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Introduction

In this option students focus on Ireland in the last quarter of the eighteenth century and
the first few years of the nineteenth. During this period Ireland experienced dramatic
political and constitutional reform, insurrection and the eventual dissolution of the
Irish Parliament. Students analyse the rise and fall of the relatively moderate reform
movement of the Volunteers, established in 1778, and the revolutionary republicanism of
the United Irishmen, culminating in the 1798 Rebellion and the unsuccessful rising led by
Robert Emmet in 1803.
This option is assessed in an examination lasting two hours 30 minutes. Candidates
answer three questions. Question 1 is a source-based question which has two parts. In
Question 1(a) candidates assess which of two primary and/or contemporary sources
they consider to be of most value to an historian studying a particular issue or event.
In Question 1(b) candidates use the sources and their own knowledge to evaluate how
far they agree with a specific proposition. In Question 2 candidates assess which of two
different interpretations of a particular historical event or development they find more
convincing. Question 3 is an extended essay in which candidates assess the extent to
which they agree with a particular proposition, using relevant evidence to support their
answer.
Question 1(a) targets Assessment Objective AO2: the candidate’s ability to analyse
and evaluate appropriate source material, primary and/or contemporary to the period,
within its historical context. Question 1(b) also tests Assessment Objective AO2, as well
as Assessment Objective AO1: the candidate’s ability to demonstrate, organise and
communicate knowledge and understanding to analyse and evaluate the key features
related to the periods studied, making substantiated judgements and exploring concepts,
as relevant, of cause, consequence, change, continuity, similarity, difference and
significance. Question 2 targets Assessment Objective AO3: the candidate’s ability to
analyse and evaluate, in relation to the historical context, different ways in which aspects
of the past have been interpreted, while Question 3 targets Assessment Objective AO1.
For ease of consultation, the following study is divided into seven sections:
1. The Rise and Fall of the Volunteers 1778–89
2. Grattan’s Parliament 1782–1800
3. The Rise and Fall of the United Irishmen 1789–98
4. The Catholic Question 1778–98
5. The 1798 Rebellion
6. The Act of Union 1798–1800
7. Emmet’s Rebellion 1803
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1. The Rise and Fall of the Volunteers
1778–89
(a) Ireland in 1778
Ireland was at peace in 1778, but it was an uneasy peace and storm clouds were on the
horizon. Since 1775, Britain had been at war with the colonies in North America and as a
result, Ireland’s military defences had been reduced with the withdrawal of 4,000 troops
from the regular garrison to fight on the other side of the Atlantic. The Irish government
– or to be more precise, the British administration in Dublin Castle – did not have the
financial resources to make good this loss, for example by raising a militia, so Ireland
began to look dangerously vulnerable in the war. A sortie into Belfast Lough by the
American naval captain John Paul Jones in the Ranger in April 1778 was proof of that
vulnerability.
What made the situation much more serious was the alliance the American colonists
had negotiated with France in February 1778. Now Ireland – and the British authorities
– faced the prospect of not simply isolated raids like that conducted by Jones, but a
full-scale invasion by the French (Spain also joined the war against Britain in 1779). This
is the background against which the Volunteer movement came into existence, the first
company being established in Belfast in the spring of 1778 in direct response to the
attempt by John Paul Jones to capture HMS Drake.
Web Article
Read about the volunteering tradition in Ireland and the establishment of the Volunteers
during the American War of Independence at:
http://www.liquisearch.com/irish_volunteers_18th_century/founding_of_the_volunteers
There already existed a volunteering tradition in eighteenth-century Ireland – a response
to previous national emergencies – but what made the late-1780s somewhat unique was
the fact that on this occasion the local population had a degree of sympathy with Britain’s
enemies: not the French or Spanish, but the American colonists. This was especially the
case in Ulster, which over the previous 60 years had seen the emigration to the American
colonies of some 150,000 Presbyterians. The ties of kinship across the Atlantic made
the loyalty of the north of Ireland doubtful, demonstrated in the interest shown by
Ulster Presbyterians in particular in the course of the war in America. For example, the
Belfast News-Letter was the first newspaper outside America to print the Declaration of
Independence in late August 1776. Understandably, the British and Irish authorities were
extremely uneasy about the emergence of a self-armed volunteer force, raised ostensibly
for the purpose of national defence, but whose arms might in fact be employed for other
ends. These concerns were indeed well founded.
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THE AMERICAN DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE WAS PRINTED IN FULL IN THE BELFAST
NEWS-LETTER IN LATE AUGUST 1776

