebellion’, in Hugh Gough and David
Dickson (eds), Ireland and the French Revolution (Dublin, 1989), pp. 156-178; and Kevin Whelan, The
Tree of Liberty: Radicalism, Catholicism and the Construction of Irish Identity (Cork, 1996). Other
works which foreground the role of politicization during the 1790s but stress the interaction between

1]



gradually replaced the emphasis on sectarian and socio-economic factors in explaining
political mobilization during the 1790s. According to Nancy Curtin, ‘propagating the
cause was one of the essential and defining activities of the United Irishmen ... at a
fundamental level, United Irish propaganda represented the union of republican theory
and revolutionary practice.”!! Kevin Whelan has similarly identified United Irishmen’s
sophisticated use of propaganda as a key factor in explaining the rapid radicalization
that occurred in Ireland during the 1790s.”* Historians have pointed to the huge amount
of printed material generated by the movement, which included the mass production of
political pamphlets such as Theobald Wolfe Tone’s, An Argument on Behalf of the
Catholics of Ireland (1791), cheap editions of radical texts including Thomas Paine’s,
The Rights of Man (1791), the widespread circulation of the United Irish newspapers,
the Northern Star and the Press, and the distribution of ballads and broadsheets.

From the perspective of women’s and gender history these new developments in the
historiography of the United Irishmen raise many interesting questions and possibilities.
A repositioning of the 1798 rebellion within the context of the Atlantic ‘age of
democratic revolutions’ suggests the potential for a gendered reading of this period that
draws on the substantial body of literature exploring the interaction between gender and
politics during the American and French Revolutions.' Recognition of the close links

radical ideology and sectarian impulses and traditional grievances include Curtin, 7he Urrited Irishmen,

Smyth, The Men of No Property; and Tom Dunne, ‘Popular Ballads, Revolutionary Rhetoric and
Politicisation’, in Gough and Dickson (eds), Jreland and the French Revolution, pp. 139-155. Several

historians, including Dunne, have challenged the over-emphasis on politicization, and the ‘de-
sectananized’ interpretation of the 1798 rebellion associated in particular with Kevin Whelan and the
official bi-centennial commemoration of the rebellion in the Irish Republic. See Tom Dunne, Rebellions:
Memoir, Memory and 1798 (Dublin, 2004), pp. 130-148; James S. Donnelly Jr, ‘Sectarianism in 1798 and
in Catholic Nationalist Memory’, in Laurence M. Geary (ed.), Rebellion and Remembrance in Modern
[reland (Dublin, 2001), pp. 15-37; and Roy Foster, ‘Remembering 1798°, in Roy Foster, The Irish Story:
Telling Tales and Making it up in Ireland (London, 2001), pp. 211-234.

"I Curtin, The United Irishmen, p. 7.

' Whelan, The Tree of Liberty, pp. 62-85.

' Curtin, The United Irishmen, pp. 228-253.

'* This is a rapidly expanding field. Some of the key pioneering works include: Harriet B. Applewhite and
Darlene G. Levy (eds), Women and Politics in the Age of the Democratic Revolution (Ann Arbor, 1990).
On America see Linda Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America
(Chapel Hill, 1980); Linda Kerber, Towards an Intellectual History of Women (Chapel Hill, 1997); Mary
Beth Norton, Liberty’s Daughters: The Revolutionary Experience of American Women 1750-1800
(Boston, Toronto, 1980). On France see Joan B. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the
French Revolution (Ithaca and London, 1988);, Lynn Hunt, The Family Romance of the French
Revolution (London, 1992); Olwyn Hufton, Women and the Limits of Citizenship in the French
Revolution (Toronto, 1992); Joan Wallach Scott, Only Paradoxes to Offer: French Feminists and the
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between Irish and British radicalism during this period similarly invites a comparison of
the relationship between women and radical politics in both countries. Britain in the
1790s witnessed not only the increasing intervention of women in political debate, but
also a series of challenges to the gendered assumptions that underpinned radical
ideology, articulated most notably by Mary Wollstonecraft.”” To what extent did Irish
women’s engagement with radical politics during this period reflect that of their British
counterparts? At the same time, closer attention to the specificities of the Irish context,
points to the possibility of a distinctively Irish perspective on the relationship between
gender and late eighteenth-century revolutionary politics. Perhaps most importantly,
the historiographical shift from a narrow focus on the events of 1798 towards a broader
consideration of politicization throughout the decade raises multiple questions about
Insh women’s relationship to these processes of politicization. The United Irnish leader
Thomas Addis Emmet described the movement’s project as one of literary

enfranchisement, the object of which was to ‘make every man a politician’.!®* But were
women also the objects of United Irish propaganda? How and to what extent did radical

politics permeate women’s lives during the 1790s?

While recent historiography has opened up the possibility of such lines of inquiry,
studies of Ireland in the 1790s have, in the main, avoided a gendered reading of political
developments during this period. Though most recent histories have briefly alluded to
the probability that United Irish radicalism also mobilized women, a gender perspective
has not been incorporated into any of the major monographs on the subject.” To a
certain extent, the ‘women of 1798 have been one of the casualties of the transition

from nationalist hagiography to revisionism in Irish academic history. The first major

Rights of Man (Cambndge MA, 1996).

'> The most well-known critique of women’s exclusion from the revolutionary discourse of universal
rights 1s of course Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1791). However,
Wollstonecraft was part of a more extensive engagement by British women writers with the political
controversy unleashed by the French Revolution. See Jane Rendall, The Making of Modern Feminism:
Women in Britain, France and the United States, 1780-1860 (Basingstoke, 1985), pp. 33-72; Barbara
Caine, English Feminism, 1780-1980 (Oxford, 1997);, Marilyn Butler, Jane Austen and the War of ldeas
(2nd edn., Oxford, 1987); Gary Kelly, Women, Writing and Revolution, 1790-1827 (Oxford, 1993).

' Thomas Addis Emmet quoted in Jan McBride, ‘The Harp Without the Crown: Nationalism and
Republicanism 1n the 1790s’, in S. J. Connolly (ed.), Political Ideas in Eighteenth-Century Ireland
(Dublin, 2000), p. 174.

'7 An exception is David Wilson's study of United Irish émigrés in the United States, which examines
their attitudes to issues of gender, race and class. David A. Wilson, Umited Irishmen, United States:

13



L T 1 T P TL R S i M

'history of the United Inshmen, R. R. Madden’s monumental The United Irishmen, Their
Lives and Times, published between 1842 and 1846, devoted significant attention to the
wives and sweethearts of the United Inish leaders, including Matilda Tone, Pamela
Fitzgerald and Sarah Curran.” This was clearly a product of Madden’s biographical
approach towards the history of the United Irishmen and identified women’s importance
as lying entirely in their relationships to men. However, his account, and the collection
of matenals on the United Inshmen which he accumulated, remain a very useful starting
points for a consideration of women’s activities duning this period, not least because

many of Madden’s sources for the history were gathered from the surviving female
relatives of the United Inshmen.

The framing of women’s involvement with the United Irishmen in terms of their
relationships to male leaders is also evident in the first work specifically to address
women’s role in the movement, Helena Concannon’s Women of '98 (1919). In many
ways a pioneering work it was directly shaped by the nationalist climate of early
twentieth-century Ireland.” Written on the eve of the War of Independence (1919-
1921) Concannon stressed the parallels between the actions of the women of 1798 and
the responsibilities of Insh women in the latest phase of the nationalist struggle.
Following the template set down by Madden, Concannon structured her history as a
senes of biographies under the headings ‘the mothers of *98°, ‘the wives of ‘98 and
‘the sisters of “98°. She highlighted these women’s loyalty and devotion to their male

relatives, and implicitly endorsed the gendered division of nationalist labour,
distinguishing between the blood shed by men and the tears shed by women.”® Whilst
Concannon stressed women’s importance in ‘inciting their men to patriotic action’, she
also noted the more direct participation of women in the rebellion, where they acted as

messengers and intelligence officers, and in some cases fought alongside the male

Immigrant Radicals in the Early Republic (Dublin, 1998), pp. 133-152.

'* R. R. Madden, The United Irishmen their Lives and Times (New York, 1916 [1842-1846]), 12 vols.

' On Concannon’s contribution to the writing of Insh women’s history see Mary O’Dowd, ‘From
Morgan to MacCurtain: Women Histonans in Ireland from the 1790s to the 1990s’, in Maryann
Gialanella Valwlis and Mary O'Dowd (eds), Women & Irish History: Essays in Honour of Margaret
MacCurtain (Dublin, 1997), p. 42.

0 <1t is not alone the blood of the men who died for Ireland that has nurtured the harvest of her freedom’,
wrote Concannon, ‘The seed has been abundantly watered by the tears of heartbroken women: mothers.,
and wives, sweethearts and sisters, daughters and comrades’. Helena Concannon, Women of 98 (Dublin,
1919), p. ix.