(b) The politicisation of the Volunteers
The Volunteers soon grew in terms of numerical strength and geographical spread, though
they remained most formidable in their heartland of Ulster. Here they remained largely
middle class and Presbyterian in character, but the Protestant Ascendancy soon began
to populate the upper ranks and the Earl of Charlemont rose to become the movement’s
Commander-in-Chief.
As the threat of invasion receded, the Volunteers began to devote more time and energy to
other matters. They continued to drill, but the social aspect to the movement – parades,
balls, parties – became of more prominence. Of more significance – certainly as far as
Dublin Castle was concerned – was their growing interest in politics, particularly the
politics of Protestant nationalism associated with the Patriot opposition in the Irish
Parliament and the earlier philosophy of William Molyneux and Jonathan Swift. The
transformation of the Volunteers into an extra-parliamentary force was facilitated by the
overlap in membership that existed between the Patriots and the Volunteers, exemplified
by the Earl of Charlemont but also by leading parliamentarians such as Henry Grattan and
Henry Flood. The Patriot–Volunteer association was soon to prove itself a potent political
force.

(c) The campaign for Free Trade
The Volunteers first established their political credentials in the campaign for Free Trade
in 1779. By the summer of that year, the movement numbered some 45,000, and it could
be argued that it was their presence – as allies of the Patriots in the Irish Parliament – that
ultimately persuaded the government of Lord North to grant trade concessions to Ireland.
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At the time, the country was experiencing severe economic distress due to a combination
of the already existing commercial restrictions and additional trade restraints imposed
by Britain as a result of the American War. Perhaps the incident that best captured
the political mood of the time was the parade held by the Volunteers in Dublin on 4
November. The date was the birthday of William III, and the focal point of the event was
William’s statue in College Green. But the Irish Parliament building was also located here
– and placards and banners on display carried the motto ‘Free Trade or else a Glorious
Revolution’. That Lord North’s trade concessions followed just a few weeks later was not
seen simply as a coincidence. But as some commentators have noted, now that Ireland
had won Free Trade, it intended to defend it – and that meant that the constitutional
relationship between Ireland and Britain, and in particular the two Parliaments, had to be
addressed. Again, the Volunteers were to the fore.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Source evaluation and analysis
Read the sources and answer the questions which follow:
Source 1
Extract from a letter from Patrick Morgan of Hilltown, County Down, to Lord Hillsborough,
1 June 1779. Morgan was a tenant of Lord Hillsborough. He is criticising and mocking the
activities of the local Volunteers.
So fond are people of the word “Volunteer” that no fewer than sixty have
assembled under its banners in the poor town of Rathfriland. What makes
this still more damaging to the local economy is that they are all men of
commerce who spend at least half their time learning the use of firearms
instead of attending to their business. Mr Barber, the local Presbyterian
minister, marches in front of them with a long pole. When he is learning
his military drills I suppose he can convert this pole into a musket. They
spent all last Saturday hearing sermons, praying and drilling with firearms.
Next Saturday they are to march to Hilltown, and they will perform their
manoeuvres in the area in front of the church.
Source 2
Extract from the resolutions passed at a Volunteer review held in Newry, County Down, on
21 and 22 August 1780.
We have heard with concern and astonishment that the House of Commons
of Ireland has been required to adopt an alteration made by the Privy
Council of England in the Bill for the Regulation of the Army in this kingdom.
This alteration is most alarming. It removes from both Houses of the
Irish Parliament the power of exercising effective control over the Army.
We consider this control to be absolutely necessary for the preservation
of freedom. We are firmly convinced that the influence of the Crown has
increased, is continuing to increase and should be diminished. The freedom
of this country can only be preserved by the spirit of the people and the virtue
and independence of the Irish House of Commons.
1 (a) Use Source 1 and Source 2 and your knowledge of this period. Which of the
sources would an historian value most as evidence in a study of the rise of the
Volunteers?
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1 (b) Use Source 1 and Source 2 and other evidence you have studied. How far do
the sources support the view that the rise of the Volunteers was primarily due to
their involvement in politics?