14



rebels.?!

Concannon tended to present women’s political interest as mediated entirely through
their relationships with men, noting for example that Lady Lucy Fitzgerald, the sister of

Lord Edward Fitzgerald, ‘loved the cause, because he loved it, whom she loved above
all things’.* To a degree a focus on women associated with high-profile leaders of the
United Irishmen 1s difficult to avoid. In keeping with the interests of previous
generations of historians, women’s papers have generally been preserved only where
they shed light on the activities or personalities of prominent men. A notable example
1s the correspondence between Mary Anne McCracken and her brother, the United Irish
leader, Henry Joy McCracken®, which Mary Anne presented to Richard Madden during
his research on the United Irishmen.* Originally used by Madden as a source of
information on the 1798 rebellion in Ulster, these letters subsequently formed the basis
for Mary McNeill’s biography in of Mary Anne McCracken, first published in 1960.%
Situating McCracken within the context of late eighteenth and nineteenth-century
Belfast, McNeill drew attention to McCracken’s sympathy with Mary Wollstonecraft’s
claims for female emancipation. Indeed, McCracken’s advanced views on the subject
of female equality have led her to be identified as a ‘pioneer’ of Irish feminism.*
Biographical studies of individual Irish women have proved one of the most fruitful
avenues for a re-examination of female political participation during this period. Janet
Todd’s recent biography of the daughters of Lord Kingsborough, both of whom were
educated by Mary Wollstonecraft, suggests both an interesting new angle on the
relationship between late eighteenth-century feminism and Ireland, and the extent of

! Concannon, Women of 98, p. xii.

2 Concannon, Women of ’98, p. 249.

* Associated with the social-radical wing of the United Irishmen, Henry Joy McCracken (1767-1798)
was arrested along with several other members of the Belfast United Irishmen in October 1796, and spent
fiteen months in Kilmainham Jail. He assumed the leadership of the Northemn rebel forces in 1798 and
was executed following the rebellion. See Smyth, The Men of No Property, and Mary McNeill, The Life
and Times of Mary Arme McCracken, 1770-1866: A Belfast Panorama (20d edn., Belfast, 1988).

24 TCD, Dublin, Madden Papers, 873/70-166.

2 McNeill, The Life and Times of Mary Anne McCracken. While noting that McNeill’s biography was ‘a
pioneening enterpnise for the Ulster of the 1960s, when liberal voices, willing to look again at the United
Inishmen, were almost non-existent’, John Gray has argued that ‘in the context of that faint-hearted era, it
was much easier to see Mary Anne McCracken as at heart a doer of good works ... rather than as a
wholehearted revolutionary’. John Gray, ‘Mary Anne McCracken: Belfast Revolutionary and Pioneer of
Feminism’, in Daire Keogh and Nicholas Furlong (eds), The Women of 1798 (Dublin, 1998), p. 48.

% Gray, ‘Mary Anne McCracken’, pp. 47-63.
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elite women’s engagement with radical politics during the 1790s.7 Stella Tillyard’s
collective biography of Lord Edward Fitzgerald’s mother, Emily, Duchess of Leinster
and her sisters, has similarly revealed the high levels of female politicization within the
eighteenth-century Irish aristocracy.”

The most significant re-examination of women’s role in the United Irish movement is
the collection of essays edited by Daire Keogh and Nicholas Furlong, The Women of
1798. A product of the bi-centennial commemoration of the 1798 rebellion, the
contributors underline the previous neglect of women’s role in histories of the rebellion,
summarized in Thomas Bartlett’s comment that ‘women could be symbols or model or
victim but ... the role of actor, activist or combatant — in a political context — was
denied them’.™ Broadly speaking the essays fall into two main categories, biographical
studies of individual women involved directly, or indirectly, with radical politics in the
1790s, and re-examinations of sources on the United Irishmen and the 1798 rebellion
from a gender perspective. The only essay to combine both a gendered analysis of
United Irish ideology, with a close examination of one woman’s role in the movement,
1s Nancy Curtin’s study of Matilda Tone. Revising the received perception of Matilda
Tone as the dutiful, and essentially passive, wife of the republican leader Theobald
Wolfe Tone,” Curtin argues that the relationship between the Tones was an exemplar of
‘republican partnership’, in which Matilda’s contributions in the domestic sphere
enabled Wolfe Tone to participate fully in the public sphere. Curtin is one of the few

histonans to have contextualized the United Irishmen’s gender ideology within the

27 Janet Todd, Rebel Daughters: Ireland in Conflict 1798 (London, 2003).

28 Stella Tillyard, Aristocrats: Caroline, Emily, Louisa and Sarah Lermox, 1740-1832 (London, 1994).

.29 Thomas Bartlett, “Bearing Witness: Female Evidence in Courts Martial’, in Keogh and Furlong (eds),
The Women of 1798, p. 61.

*® Theobald Wolfe Tone (1763-98), trained as a barrister. His Argument on Behalf of the Catholics of
Ireland (1791) established him as a radical advocate of Catholic emancipation and a talented
propagandist. In October 1791 he was invited to Belfast to participate in the establishment of a new
political society, the United Irishmen, and he was responsible for establishing a Dublin branch the
following month. Following the administration's crack down on political radicals and the trial of Rev.
William Jackson in 1795, Tone and his family departed for the United States. In January 1796 Tone lefi
the United States for France to solicit French assistance for an Irish uprising, accompanying a French
fleet on a failed expedition to Bantry Bay, Co. Cork in December 1796. In October 1798 Tone was
arrested on board another French flotilla sent to assist the already defeated rebellion. Convicted of
treason, and sentenced to death he cut his own throat, dying on 18 November 1798. See Marianne Elliott,
Wolfe Tone: Prophet of Irish Independence (New Haven and London, 1989); Theobald Wolfe Tone, Life
of Theobald Wolfe Tone. Memoirs, Journals and Political Writings, Compiled and Arranged by William
1. W. Tone, Thomas Bartlett (ed.) (Dublin, 1998).
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broader framework of the American and French Revolutions. Drawing on the work of
Linda Kerber and Joan Landes, she argues that the United Irishmen’s conception of

gender roles subscribed to the classical republican tradition of a gendered division of

labour:

For both sexes this required subordinating private to public interest. In
the male case, this meant active participation in liberating an abused and
feminized nation from dishonour. For women exercising citizenship
involved republican motherhood — sacrificing husbands, brothers, and

sons to the national struggle.*’

Curtin’s analyses, in both this article and in her studies of women and eighteenth-
century Irish republicanism and United Irish masculinity, provide an important starting
point for understanding gender construction within the United Irish programme.** Her
assertion that: ‘United Irish claims to full civic competence contingent on gender drew
on a range of masculine ideals’, most notably the model of the citizen-soldier, is an
important recognition of the significance of ideology in defining both male and female
political identities.”> However, this dichotomy, between the masculine citizen-soldier,
whose republican virtue is practised in the public sphere and the republican mother,
who exercises republican virtue in the private sphere, has itself been subject to revision.
Linda Kerber, who first developed the term ‘republican motherhood’ to describe the
American republicans’ efforts to reconcile republican theory and the exclusion of
women from the citizenry through an ideology which underlined women’s role in the
reproduction of the ‘virtuous republic’ as mothers and educators, has recently
questioned this framework. While ‘republican motherhood’ could be viewed positively,
as a means of diminishing the distinctions between the public and private spheres
through the politicization of domesticity, Kerber has suggested that ‘republican
motherhood’ was not the most inclusive definition of female citizenship available
during the revolutionary period, and has queried the assumption that it would be
*! Nancy Curtin, ‘Matilda Tone and Virtuous Republican Femuninity’, in Keogh and Furlong (eds), The
Women of 1798, p. 32.

*2 Nancy Curtin, ‘Women and Eighteenth-Century Irish Republicanism’, in Margaret MacCurtain and
Mary O’Dowd (eds), Women in Early Modern Ireland (Edinburgh, 1991), pp. 133-144; and Nancy
Curtin, ““A Nation of Abortive Men™: Gendered Citizenship and Early Irish Republicanism’, in Marilyn

Cohen and Nancy Curtin (eds), Reclaiming Gender: Transgressive ldentities in Modern Ireland (New
York, 1992), pp. 33-52.
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ahistorical to expect a more radical conceptualization of female citizenship at the time **

This stress on the importance of republican or civic humanist ideology in determining
the United Inshmen’s conceptualization of gender roles and the extent of female
participation in radical politics, 1s perhaps surprising given Curtin’s own perceptive
analysis of the intertwining of republicanism and an incipient commercial liberalism in
United Irish discourse. As she notes, the United I[rishmen were ‘eclectic amateur
theorists’, who, ‘grafted their liberalism onto the thniving plant of an ubiquitous
classical republicanism which infused the rhetoric of all political formations in
eighteenth-century Britain and Ireland’.” Theories of commercial and social progress,
drawn from the Scottish Enlightenment, provide a distinctly different model of the
relationship between public and private, in which the motor for historical development
is located in civil society, and the austere, muscular values of classical republicanism
are softened by concepts of politeness and sympathy. As this thesis argues, this
important strand within United Irish ideology could form the basis for more inclusive

and egalitarian ideas respecting women’s role within the nation.