(d) The campaign for legislative independence
After securing Free Trade, the next 18 months were dominated by the campaign
for legislative independence, in which the Volunteers played a prominent role. The
culmination of their efforts, and those of the Patriots led by Henry Grattan, was the
Constitution of 1782, referred to in more detail below.
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Again, the Patriot–Volunteer alliance proved to be very effective in exerting pressure on
the British government – ultimately the sympathetic Whig administration of the Marquis
of Rockingham – into repealing or amending the relevant legislation to remove the
subservient position of the Irish Parliament in relation to Westminster. Without question,
one of the key events leading to this success was the Volunteer Convention in Dungannon
in February 1782.

THE MARQUIS OF ROCKINGHAM
(i) The Dungannon Convention
More than 240 delegates from Volunteer corps across Ulster met in Dungannon to
essentially lay down the blueprint of the constitutional changes that the Convention
deemed necessary for Ireland to take its place among the nations. This was the Volunteers
at the peak of their influence. The recommendations arising from this meeting guided
the British government in terms of adjusting the balance of power between Dublin and
Westminster.

(e) The decline of the Volunteers
(i) Renunciation
The decline of the Volunteers began almost as soon as they experienced the triumph of
achieving legislative independence – and arguably it had more to do with personalities
than politics. It was Henry Flood – prominent Volunteer and Patriot – who immediately
raised concerns that the simple repeal of the Declaratory Act – one of the cornerstones
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of the new Constitution of 1782 – was insufficient in itself to prevent Britain re-imposing
its legislative will on the Irish Parliament. As a remedy, he argued that new legislation
was required by which Britain would renounce for good any intention or possibility of reestablishing its legislative pre-eminence. Flood persuaded many Volunteers of the validity
of his case, but many observers suspected that his campaign was motivated by political
envy of Henry Grattan and an attempt to seize from the latter the leadership of the
Patriots in Parliament; certainly this was how Grattan viewed the whole affair. Ultimately,
Flood succeeded in getting the Renunciation Act passed in 1783, but at the expense of
unity between the Patriots and the Volunteers.

HENRY GRATTAN

Web Article
Read a short biography of Henry Flood at:
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-Flood
(ii) Parliamentary reform and Catholic Emancipation
The decline of the Volunteers was perhaps inevitable due to the ending of the American
War of Independence in 1783, but it was dramatically exposed when the movement faced
the questions of parliamentary reform and Catholic Emancipation. Again, Grattan and
Flood found themselves on opposing sides, particularly on the Catholic question, where
Grattan supported emancipation but Flood was resolutely opposed.
The Volunteers convened in Dublin in November 1783 and drew up a reform proposal
intended to make the Irish Parliament more representative. However, the proposed bill
did not include Catholic Emancipation as the Volunteers remained divided on this issue,
with Charlemont and others aligned with Flood in opposition to extending the franchise
to Catholics, while the likes of Frederick Hervey, the Earl-Bishop of Derry, promoted the
Catholics’ claims for equal treatment. The avoidance of the Catholic controversy did
not, however, assist the Volunteer cause, since the reform proposal presented to the
Irish House of Commons by Flood and William Brownlow (both dressed in Volunteer
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uniform) was heavily defeated by 157 votes to 77. As far as their one-time allies in the
Irish Parliament were concerned, the Volunteers had served their purpose and should
now leave political matters in the hands of the properly constituted authorities. As the
Attorney General Barry Yelverton said in the debate: ‘We sit not here to register the edicts
of another assembly, or to receive propositions at the point of a bayonet’. The Volunteer–
Patriot alliance was at an end – and to all intents and purposes, so were the Volunteers.
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2. Grattan’s Parliament 1782–1800

(a) The Constitution of 1782
The so-called Constitution of 1782 was not a single document or piece of legislation, but
rather comprised a series of Acts and constitutional adjustments that – at least in theory
– put the Irish Parliament on a par with its Westminster counterpart. Among the more
prominent of the changes introduced was the repeal of the Declaratory Act of 1720 (which
had given the British Parliament the right to legislate for Ireland) and the modification of
Poynings’ Law of 1494 (which had required all legislation passed by the Irish Parliament
to be approved by the British Privy Council).
Henry Grattan, whose name would indelibly be associated with the newly ‘free’ Irish
Parliament, was certainly convinced that legislative independence had been won in 1782.
As he told the Irish House of Commons: ‘I found Ireland on her knees! I watched over her
with a paternal solicitude. I have traced her progress from injuries to arms, and from arms
to liberty. Spirit of Swift, spirit of Molyneux, your genius has prevailed! Ireland is now a
nation!’.