Although the study of gender construction in United Irish ideology that forms the first
chapter of this thesis agrees with many of Curtin’s conclusions with respect to the
importance of classical republicanism in determining United Irish perceptions of male
and female roles, classical republicanism alone cannot fully explain the role of gender
in United Insh ideology, or the nature of women’s engagement with radical politics,
during this period. While a militarized model of political masculinity is evident in the
United Irishmen’s brief organisation of Volunteer parades at the beginning of the 1790s
and of course in the armed upnising of 1798, this formed only a part, albeit an important
one, of the United Irish programme. Equally important, as recent historiography has
demonstrated, was their dissemination of radical principles through print media, a
practice which suggests a quite different model of the public sphere to that elaborated
by classical republicanism, one in which the gendered boundaries between public and

private spheres were less rigidly defined.

3 Curtin, ‘Matilda Tone and Virtuous Republican Femininity’, p. 32.
¥ Kerber, Towards an Intellectual History of Women, p. 269.
*> Curtin, ‘Matilda Tone and Virtuous Republican Femininity’, p. 29.

18



II

The distinction between male and female roles in United Irish rhetoric identified by
Curtin recapitulates the 1dea of ‘separate spheres’ that has been the dominant category
of analysis in women’s and gender history since the 1960s. The concept of separate
spheres understands women’s historical experiences and social positioning to be
intimately interlinked with the division of society into private and public spheres, in
which the former is designated a feminine space and the latter an area of masculine
activity. At its most basic, this classification identifies the private sphere as
encompassing the home and family, or the domestic realm, and categorizes all activities
which are situated outside this sphere - work, politics, cultural and intellectual life — as
taking place within the public sphere. While this classification originally provided a
persuasive explanation for women’s historical exclusion from political citizenship, it
has been subject to substantial revision and refinement. Historians have pointed to the
historical contingency and mutability of these categories, and have asked provocative
questions about the gulf between the ideology and practice of ‘separate spheres’, as well

as interrogating the chronology of the development of public and private.™

Although not directly concerned with gender, one of the most important contributions to
the debate on the relationship between the public and private spheres has been Jirgen

37

Habermas’ Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere’’ An exploration of the
‘risc and fall’ of the Enlightenment public sphere of rational debate between the
seventeenth and twentieth centuries, its main interest for historians of the eighteenth

century lies in Habermas® model of the development of the public sphere in Europe

*® For a discussion of debates on the role of the public/private dichotomy as a category in women’s and
gender history see Leonore Davidoff, ‘Regarding some “Old Husband’s Tales”: Public and Private in
Women’s History’, in Leonore Davidoff, Worlds Between: Historical Perspectives on Gender and Class
(New York, 1995), pp. 227-276; and Amanda Vickery, ‘Golden Age to Separate Spheres? A Review of
the Categones and Chronology of English Women’s History’, in Robert Shoemaker and Mary Vincent
(eds), Gender and History in Western Europe (London, 1998), pp. 196-225; Jane Rendall, *‘Women and
the Public Sphere’, Gender & History, 11 (1999), pp. 475-488; and Lawrence E. Klein, ‘Gender and the
Public/Private Distinction in the Eighteenth Century: Some Questions about Evidence and Analytic
Procedure’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 29 (1995), pp. 97-109. |

*” First published in German in 1961, it was not translated into English until 1989, partly explaining its
delayed impact on the Anglophone academic community.

19



during this period. Habermas makes a clear distinction between the liberal public
sphere that emerged during this period and the classical Greek dichotomy between the
public and private sphere, or the polis and oikos. In the ancient model, the oikos
encompassed the realm of economic, social and familial reproduction, and was
subordinated to the polis, or public sphere, which was held to be the realm of freedom
and permanence, a classification that mirrors the public/private distinction of republican
rhetoric. However, by the early modern period, according to Habermas, such
distinctions between the public and private spheres in Europe had become redundant;
instead the public sphere was identified with a narrow state apparatus and courtly
society, and all other aspects of social life, economic and familial, were identified as
private.”® During the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries a public located in
towns began to develop through institutions such as coffee houses in Britain and salons
In France that brought together bourgeois intellectuals and the nobility in a certain

‘parity of the educated’.*

According to Habermas, the ostensibly private sphere of the family developed hand in
hand with what he terms ‘the public sphere in the realm of letters’. It was within the
conjugal family that members of the bourgeoisie first began to explore and unfold their
individual subjectivity, through diaries and letter writing. These experiments in
subjectivity formed the basis of the eighteenth-century ‘domestic novel’, the most
influential example being Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740). Through novels and

other literature the bourgeoisie appeared to find confirmation of a common humanity
that transcended status distinctions, a common humanity that was intimately linked with
the subjectivity located within the intimate sphere of the conjugal family. From these
processes emerged the ‘public sphere in the realm of letters’: ‘The privatized
individuals coming together to form a public also reflected critically and in public on

what they had read, thus contributing to the process of enlightenment which they

together promoted’.®

** Jirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of
Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge, 1992 [1989)), pp. 1-5, 30.

*> Habermas, Structural Transformation, p. 32.

0 Habermas, Structural Transformation, p. 51.
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In Habermas’ model the ‘literary public sphere’, compnsing authors, novel readers, the
press, reading societies and clubs, prompted an ever more inclusive conceptualization of
the public, as it gradually superseded the earlier public located in institutions such as the
coffee houses and salons. The literary public sphere was thus the precursor of the
‘public sphere in the political realm’* The idea of an abstract universal rationality
which transcended status distinctions, and the practice of critical debate on literary and
cultural issues that developed in the ‘literary public sphere’, gave nse to a critically
debating public prepared to use its reason to discuss matters of public concern, ‘the
public sphere with political functions’. The establishment of ‘public opinion’ or ‘the
sense of the people’ as the ultimate arbiter of political rectitude constituted a direct
challenge to the authonty of the official public sphere. [t is this challenge from an
oppositional public sphere, located in civil society, which, Habermas argues, formed the

basis of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century democratic revolutions.

The 1ssue of women’s relationship to the public sphere is not dwelt on at length by
Habermas. However, he does acknowledge that the circle of persons who comprised

the “literary public sphere’ and the ‘political public sphere’ were not congruent:

Women and dependents were factually and legally excluded from the
political public sphere ... Yet in the educated classes the one form of

public sphere was considered to be identical with the other; in the self-
understanding of public opinion the public sphere appeared as one and
indivisible.*

Habermas’ argument, that the political public sphere, while often exclusive in its
application, retained the principle of universality which could enable it to expand to
incorporate all of humamty, has been challenged by feminist theorists. Perhaps the
most extensive challenge is Joan Landes’ Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of
the French Revolution, which applies Habermas’ model to the polrtical culture of
eighteenth-century France. According to Landes, ‘the exclusion of women from the

bourgeots public was not incidental but central to its incarnation’, and she contends that

*! Habermas, Structural Transformation, p. 51.
** Habermas, Structural Transformation, p. 56.
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‘the bourgeois public is essentially, not just contingently, masculimist’.*® Landes offers
a persuasive argument for the inherently masculine character of the French
revolutionary public sphere that is similar 1n several respects to Nancy Curtin’s account
of the gendering of citizenship in United Irish ideology. However, as suggested above,
there are problems in both Curtin’s and Landes’ identification of the ideology of the
public sphere with republican ideology. Critical responses to Landes have noted the
disjunction between Landes’ interpretation of the public sphere and that outlined by
Habermas. Whilst Habermas clearly distinguishes between republican and liberal
conceptions of the public sphere, the two appear to be conflated 1n Landes” account.*

Despite these qualifications feminist critics have identified further problems with
Habermas® idealized version of the liberal public sphere. The dual role of head of
household and property owner that forms the basis of bourgeois identity i1s nghtly

understood as resting on a fundamentally patriarchal system of famihial relations.

Feminist critics have also pointed to the deceptiveness of Habermas® principle of
universal inclusion that is based on a disembodied, abstract rationality.* The concept of
a single hegemonic bourgeois public has also been subject to revision.* Even with
these revisions and refinements, Habermas’ model still raises interesting questions and
possibilities for a reconsideration of female participation in the public sphere. His
description of the evolution of the public sphere significantly complicates the simpie
dichotomy between the ‘female domain’ of the domestic and famihal and the

‘masculine world’. By locating the evolution of the public sphere within the ‘private’

¥ 1 andes, Women and the Public Sphere, p. 7.