Web Article
Read a short biography of Henry Grattan at:
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-Grattan
Under the new dispensation, Ireland seemed to make economic progress over the next two
decades, with many local industries prospering and agriculture stimulated by measures
such as Foster’s Corn Law of 1784. However, it could be argued that the decisive factors
here were the granting of Free Trade in 1779 and the end of the war in America in 1783.
The Irish Parliament also exhibited a new-found self-belief after the passing of the
Constitution of 1782. This was demonstrated first with the rejection of Prime Minister
William Pitt’s commercial propositions in 1784–85, and second during the regency
crisis of 1789, when the Irish Parliament began to make legislative provision for the
appointment of the Prince of Wales as regent for Ireland during the illness of George III.
In the event, the king’s recovery meant that the issue was not put to the test, but both
of these episodes may well have influenced William Pitt in his later decision to pursue a
legislative union between Britain and Ireland.
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WILLIAM PITT THE YOUNGER

(b) The limitations of the Constitution of 1782
Despite Grattan’s claims that Ireland was now ‘a nation’ and the independent line that
the Irish Parliament had taken in 1784 and 1789, the Constitution of 1782 clearly had
defects. In terms of the day-to-day administration of the country, it soon became obvious
that very little had changed. While the Irish Parliament might now be free, the Irish
executive remained firmly under British control: the Lord Lieutenant was appointed by the
British government and was answerable only to that authority. Furthermore, government
patronage – by which the Irish Parliament had long been ‘managed’ by Dublin Castle –
continued to be used by the Viceroy and his administration to ensure that British interests
were promoted and protected. The distribution of government jobs and pensions remained
a powerful incentive for MPs to cooperate with the British-controlled executive. While
government interests may have been fronted by Irishmen such as Fitzgibbon, Beresford
and Foster, real power still lay with the men who appointed them.
If the Constitution was flawed in relation to its lack of impact on the balance of power
between legislature and executive, it arguably had an even more serious defect in terms
of the question of Catholic representation. This matter was simply not addressed in
the constitutional changes made in 1782 and, despite reforms that followed later, the
omission was a fundamental one which led to both the emergence of the United Irishmen
and further political instability in the 1790s.
Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on Henry Grattan and
the winning of legislative independence:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=188YPMK6RgA
pg 10
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3. The Rise and Fall of the United
Irishmen 1789–98
(a) The impact of the French Revolution
The French Revolution of 1789 acted both as an inspiration to would-be political
reformers in Ireland and as a catalyst to bring the various reform elements together in the
organisation that eventually took the name ‘United Irishmen’. The experience of France
had demonstrated two critical points: first, that an entrenched system could be changed;
and second, that Catholics were prepared to embrace radical reform, even where it meant
undermining the position of their own Church. This was to have important implications for
Ireland.
Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the impact of the
French Revolution on Ireland:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=huYfIh9skLo

(b) The Presbyterian radicalism of Belfast
It is also important to appreciate the role played by Presbyterian radicals such as William
Drennan and Samuel Neilson in the formation of the United Irishmen. Like Catholics,
Presbyterians had also been excluded from the Constitution of 1782, and many felt that
the work of the Volunteers – many of whom were Presbyterians – was unfinished business.
Inspired also by the American Revolution, the ideas of the Enlightenment and the
‘New Light’ Presbyterianism of Scotland, Belfast radicals were to the fore in seeking the
advancement of constitutional reform.
Web Article
Read an article about William Drennan from the Dictionary of Unitarian & Universalist
Biography website:
http://uudb.org/articles/williamdrennan.html

(c) Wolfe Tone and the Catholic Committee
The third key factor that contributed to the emergence of the United Irishmen, alongside
the French Revolution and radical Presbyterianism, was the role of Wolfe Tone and in
particular the prominence he had achieved as Secretary to the Committee. It was Tone
who best articulated the Catholic cause – as dealt with in more detail in the section ‘The
Catholic Question’, below – and who came up with the name ‘United Irishmen’ after being
invited to attend what was in effect the organisation’s inaugural meeting in Belfast in
October 1791.
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Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on Wolfe Tone and the
United Irishmen:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tDmOEQJrqvw