¥ See Daniel Gordon, ‘Philosophy, Sociology and Gender in the Enlightenment Conception of Public
Opinion’, French Historical Studies, 17 (1992), pp. 899-911; and Keith Michael Baker, ‘Defining the
Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century France: Vanations on a Theme by Habermas’, in Craig Calhoun
(ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambrdige MA, 1992), pp. 198-211.

*> Whereas Habermas presupposes that physical difference between men and women might be set aside as
easily as the economic differences between the male members of the bourgeois public sphere, it has been
countered that this underestimates the extent to which the capacity for rationality was understood to
inhere in the masculine body. See: Dorinda Outram, The Body and the French Revolution (New Haven,
1989). See also Joan B. Landes, “The Public and the Private Sphere: A Feminist Reconsideration’. in
Johanna Meehan (ed.), Feminists Read Habermas: Gendering the Subject of Discourse (London, ]995),

. 102-104.

Reflecting on the mechanisms of class as well as gender exclusion that function within the liberal
public sphere, Nancy Fraser argues that there has always been a plurality of competing publics. Nancy
Fraser, ‘Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy’,
in Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere, p. 116. See also, Geoff Eley, ‘Nations, Publics, and
Political Cultures: Placing Habermas in the Nineteenth Century’, in Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the

22



realm of civil society, any straightforward alignment between the private and the
feminine 1s undermined. In addition, the concept of the public elaborated by Habermas
has, as Mary P. Ryan observes, a singular advantage for feminists: ‘it freed politics from
the 1ron grasp of the state, which, by virtue of the long denial of the franchise to women
and their rare status as public officials, effectively defined the public in masculine
terms’.*” This opens up a realm outside the state in which women could theoretically

participate 1n critical deliberation on matters of public concem.

The structural links that Habermas identifies between practices of the intimate sphere of
the conjugal family, the ‘literary public sphere’ and the ‘political public sphere’ can
further expand our understanding of both the location and form of female political
participation in the late eighteenth century. An example is the practice of letter writing.
Whilst this is understood as central to the development of the intimacy that
charactenzed the bourgeois family, the letter also constituted the basis of the domestic
novels that were crucial to the evolution of the ‘literary public sphere’. In turn, the
newsletters and political pamphlets that were generated within the ‘political public
sphere’ also drew on the epistolary form. As the female correspondence that will be
considered in this thesis reveals, women’s letters ranged effortlessly from discussions of
family news to considerations of art and literature, as well as engaging consistently with
political affairs, providing an important means through which women could engage
with the rational-critical discourse of the public sphere.*

The broader definition of political and public activity suggested by Habermas’ model

has enabled historians of women to reinvestigate women’s participation in the

associational life of eighteenth-century civil society. Cultural histories of the European

Public Sphere, pp. 289-3309.
" Mary P. Ryan, ‘Gender and Public Access: Women’s Politics in Nineteenth-Century America’, in
Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere, p. 261. See also Margaret C. Jacob, ‘The Mental
Landscape of the Public Sphere: A European Perspective’, Lighteenth-Century Studies, 28 (1994), pp. 95-
113.

** For a discussion of the relationship between female epistolarity and the eighteenth-century public
sphere see Carolyn Steedman, ‘A Woman Writing a Letter’, in Rebecca Earle (ed), Epistolary Selves:
Letters and Letter-Writers, 1600-1945 (Aldershot, 1999), pp. 111-133: Elizabeth Heckendom Cook,
Epistolary Bodies: Gender and Genre in the Eighteenth-Century Republic of Letters (Stanford, 1996);
and Amanda Gilroy and W. M. Herhoeven (eds), Epistolary Histories: Letters, Fiction, Culture (London;
Charlottesville VA, 2000).
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Enlightenment by Dena Goodman, Margaret Jacob and Janet Burke have highlighted
women’s 1nvolvement 1n the central institutions of the public sphere: the salon and
masonic lodges.” There is no evidence that women were admitted into Irish masonic
lodges as they were in France, but women were sworn into the United Irish societies.
Similarly, although there was no salon culture in Ireland comparable to that in France,
there were a handful of literary and political salons presided over by elite women that
acted as a location for Enlightenment sociability and political opposition. The hetero-
social character of these institutions therefore challenges the identification of the public
sphere as an exclusively masculine space. Literary historians have also pointed to
women’s active intervention in the public sphere through reading, writing and
publishing.”® While Irishwomen in the 1790s may not have contributed to the radical
press, or composed political pamphlets, they did read and reflect critically on this
literature, activities which contributed to their self-understanding as members of the
public sphere. Although their writing may have been confined to ‘feminine’ genres
such as poetry or the novel, women used these genres to explore questions of political

and national identity, and to intervene in contemporary political debates.

To what extent can Habermas’ model of the evolution of the public sphere be applied to
late eighteenth-century Ireland, and more specifically to the development of radical
politics 1n the 1790s? Certainly the social composition of the United Irishmen reflects
the predominantly bourgeois character of Habermas’ public sphere. Nancy Curtin has
estimated that 81.6% of the Dublin and Belfast membership were involved in commerce
and industry.” The demand for the removal of English restrictions on Irish trade, which
formed a key element of their political programme, conforms to Habermas® descniption
of the public sphere’s concern with regulating commercial legislation. It is also

possible to trace In the careers of individual United Irishmen movement between the

‘literary public sphere’ and the ‘political public sphere’. Wolfe Tone. for instance,

*? See Dena Goodman, The Republic of Letters: A Cultural H istory of the French Enlightenment (Ithaca,
1994);, and Janet M. Burke and Margaret C. Jacob, ‘French Freemasonry, Women and Feminist
Scholarship®, The Journal of Modern History, 68 (1996), pp. 513-549.

*% Carla Hesse, The Other Enlightenment: How French Women became Modern (New Jersey, 2001);
Anne K. Mellor, Mothers of the Nation: Women s Political Writing in England, 1780-1830 (Bloomin gton
IN, 2000); and Elizabeth Eger and others, Women and the Public Sphere: Writing and Representation,
1600-1800 (Cambndge, 2000).

>! Curtin, The United Irishmen, p. 292.
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whilst training for the Bar in London, earned extra money by writing book reviews for
the European Magazine, a prelude to his considerable success as a political
propagandist in the 1790s.>> The movement also counted numerous booksellers and
printers among its members.”> Above all, in their efforts to politicize popular culture
through the production and distribution of large quantities of printed material, the
United Irishmen appear to conform to the model of the oppositional public sphere
outlined by Habermas. This similarity has been noted by Whelan, who observes that:
‘In Habermas’s terms, the United Irishmen were intent on creating a culturally produced
social sphere, in which public opinion acted as the arbiter of political rectitude, and in
which the press could plausibly pretend to represent a diversified public’.*

However, Habermas’s model also requires some modification when applied to
cighteenth-century Ireland. The most obvious problematizing factor is religion. In a
recent examination of late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century Ireland Joep Leersen
has argued that the Irish public sphere was an essentially confessional phenomenon.
According to Leersen: ‘Whatever public sphere there was, existed in Ascendancy
Ireland. Parliament, the playhouses, societies leamned or benevolent, and most
importantly the pamphlets, papers and debates, were by and for Protestants.” In
contrast, Leersen suggests that Catholic Ireland was characterized by the absence of a
public sphere and was instead fragmented into ‘countless pockets of “private

210

spheres™.”> While Leersen dates the emergence of a distinctively Catholic and Gaelic
public sphere to the early nineteenth century, the United Irish project in the 1790s can
be understood as an attempt to expand the Protestant public sphere to encompass the
Catholic community. In overcoming the hurdle of sectarian division the United
Irishmen elaborated, what was in the Insh context, a radically inclusive idea of the

public sphere’s principle of universality.

The role of religion within Habermas’s schema of socio-political relationships is not

entirely clear. However, he appears to consider the church as an adjunct of the

>2 Marianne Elliott, Wolfe Tone: Prophet of Irish Independence (New Haven, 1989), p. SS.
>* Kevin Whelan, ‘The United Irishmen, The Enlightenment and Popular Culture’, in Dickson, Keogh and

Whelan (eds), The United Irishmen, p. 276.
*4 Whelan, The Tree of Liberty, p. 62.
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eighteenth century official public sphere, closely related to the state power.
Consequently the liberal public sphere develops in opposition to religious authority.
While this account may hold for countries in which the established church was also the
religion of the majonty, it requires some refinement when applied to Ireland, where the
Catholic Church itself was in conflict with the confessional Protestant state. Hence, the
politicization of the Catholic community was more closely intertwined with religious
issues than Habermas’s predominantly secular model of the liberal bourgeois sphere can
account for. Similarly, the politics of the Ulster Presbyterian community must be
located within the context of religious debate and division. As McBnde observes in his
study of the relationship between Ulster Presbyterianism and radical politics, as long as
the connection between the Church of Ireland and the Insh state remained ‘it was
inevitable that disputes over theological matters would have important political
implications’.’® Irish dissenters’ contribution to the oppositional public sphere can be
understood not only in terms of the relationship between religious and political
liberalism, but also as part of the institutional framework of the public sphere. The
Presbytery, with its democratic structure and high level of political engagement, shares
many features with the voluntary associations and public meeting-places that Habermas

suggests constitute the public sphere.

I

The importance of religious identity as a constitutive element of the oppositional public
sphere is one aspect that is not directly addressed by Habermas. Another dimension that
he does not fully explore is the relationship between the public sphere and national
identity. However, there are several similanties between his account of the evolution of
the public sphere, and Benedict Anderson’s account of the construction of national

‘imagined communities’ during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.>’ Like

53 Joep Leersen, Hidden Ireland, Public Sphere (Dublin, 2002), pp. 36-37.
® McBride, Scripture Politics, p. 22. John Seed has identified the continued campaign for freedom of
religious thought by British rational dissenters in the late eighteenth century as drawing on a broader ideal
of a free public sphere beyond the control of the state, an tdeal that would also presumably have appealed
to Insh dissenters. John Seed, ‘Rational Dissent and Political Opposition in England’, in Knud
Haakonsen (ed.), Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century Britain
£Cambridge, 1996), p. 159.

" Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (2™
edn, London, 1991).
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Habermas, Anderson stresses the importance of the spread of print capitalism in
providing the basis for the construction of national communities. According to
Anderson, 1t 1s through print media that individuals come to think of themselves as
members of a larger national community, a process similar to Habermas’s account of
the development of reading publics. The similanties between the idea of the public
sphere, and the modern concept of the nation, are hardly surprising given their shared
origins in the age of Enlightenment and democratic revolutions.”®* However, whilst the
public sphere’s self-realization emerges through the exploration and confirmation of a
shared transcendent rationality, the cement which binds together members of the
national community i1s not a shared rationality, but rather something closer to
‘irrationality’, or at least emotion. In an attempt to explain why individuals are willing
to sacrifice their lives for an artificially constructed community, Anderson points to the
invocation of ‘naturalness’ in the vocabulary of nationalism, expressed through ideas of
kinship ‘motherland, Vaterland, patria’ or home: °‘In this way, nation-ness is
assimilated to skin-colour, gender, parentage and birth-era, all things one cannot help.’
Perfunctorily acknowledging the power structures embedded within the family itself,

Anderson proceeds to observe that:

... such a conception is certainly foreign to the overwhelming bulk of
mankind. Rather, the family has traditionally been concetved as the
domain of disinterested love and solidarity... So too ... for most ordinary
people of whatever class the whole point of the nation is that it is
interestless. Just for that reason, it can ask for sacrifices.*

While Anderson does not dwell any further on how this idealization may serve to
obscure or replicate relationships of power and inequality within the family, the
implications of his thesis for women’s relationship to the nation have been more fully
explored by feminist cntics. By asserting that ‘nationality’ conceals its invented origins
by assimilating itself to natural categories, such as ‘gender...or eye-colour’, Anderson,
appears to 1gnore the possibility that gender, like nationality, is also a constructed
category of identity. Moreover, as the representation of gender roles in national

symbolism suggests, the construction of gender identity is closely related to the

** On the relationship between eighteenth and nineteenth-century democratic revolutions and modem

nationalism see Anderson, /magined Communities, p. 7, and Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism
since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge, 1990), p. 18.
*? Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 144.
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construction of national identity. By the nineteenth century both nationality and gender
had assumed the status of ‘two of the most powerful global discourses shaping
contemporary notions of identity’, and these discourses must be understood as deeply
interactive with each other.® Not only does nationalism draw on specific notions of
both manhood and womanhood, but national difference has also been imagined in
gendered terms. Prevailing understandings of femininity and masculinity are used as
arguments for grading nations as more or less capable of independence, masculinity
generally being identified with national superiority.®’ Gender has also been implicated
in the calibration of national civilization In other ways. Enlightenment narratives of
progress often used the status of women and the relationship between the sexes as an
important means of gauging levels of national development.®* As will be argued in

chapter one, such evolutionary narratives could have both positive and more restrictive

implications for women’s position in United Irish 1deology.

In addition, female personifications of the nation, through which the national/female
body becomes the focus of male devotion and an object of masculine protection, can be
understood as enforcing a dual exclusion on women: firstly circumscribing their ability
to express the ‘love of nation’ that is equated with heterosexual male devotion, and
secondly reinforcing a view of women as essentially passive members of the nation, 1n
need of male defence and protection.®® Representations of the nation as a ‘mother’

similarly figure women’s relationship to the nation as an essentially maternal one, in

0 Andrew Parker and others, ‘Introduction’, in Andrew Parker and others (eds), Nationalism amd
Sexualities (New York; Loudon, 1992), p. 2. On the relationship between the emergence of European
nationalism and ‘respectable’ sexuality from the late eighteenth century see George L. Mosse,
Nationalism and Sexuality: Middle-Class Morality and Sexual Norms in Modern Europe (Wisconsin,
1985).

®! Ida Blom, ‘Gender and Nation in International Comparison’, in Ida Blom, Karen Hagemann and
Catherine Hall (eds), Gendered Nations: Nationalisms and Gender Order in the Long Nineteenth Century
(Oxford, 2000), p. 17. The grading of nations according to gender is of particular relevance to the Anglo-
Irish relationship, Ireland having historically been figured as the feminized dependent of masculine
Britain. See for example Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation
(London, 1995), p. S; and C. L. Innes, Woman and Nation in Irish Lilerature and Society, 1880-1935
gAthens GA, 1993), pp. 9-10.

? See Sylvana Tomaselli, ‘The Enlightenment Debate on Women’, History Workshop Journal, 20 (1985),

pp. 101-125; and Jane Rendall, “Clio, Mars and Minerva: The Scottish Enlightenment and the Writing of
Women’s History’, in T.M. Devine and JR. Young (eds), Eighteenmth-Century Scotland: New
Perspectives (East Linton, 1999), pp. 134-151,

3 See Nira Yuval-Davis, Gender & Nation (London, 1997), p. 45; Silke Wenk, ‘Gendered
Representations of the Nation’s Past and Future’, in Blom, Hagemann and Hall (eds), Gendered Nations,
p. 68.



which they are responsible for reproducing its biological future, nurturing the next
generation, and teaching the °‘mother tongue’. As Geoff Eley notes, both
personifications identify women as ‘reproducers rather than producers, prized and

revered objects of protection rather than agents in their own right’.*

While there are several similarities between the processes of nation-building outlined by
Anderson, and Habermas’ account of the evolution of the public sphere, to what extent
can the United Irishmen be classified as nationalists? Certainly the United Irishmen’s
equation of the nation, the state and the people, subscribes to the modern model of
nationalism as it developed from the American and French Revolutions.* However, a
distinction has been drawn between the cosmopolitan, Enlightenment concept of the
nation espoused by the movement, and the particularist, cultural nationalism elaborated
by subsequent Irish national movemenﬁ. The United Inshmen were less concerned with
the natural or organic characteristics of the nation that Anderson maintains gave the

‘imagined community’ its affective basis.*

To a certain degree, both political nationalism and more historico-cultural forms of
nationalism draw on similar assumptions about gender roles in thetr respective visions
of the nation. The French revolutionanes imagined both the nation and abstract rights
such as Liberty as female. One aspect where differences of emphases might be
apparent, however, 1s in attitudes towards national traditton. Anne McClintock has
suggested that the tension within nineteenth-century nationalist movements, between
the future-oriented revolutionary pnnciple, and the appeal to a national past, is
reconciled through a gendering of the nation’s past and future, whereby:

Women are represented as the atavistic and authentic body of national
tradition  (inert, backward-looking, and natural), embodying
nationalism’s conservative principle of continuity. Men, by contrast,

4 Geoff Eley, ‘Culture, Nation and Gender’, in Blom, Hagemann and Hall (eds), Gendered Nations, D.
32.

% Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism, p. 18.

* See Curtin, The United Irishmen, p. 35 and Whelan, The Tree of Liberty, p. 61. Mary Helen Thuente
has argued that the United Irishmen were the originators of Inish Iterary nationalism, and more closely
related to Romantic nationalists such as the nineteenth-century Young Ireland movement than has
previously been thought. Mary Helen Thuente, The Harp Re~Strung: The United Irishmen and the Rise
of Literary Nationalism (New York, 1994). However, I would maintain the distinction between the
liberal, political nationalism of the United Irish movement, and the organic, ethnic nationalism of
subsequent Insh nationalists.