(d) From reform to revolution
Initially the United Irishmen pursued a programme of parliamentary reform and Catholic
Emancipation by constitutional means – the unfinished business of the Volunteers of a
decade earlier. However, the political situation changed dramatically – both in Britain and
Ireland – when France declared war on Britain in 1793. Now, any association with France
carried the taint of treachery, and the United Irishmen were duly proscribed in 1794 and
Tone was later exiled to America, but soon made his way to France. Here he began to plan
revolution in Ireland – predicated on the overthrow of British rule – supported by the
military and naval power of the new French regime.
Meanwhile in Ireland from the mid-1790s on, the authorities clamped down on potential
subversives through measures such as the Insurrection Act, the suspension of habeas
corpus and the establishment of Yeomanry and Militia. At the same time, rural sectarian
unrest – particularly in County Armagh, and involving the Catholic Defenders and the
Protestant Peep o’ Day Boys/Orange Order – complicated the situation and did not bode
well for a non-sectarian revolution against Britain – but crucially Tone was not in Ireland
and was therefore out of touch with this deteriorating situation. Most importantly, he
could not appreciate the negative effects that the alliance between the Defenders and the
United Irishmen would have on the prospects of the movement as a whole.
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4. The Catholic Question 1778–98

(a) The Penal Laws
The Catholic Question is the one constant factor across the whole of the period 1778–
1803. It was mentioned in the context of the constitutional reforms of the early 1780s,
but it remained unanswered when Robert Emmet was executed in 1803. Since the
end of the seventeenth century, Catholics had lived under a regime of discriminatory
laws that placed them in a severely disadvantaged position in relation to commerce,
professional employment, education, religious practice and politics. Only gradually did
some relaxation of the penal regime begin to be introduced, with the Catholic Relief Acts
of 1778, 1782 and 1793, the latter granting Catholics the right to vote. The next logical
step was full Catholic Emancipation – in other words, granting Catholics the right to sit in
Parliament – but that was to prove a step too far for the government of the time.

(b) The Catholic Committee and Wolfe Tone
In the vanguard of the campaign for Catholic rights was the Catholic Committee, which
had acquired a dynamic assistant secretary in the form of Wolfe Tone in 1792. The
Committee had been established by middle-class Catholics as early as 1760, but with
Tone involved it became a much more potent political movement. It was Tone who wrote
the hugely influential An Argument on behalf of the Catholics of Ireland in 1791, which
prompted the invite from like-minded Presbyterian reformers in Belfast the same year.
This, as noted above, in turn led to the formation of the United Irishmen.
The Catholic Committee also organised the meeting of a Catholic Convention in Dublin
in December 1792 – modelled on the Volunteer Convention of a decade earlier – with
representatives from all over Ireland. The Convention undoubtedly influenced at least the
timing of the next measure of Catholic relief, which followed in 1793 and granted the right
to vote to Catholic 40s freeholders.
Expectations were high that full emancipation was imminent when a new Lord Lieutenant
arrived in Ireland in January 1795. Earl Fitzwilliam was known to be sympathetic to the
principle of Catholic representation in Parliament, but as it turned out, he did not have
the backing of either the British government or most of the Irish cabinet. His recall in
February dashed the hopes of the moderate reformers of the Catholic Committee and
confirmed to the radicals of the United Irishmen that revolution was now the only option.
Web Article
Read Thomas Bartlett’s article ‘The Catholic Question in the Eighteenth Century’ from
History Ireland:
http://www.historyireland.com/18th-19th-century-history/the-catholic-question-in-theeighteenth-century-11/
pg 13
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Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay: ‘The most important mistake of the British government in relation to Catholic
relief was not in recalling Fitzwilliam as Lord Lieutenant, but in appointing him in the first
place’. How far do you agree with this assessment of the government’s handling of the
Catholic Question in the period 1778–1798?
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5. The 1798 Rebellion