29



represent the progressive agent of national modernity (forward-thrusting,

potent, and historic) embodying nationalism’s progressive, or

revolutionary principle of discontinuity.’
It will be argued here that United Inish appeals to the national past did not generally
involve an association between women, nostalgia and tradition, but rather they cited
women’s historical status in Irish society as evidence of the nation’s civilized past, as
part of their claim for national independence. However, the 1801 Act of Union did
herald a shift in Irsh political life, towards a greater emphasis on Ireland’s cultural
difference and a nationalism that romanticized Ireland’s culture and history. The final
two chapters of this thesis reflect on the transition from the United Irishmen's vision of
the nation as a rational public sphere, to the idea of the nation as a familial, ‘imagined
community’, in which women were increasingly identified as the bearers of national

memory and custodians of tradition.
IV

As the above outline suggests, modern concepts of gender, politics and the nation must
be understood as interacive and relational categories, which emerged
contemporaneously with each other during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. This thesis undertakes a dual approach to the examination of the relationship
between gender, politics and Insh national identity during this formative period. Firstly,
1t 1s concerned with how Irish political discourse conceptualized and constructed gender
identities, both masculinity and femininity, and how gendered language and imagery
were used to determine access to the public sphere, and to the nation. Secondly, it is
interested in the means through which women engaged with radical politics during this
period, and how they negotiated the gendered boundaries of the political and national

community to construct identities as political and national subjects.

This dual analysis is reflected in the sources used. In order to determine the
significance of gender representations within Irish political discourse, [ have undertaken
a gendered reading of political material from this period, including newspapers and
pamphlets, as well as the correspondence and personal writings of political figures.

" Anne McClintock, ‘“No Longer in a Future Heaven”; Gender, Race and Nationalism’, in Anne
McClintock, Aamir Mufti and Ella Shohat (eds) Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation, & Postcolonial
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Though I have focused primarily on United Irish materials, other contemporary political
sources have also been incorporated. Chapter six looks in detail at the pamphlet debate
on the Act of Union and chapter seven examines representations of the United [rishmen
and the 1798 rebellion in Irish nationalist literature up to 1848. The examination of
women’s engagement with radical and national politics draws on a combination of
contemporary accounts, and female correspondence and diaries, as well as Irish
women’s published writing from this period, including poetry, novels and political
pamphlets.

In terms of chronology, the main focus is on political events during the 1790s.
However, I have also located the emergence of the United Inshmen within the context
of political processes stretching back to the Insh Patriot movement of the 1770s and
1780s. Consequently, most of the chapters begin with a consideration of political and
social affairs during this period. In addition, the two final chapters cover developments
in Irish political culture between 1801 and 1848, encompassing the incorporation of
Ireland into the Brtish union and the shift towards romantic nationalism, two
developments that have important implications for the relationship between gender,
politics and Irish national identity. Roughly speaking, then, the period covered within
the study is that of the ‘age of democratic revolutions’ from the American Revolution in

1776 to the European risings of 1848.

The thesis is structured in seven chapters. Chapter one considers gender construction
within United Irish ideology. This will argue that the oppositional public sphere which
the United Inshmen sought to create was, as the more optimistic interpretation of the
Habermasian public sphere would suggest, not inherently masculine. However, the
movement’s decision to restrict the franchise to adult males formally established
women’s political exclusion. In order to justify this exclusion, the United Irishmen
elaborated a political masculinity that was somewhat at odds with their own commercial
liberalism. Their use of republican rhetoric enabled them to posit a model of the citizen
soldier that transcended sectarian differences, but also limited full citizenship to men.
Yet the discourses of rational and commercial progress that underpinned much of the

United Inshmen’s i1deology also suggested an alternative vision of women’s status

Perspectives (Minnesota, 1997), p. 92.
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within the political community. The identification of women as both the index and
actuating principle of histonical development in Enlightenment narratives of progress
formed the basis for a more egalitarian view of gender relations. At the same time, a
discourse that measured national development by the treatment accorded to women
could also reinforce a model of chivalric masculinity that reduced women to passive

objects of male veneration and protection.

Previous accounts of female participation in the Umited Irish movement, which have
gathered diverse studies of individual women under the heading ‘women of 1798, have
generally not paid sufficient attention to the importance of religious, class and cultural
factors in determining the character of women’s engagement with radical politics during
the 1790s.* Consequently, chapters two to four comprise an investigation of the
experiences of women from each of the principal sections of eighteenth-century Irish
society: elite women of the Protestant Ascendancy, middle-class women from the Ulster
Presbyterian community and women from the Roman Catholic plebeian classes. I do
not suggest that there is any simple alignment between membership of these religious
groups and class, as there were of course working-class Protestants and middle-class
Catholics in eighteenth-century Ireland. However, these categories broadly reflect the
contours of socio-economic stratification during this period, and enable a comparative

study of the class and religious dimensions of women's political practice.

Chapter two considers elite women of the Protestant Ascendancy and draws on the large
body of recent research on elite women’s political participation 1n eighteenth-century
England, which has highlighted the high degree of female engagement in the political
life of the eighteenth-century aristocracy.® As I shall argue, the political position of

°® Nearly all of the women included in this survey were politically liberal and sympathetic to the United
Inish movement and I have chosen not to describe the experiences of loyalist women. This is partly due
to the availability of sources, and constraints of time and space. While I believe that a study of the gender
dimensions of both elite and popular loyalism during this period would be very valuable, a focus on
radical women from across the religious and social spectrum enables a2 more direct companson of the
social and religious determinants of women’s political practice.

* See for example Elaine Chalus, ‘Elite Women, Social Politics and the Political World of Late
Eighteenth-Century England’, Historical Journal, 43 (2000), pp. 69-98; Elaine Chalus, ‘“Women,
Electoral Privilege and Practice in the Eighteenth-Century’, in Kathryn Gleadle and Sarah Richardson
(eds), Women in British Politics, 1760-1860: The Power of the Petticoat (London, 2000), pp. 19-38;
Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837 (London, 1996), ch. 6, Amanda Foreman,
Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, (London, 1998); Amanda Vickery (ed), Women, Privilege, and
Power. British Politics, 1750 to the Present, (California, 2001); and Judith Lewis, Sacred 0 Female
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elite Insh women was similar in several respects to that of their English counterparts, as
they exercised a degree of both formal and informal political influence. Elite women'’s
political power was conventionally based on property, inheritance and mediated
influence, so that they had perhaps the most to lose from the victory of a radical cause
that excluded women from its vision of universal political rights. Yet, during the late
eighteenth-century many elite women were drawn into the Irnish Patriot movement,
playing a particularly important role in the consumer nationalist campaign. The
increasing identification with the Irish nation within elite Protestant circles placed them
in a peculiarly anomalous position in relation to radical politics. A more precise
examination of elite women’s response to radical politics during the 1790s will be
undertaken through case studies of three women: Sarah Tighe, a Methodist and owner
of the Wicklow borough of Inistogue, the political hostess Elizabeth Hastings, Lady
Moira, and Lady Lucy Fitzgerald, sister of the United Irish leader Lord Edward
Fitzgerald. These will highlight the complex interaction of religious, class, political and
familial loyalties that determined each woman’s individual response to, and engagement
with, the United Insh movement and the 1798 rebellion.

In many ways late eighteenth-century Belfast, with its assertive middleclass,
commercial ventures, voluntary associations and civic institutions, fits most closely
Habermas’ description of the bourgeois public sphere. Chapter three examines the
relationship between Presbyterian women in Belfast and late eighteenth-century
radicalism. While Mary Anne McCracken is the most well-known Belfast female
radical from this period, this chapter will focus primarily on Martha McTier, the sister
of the United Irish founder William Drennan, whose extensive correspondence with her
brother provides a valuable insight into Belfast politics in the 1790s. This chapter
considers the religious and social elements of Belfast’s political culture that promoted
women’s political participation, including the high levels of female literacy with Ulster
Presbytenan culture, but also the confluence of political and religious debate within the
Presbytery. Women’s participation in the town’s associational culture is examined,
with particular reference to female philanthropic initiatives and the United Inshwomen

societies, associations which, in different ways, acted as conduits for female radicalism.

Fatriotism: Gender, Class, and Politics in Late Georgian Britain (London and New York, 2003).
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An analysis of Martha McTier’s letters suggests how her epistolary relationships
enabled her to engage in the oppositional discourse of the public sphere. Highly
political in content, McTier’s letters not only earned her a public reputation, but also
became subject to government surveillance during the 1790s, underlining the unstable

boundaries between the public and private spheres.

The fourth chapter considers the relationship between Irish Catholic women and
plebeian radicalism in the late eighteenth-century. While the United Irishmen sought to
draw Catholics into the oppositional public sphere through intensive dissemination of
print media, the more radicalized Catholic political constituency of the 1790s retained
significant structural and ideological links with the underground protest culture of
native Ireland. Consequently this chapter begins with an overview of Irish popular
protest from the 1760s, examining sexual symbolism in Irish agrarian agitation and
considering the signification of female figuration and sexual inversion in the imagery
and ritual of rural protest groups. Although Leersen’s suggestion that Catholic and
Gaelic Ireland was characterized by the absence of a public sphere is a useful starting
point for thinking about the nature of Catholic popular politics, it may be more helpful
to think in terms of a competing subaltern public, with different modes of political
expression. Whilst elite and middle-class women’s political engagement was often
mediated through the reading and writing public, such forms of political expression
were largely unavailable to plebeian women. Hence their political involvement took a
more oral and physical form, as they hurled insults and rocks in the political crowd,
loudly lamented their dead relatives, and boldly appropriated the apparel of their
Protestant mistresses during the upheaval of the 1798 rebellion.

One of the most obvious forms of female intervention in the public sphere ts as

published writers. In chapter five the political aspect of Irish women’s wrting
published between the 1780s and 1790s is examined. Through works such as the
female authored patriot novel The Triumph of Prudence over Passion (1781), and the
political poetry of Mary O’Brien and the United Irish propagandist Henrietta Battier,
Irish women writers adopted the language of patriotism and the rational public sphere
and asserted their identity as political subjects. However, during this period Insh

women writers were also engaged in formulating alternative models of both female



patriotism and Irish national identity. As this chapter contends, it was partly in response
to women’s exclusion from full membership of the Irish political nation that they began
to focus on the historical and cultural aspects of the Irish identity, adapting the work of
Anglo-Irish antiquarians for a popular audience. Whereas the United Inshmen
subordinated culture to politics, writers such as the translator and poet, Charlotte
Brooke, the historical novelist Anna Millikin and the Gothic novelist, Regina Maria
Roche, developed a strand of bardic nationalism that privileged culture over politics and
foregrounded women’s role within the nation as educators, conciliators and custodians

of tradition.

The most well-known political works by Irish women writers, the ‘national tales’ of
Mana Edgeworth and Sydney Owenson, emerged from the debate on the Act of Union.
In chapter six, the context of this engagement will be established through an
examination of the gendered language which pervaded the debates on the proposed
Anglo-Irish union. The pamphlet war on the union was dominated by sexual allegores,
opponents representing the measure as either a forced marriage or a rape of the
feminized national body. Gender also pervaded the union debates in other ways, the
imminent loss of Irish political independence making explicit many of the implicit
assumptions about the relationship between gender, politics and national 1dentity that
structured the Irish political imagination, as the loss of the Insh parhament was equated
with the emasculation of the Irish manhood. At the same time, the proposed Anglo-
Irish union also prompted a vigorous response from women, generating the only female-
authored political pamphlets from this period. The concluding section of the chapter
compares representations of gender and national identity in Owenson’s The Wild Irish
Girl (1806) and Edgeworth’s Ennui (1809). This suggests how both authors drew on
the incipient strand of ‘bardic’ nationalism to construct a more ‘feminized’ form of
national identity in response to the collapse of both the ‘official’ and ‘oppositional’ Insh
public spheres in the post-rebellion, post-Union period. Owenson’s work in particular,
it 1s argued, was instrumental in facilitating the shift from the rational discourse of the
eighteenth-century public sphere to the affective discourse of the ‘imagined
community’, a transition that had ambivalent implications for women’s relationship to

the nation.
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The final chapter traces the re-appropriation of bardic or romantic nationalist discourse
by male writers in the nineteenth century. The female personification of Ireland, which
Owenson and Edgeworth had imbued with a degree of political agency, would again
become the passive object of masculine desire, or a grief-stricken emblem of national
suftering. This argument is part of a broader examination of the role of gender in the
commemoration of the United Irishmen between 1798 and 1848, which begins with a
comparison of representations of women in loyalist and nationalist accounts of the 1798
rebellion. While the thesis does not focus on the experiences of those women who were
most closely identified with the United Irishmen in nationalist historiography: Matilda
Tone, Sarah Curran and Pamela Fitzgerald, this chapter attempts to explain how and
why these women assumed such a prominent role in the construction of their husbands®
and sweethearts’ heroic identity. It considers the shift from neo-classical forms of
remembrancing, which privileged masculine stoicism over female grief, towards a more
demonstrative form of commemoration that foregrounded the grieving woman. The
representation of Matilda Tone, Sarah Curran and Pamela Fitzgerald in Irnish nationalist
discourse is examined, indicating how their positioning as symbolic characters within

the Irish ‘national drama’ entailed both their de-politicization and sentimentalization.

One of the objects of this thesis is to deconstruct the image of the devoted and self-
sacrificing woman associated with the United Irish movement that was constructed
during the nineteenth century. However, this is not intended to be an overtly
celebratory history of the ‘women of 1798’ that merely replaces the passive figures of
nationalist historiography with a pantheon of dynamic heroines more palatable to the
feminist sensibilities of the early twenty-first century. The chapters that focus on
women’s expenences and political practices during the 1790s can be understood as
contributing to the ‘recovery project’ of Irish women's history, readjusting the historical
lens to bring these women into sharper focus, but it also argued that women's
experiences cannot be detached from the broader political culture of the period, and the

shifting constructions of male and female political and national identities.™ An

" This is in keeping with the approach to Irish women’s and gender history outlined by Marilyn Cohen
and Nancy Curtin. Responding to the agenda for Insh women’s history proposed by Margaret
MacCurtain, Mary O'Dowd and Maria Luddy in 1992, which argued that an empirical reconstruction of
Insh women’s lives must precede the integration of a gender analysis into Irish history, Cohen and Curtin
caution against a ‘one-sided concern with women’ or a ‘one-dimensional hegemonic construct of
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examination of women’s activities within the public sphere implicitly rejects any simple
division of men and women’s history into separate historiographical spheres. Although
this study supports an ‘optimistic’ reading of the eighteenth-century liberal public
sphere, arguing that as an ideal and a practice it could be expanded to incorporate
women, it also examines the gendered rhetoric that continued to identify political
citizenship with masculinity, and attempts to trace the boundaries that structured and
limited women’s political participation across the religious and social spectrum. As the
concluding chapters suggest, it was partly because of women’s tenuous position within
the late eighteenth-century Irish public sphere that they were able to elaborate new
hiterary and cultural forms of national identity in the wake of the Act of Union.

masculinity’. Margaret MacCurtain, Mary O'Dowd and Maria Luddy, ‘An Agenda for Women's History
in Ireland, 1500-1900°, Irish Historical Studies, 28 (1992), pp. 1-37; and Marilyn Cohen and Nancy
Curtin, ‘Introduction: Reclaiming Gender: An Agenda for Irish Studies’, in Cohen and Curtin (eds).
Reclaiming Gender, pp. 1-9. For a critical analysis of the relationship between women's history and
gender history see Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (2nd edn, New York, 1999),
pp. 1-50.
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Chapter One: ‘Let them be citizens, let them be men’: Gender Construction in
United Irish Ideology

Alas! How sad by Shannon’s flood,
The blush of the moming sun appears!
To men who gave for us their blood,
Ah! What can women give but tears!
William Drennan, ‘The Wail of the Women afier the Battle’

These verses, by the United Irishman William Drennan, appear to encapsulate the
movement’s gendered division of political labour: men gave ‘their blood’ in acts of
martial republican virtue, whilst women’s role was one of passive republican sacrifice.
The deeply gendered character of classical republican discourse has been identified as
one of the key reasons for women’s exclusion from the public sphere during the ‘age of
democratic revolutions’, an analysis that has been extended to the United Insh
movement.* Given the United Irishmen’s evolution into a revolutionary, paramilitary
organisation such a model of gender construction seems particularly persuasive, but it
may obscure other less overtly militaristic aspects of the United Irishmen’s social and
political thought. As this chapter will argue, classical republicanism did provide the
United Inshmen with an important conceptual framework for configuring the
relationship between gender and politics. However, while the language of classical
republicanism, or civic humanism, continued to exert a powerful hold on the eighteenth-
century political imagination, it also evolved and changed during this period. As
contemporary thinkers sought to reconcile the virtues of the classical era with the
realities of modern commercial society, they added new concepts of politeness,
sympathy and civility to the more austere rhetoric of civic humanism. This was
combined with a nascent liberal discourse that stressed individual, universal rights and
social and political progress. Destabilizing the gendered binaries that structured

republican thought, these developments presented new and different ways of thinking

' William Drennan, ‘The Wail of the Women after the Battle’, reproduced in R.R. Madden, Literary
Remains of the United Irishmen of 1798 (Dublin, 1887), p. 46.