(a) The Causes of the 1798 Rebellion
If the United Irishmen rebellion had occurred earlier than it did – and as Tone had
intended – the outcome might have been very different from that which transpired
in 1798. Tone had persuaded the French to send an expedition to Ireland under the
command of General Hoche, and it arrived in Bantry Bay in December 1796, but due
to adverse weather the invasion force failed to land and the fleet turned back in early
January. This unsuccessful expedition had two important consequences: first, it
encouraged many United Irishmen to delay plans for their rising until France could mount
another invasion attempt, which gave the British authorities time to prepare; second,
it alerted those same authorities to the fact that an insurrection was planned and they
needed to devise their own plan to counter the threat.
Web Article
Read John Tyrrell’s article ‘Weather & Warfare: Bantry 1796 revisited’ from History Ireland:
http://www.historyireland.com/18th-19th-century-history/weather-warfare-bantry-1796revisited/
Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the Bantry Bay
episode of 1796:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5n40pXtzKE&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=9
The British government and Dublin Castle authorities wasted no time in responding to
the threat from the United Irishmen. The year 1797, referred to by Marianne Elliot as the
year of ‘lost opportunity’, was to witness the dragooning of Ulster by General Lake and the
widespread deployment of the Yeomanry and Militia. Some historians have speculated
that the recently formed Orange Order was also used as a counter-revolutionary force
by the British, possibly in an attempt to provoke a premature rising. The network of
informers allowed the authorities to closely monitor subversive activity and make key
arrests – for example of Lord Edward Fitzgerald and the Leinster Directory – which severely
handicapped the United Irishmen even before the rising had started.
Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the causes of the
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1798 Rebellion:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RDY8zosXGnM&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=11

(b) The Failure of the 1798 Rebellion
From the outset, the rising lacked coordination. There were in effect three separate risings,
not one: first in the south (mainly County Wexford, but also Kildare, Wicklow and a few
other places), then in the north (counties Antrim and Down) and finally in the west (the
French landing in Country Mayo). This made it easier for the Crown forces to respond, as
they could concentrate on one area at a time.
The failure to capture Dublin was an initial blow to the rebels, but the sectarian nature
of the fighting in the south – especially in Wexford – did not help their cause and may
have been at least partly responsible for the half-hearted rebellion in Ulster that was to
follow. The battles of New Ross and Vinegar Hill were key events in the early course of
the rebellion, as the Crown forces recovered quickly from the initial shock of the uprising,
but just as important was the massacre of more than 100 Protestants in a barn at
Scullabogue, which was contrary to the very ethos of the United Irishmen and symbolic of
the fact that the hopes of Wolfe Tone were misplaced in the Ireland of the 1790s.
As the rebellion in the south was brought under control (the last major engagement
was the British victory at Vinegar Hill on 21 June), rebellion began in the original United
Irishmen heartland in Ulster, with Henry Joy McCracken taking charge of the rising in
Antrim. A lack of Catholic support was a significant contributing factor in the defeat
of the United Irishmen in the battles of Antrim and Ballynahinch on 7 and 12–13 June
respectively.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Historical Interpretations:
Read Interpretation A and Interpretation B and answer the question which follows.

The failure of the 1798 Rebellion
Interpretation A
Extract from Thomas Pakenham, The Year of Liberty, published in 1969.
Wolfe Tone lived long enough to see his illusions of a United Ireland
destroyed. The respectable Protestants who had toyed with the United Irish
movement held grimly to the British connection when their property was
threatened. The Presbyterian artisans, so receptive to the ideas of revolution,
found it impossible in practice to make common cause with the Catholics.
And the Catholics themselves were fundamentally divided by class and
culture.
Interpretation B
Extract from Robert Kee, The Most Distressful Country, published in 1989.
The insurrection in the South had revealed from the start an almost
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exclusively Catholic character. Worse than that, it had revealed a distinctly
anti-Protestant bias. News of some of the massacres of Protestants on Vinegar
Hill and the murders in the barn at Scullabogue had reached the North before
either McCracken’s or Monro’s forces took to arms in Antrim and Down. Many
of those old radical Volunteer corps who had shocked Neilson and Tone in the
early days with their “Peep o’ Day Boy” principles, but who had eventually
been persuaded to sink these in the new principles of the United Irishmen,
must now have felt that, if Vinegar Hill and Scullabogue were what the United
Irishmen stood for, they were on the wrong side after all.
1. Study Interpretation A and Interpretation B. Historians have different views about
particular issues using both interpretations and your understanding of the historical
context, which of these different interpretations of the failure of the 1798 Rebellion do
you find more convincing?