? On classical republicanism and gender construction in United Irish Ideology see Nancy Curtin, ‘Matilda
Tone and Virtuous Republican Femininity’, in Daire Keogh and Nicholas Furlong (eds), The Homen of
1798 (Dublin, 1998), pp. 26-46; Nancy Curtin, ‘Women and Eighteenth-Century Irish Republicanism’, in
Margaret MacCurtain and Mary O’Dowd (eds), Women in Early Modern Ireland (Edinburgh, 1991), pp.
133-144; and Nancy Curtin, ““A Nation of Abortive Men™: Gendered Citizenship and Early Irish
Republicanism’, in Marilyn Cohen and Nancy Curtin (eds), Reclaiming Gender: Transgressive ldentities
in Modern Ireland (New York, 1999), pp. 33-52.
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about women’s relationship to the public sphere.

Political pragmatists rather than sophisticated theorists, the United Irnishmen drew on an
eclectic range of intellectual sources, including British Whiggism and the philosophy of
the Scottish and European Enlightenments.’ Within the Irish context the United
Inshmen were heirs to the political legacy of Anglo-Irish patriotism, a mixture of
Bntish and European political discourses, albeit with a distinctively Insh inflection.
The first two sections of this chapter will explore the main strands of eighteenth-century
patriot thought and its influence on United Irish ideology, before considenng the United
Irish programme and its development during the 1790s. This will suggest the diftfuse
and sometimes contradictory character of much of the movement’s thinking, which can

explain degrees of divergence in the United Irishmen’s model of gender construction.

Recognizing the tension within United Irish ideology between republican rhetoric and a
liberal discourse of universal rights, the following section argues that the United
Irishmen drew on a model of republican masculinity that transcended sectarian and
class differences, but also legitimated the exclusion of women from full polrucal
citizenship. However, this does not necessarily mean that they elaborated a parallel
model of republican femininity, or that they sought to restrict female influence to the
domestic sphere. Rather it will be suggested that the United Inshmen espoused a more
positive view of women’s role within the oppositional public sphere. Drawing on
Enlightenment narratives of civilization, certain United Inshmen maintained that
women could act as both the index and actuating principle of national development, and
be equal participants in Ireland's social and political progress. At the same time, the
equation between the status of women and claims to national modernity could also be
reconfigured as a vindication of Irish masculinity, whereby women were relegated to a

passive role as objects of sentimental, masculine devotion.

> On the eclectic and derivative nature of United Irish ideology see Nancy Curtin, The United Irishmen:
Popular Politics in Ulster and Dublin, 1791-1798 (Oxford, 1994) ch. 1, pp. 13-37; lan McBnde, ‘The
Harp without the Crown: Nationalism and Republicanism in the 1790s’, in S.J. Connolly (ed.), Polirical
Ideas in Ejghteenth-Century Ireland (Dublin, 2000), p. 161.
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In a recent study of late eighteenth-century Irish political thought Stephen Small has
argued that Irish patriotism and radicalism were largely constructed out of five key
‘political languages’: Protestant superiority, ancient constitutionalism, commercial
grievance, classical republicanism and natural rights. These languages, which were
combined in the late 1770s to construct the classic expression of eighteenth-century
Irish Patriotism, would, over the next two decades, be stretched and transformed as the
Irish Patriot consensus became increasingly fragmented.® Though the 1790s presented.
a radically different political climate to that in which the main strands of Irish political
thought had been formulated, the political discourses of eighteenth-century Inish
patriotism provided an important intellectual heritage for the United Inshmen. At the
same time, certain elements of this intellectual heritage would prove to be more inimical

to their objectives than others.

The discourse of ‘Protestant superiority’ drew on the legacy of the Glorious Revolution
that had confirmed the Protestant state in both Britain and Ireland. Ireland had played a
key role in the Williamite victory of 1688-1689 and a shared Protestant identity
constituted an important binding factor between the two kingdoms. However it was not
long before the Anglo-Irish relationship showed signs of strain. Between 1698 and
1699 bills enacted by Westminster placing restrictions on Irish woollen manufactures
provoked the first attack from the Protestant Ascendancy against British policy, William
Molyneux’s The Case of Ireland's Being Bound by Acts of Parliament in England,
Stated (1698). Positing the existence of an original compact between the Irish people
and the English king, dating from the time of Henry 1I, Molyneux’s text forms the
classic expression of the appeal to the Irish ancient constitution. Whilst asserting
Ireland’s legislative independence as a separate kingdom, Molyneux argued that this
independence was based on Anglo-Irish enjoyment of their liberties as freeborn Bnitish
subjects.’ The premise of this argument - that English settlers should not lose their

* Stephen Small, Political Thought in Ireland, 1776-1798: Republicanism, Patriotism, and Radicalism
(Oxford, 2002), pp. 1- 2. The concept of ‘political languages’ i1s drawn from the work of J. G. A. Poq)f:k,
in The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republft::wr Tradi tion
(Princeton, 1975) and Virtue, Commerce, and History: Essays on Political Thought and History, Chiefly

in the Eighteenth-Century (Cambridge, 1985). _ _ ] ..
* For a discussion of the importance of Molyneux’s Case of Ireland in the evolution of Irish political
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rights as freeborn Englishmen simply by crossing the Irish sea - clearly complicated the
case for Irish independence, though Theobald Wolfe Tone would later suggest that the
policy of Irish separatism had originated with Swift and Molyneux.® More
problematically the language of Protestant superiority, which reflected the dominant
position of the established church within the eighteenth-century Irish political nation,
closely equated Protestantism with political liberty and was deeply suspicious of what

was perceived as Catholicism’s authoritarian and absolutist tendencies.

[n addition to arguing for Irish independence on the basis of historical precedent,
Molyneux’s Case also exhibited the influence of his friend and correspondent John
Locke. Locke’s theories on natural rights and the social contract were common
currency in eighteenth-century Ireland, forming the basis of a powerful Patriot cntique
of English control in Ireland. However, as Small observes, this Lockean framework
was usually applied to the rights of nations, rather than individuals.” It was not until the

late eighteenth century that natural rights discourse began to be used as an argument for
the expansion of the franchise. Lockean liberalism, and the idea that true liberty resided

in the submission to laws of one’s own making, would exert an important influence on
United Irish discourse, as it was combined with Thomas Paine’s more radical

conceptualisation of natural rights in the 1790s.®

Perhaps the most influential element of eighteenth-century Irish Patriot discourse, and
the one most closely associated with the hey-day of Protestant Patriotism in the 1770s
and 1780s, is classical republicanism, or civic humanism. This discourse provided a

rich vocabulary for structuring and imagining political conflict. The language of virtue,

thought see Small, Political Thought in Ireland, pp. 38-43; and Thomas McLoughlin, Contesting Ireland:
Irish Voices against England in the Eighteenth Century (Dublin, 1999), pp. 41-64. This would be a
recurring argument in eighteenth-century Patriot discourse, articulated most memorably by Jonathan
Swift in his Drapier’s Letters (1724). Jonathan Swift, ‘Some Observations upon a Paper Call'd, the
Report of the Committee of the most Honourable, the Privy-Council in England, Relating to Wood’s
Half-pence. By M. B. Drapier’, in Herbert Davis (ed.), The Drapier's Letters and other Works, 1724-25
£Oxford, 1959), p. 31.

Tracing the development of his political ideas in his memoirs, Tone wrote: ‘I made speedily what to me
was a great discovery, though I might have found it in Swift and Molyneux, that the influence of England
was the radical vice of our government and consequently that Ireland would never be either free,
prosperous or happy, until she was independent, and that independence was unattainable whilst the
connection with England lasted’. Theobald Wolfe Tone, Life of Theobald Wolfe Ione. Memanrs,
Journals and Political Writings, Compiled and Arranged by William Theobald Wolfe Ione, Thomas

7Bartlett (ed.) (Dublin, 1998[1826])), p. 30.
Small, Political Thought in Ireland, pp. 17-18.
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corruption, liberty, balanced government, citizen militias and public spirit continued to
infuse Irish political rhetoric throughout the eighteenth century. Irish usage of classical
republican discourse was identical in several respects to its British usage, but there was
a significant difference in emphasis, with Irish Patriots frequently invoking the threat to
national liberty posed by foreign, namely British, influence, as well as the need to

protect internal liberty from corruption and tyranny.’

While the transmission of the republican tradition into Irish political thought can be
traced from Harrington and Milton, via Sidney and Neville, to the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth-century Inish political theorists, John Toland and Robert Molesworth,
recent histories of late eighteenth-century Irish political thought have focused more
intently on the role of the Ulster dissenting community as a transmitter of theological,
philosophical and political radicalism.!® In terms of r<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>