The final act of the drama was the landing of a French force numbering 1,100 under
General Humbert at Killala in County Mayo in late August. Despite an early victory at
Castlebar, the self-styled ‘Republic of Connaught’ was a short-lived affair. Tone himself
was captured when the Royal Navy successfully repulsed another French naval expedition
off the coast of Donegal. In captivity, the United Irish leader committed suicide.
Web Article
Read Thomas Bartlett’s article on the 1798 Rebellion on the BBC History website:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/empire_seapower/irish_reb_01.shtml
Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on how and why the
Rebellion was defeated:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dpGLnPOYCYA&index=12&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YG
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6. The Act of Union 1798–1800

(a) Why the Union was proposed
The British response to the 1798 Rebellion was the Act of Union of 1800 – or so it
appeared. It is worth considering, however, whether William Pitt had been contemplating
this initiative for some time – perhaps as far back as the rejection of his Commercial
Propositions by the Irish Parliament in 1784 or the Regency crisis in 1789. The fact that
the war against France was ongoing was also a factor in Pitt’s deliberations, as he did not
want any further instability in Ireland to divert him from this primary concern.
Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin about the reasons for
the Act of Union of 1800:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jVc733EOJdk&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=16

(b) How the Act of Union was passed
The scale of the task facing the British government in terms of getting the Union Bill
passed by the Irish Parliament was demonstrated when a motion against the Union was
passed by the Irish House of Commons by 111 votes to 106 on 24 January 1799. In the 12
months that followed, before the measure was again put to the parliamentary test, Pitt
provided the financial means for his new Dublin Castle ‘team’ of the Lord Lieutenant, Lord
Cornwallis, and the Chief Secretary, Lord Castlereagh, to secure sufficient support for the
Bill to pass.
What this meant, in practice, was negotiating with MPs and borough owners, using the
inducement of government jobs, pensions, promotions in the peerage, sinecures and cash
as political leverage. Here, Castlereagh did most of the work for the government. If this
was corruption, then it was also how the Irish Parliament had operated throughout the
eighteenth century. The scale of this particular operation was, of course, much grander
than the usual management of the Irish Parliament, but technically it was legal in
accordance with the conventions of the time. Pitt’s use of secret service funds to produce
pro-Union propaganda in Ireland was more dubious, but by far the greatest expenditure
was the compensation to those boroughs which would lose representation with the
transfer of power to Westminster. Over £1.2 million was paid out in this respect, both to
supporters and opponents of the measure.
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Passions were running high on both sides when a motion against the Union was debated
on 15–16 January 1800. On this occasion, the pro-Union cause triumphed by 138 votes
to 96: Castlereagh had done his work well but, of course, he was much maligned then and
since for the part he played in the Irish Parliament voting itself out of existence. One of
his most severe critics at the time was Henry Grattan, who in the debate on 16 January
accused Castlereagh of trying to ‘buy what cannot be sold – liberty’. Grattan was indeed
well informed on the subject. He was no longer an MP and was only able to participate
in the Union debate because he had just purchased the parliamentary seat of Wicklow
for £1200. The Union Bill passed its third reading on 7 June 1800 and received the royal
assent on 2 July.
Web Article
Read about the Act of Union on the History of Parliament website:
http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/periods/hanoverians/union-ireland-1800
Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin about how the Act of
Union of 1800 was passed:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f78vcoYD9uk&index=17&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
Much attention has been focused on what the Act of Union did not contain or produce,
namely Catholic Emancipation. It was certainly Pitt’s intention to introduce the measure
alongside the Union, and both Cornwallis and Castlereagh were supportive of the reform.
Indeed, one of the reasons for the opposition of the Orange Order to the Union was the
expectation that the passing of the Act would herald Catholic Emancipation. Ultimately,
it was the intransigence of George III that defeated Pitt and his colleagues and led to the
Prime Minister’s resignation. The struggle for the right of Catholics to sit in Parliament
would be taken up by Daniel O’Connell, a notable Catholic opponent of the Union.

Web Video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on Lord Castlereagh,
Chief Secretary for Ireland, and the man who managed the process of the passing of the
Act of Union:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6We60gMcaM0&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=18
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Teaching and Learning Activity
Source evaluation and analysis
Read the sources and answer the questions which follow:
Source 1
Extract from a speech by William Plunket in the Irish House of Commons during the
debate on the proposed parliamentary union between Great Britain and Ireland, 5
February 1800.
Sir, I thank members of the Government for this measure. They are, without
intending it, putting an end to our divisions. Through this black cloud they
have created, I see the light breaking over this unfortunate country. They
have united every rank and description of men by the presentation of this
grand and momentous subject. I now tell them that they will see every honest
and independent man in Ireland rally round its constitution, and set aside
every other consideration in his opposition to this ungenerous and hateful
measure. For my part I will resist it to the last gasp of my existence and with
the last drop of my blood. And when I feel the hour of my death approaching,
I will, like the father of Hannibal, take my children to the altar and swear
them to eternal hostility against the invaders of their country’s freedom.
Source 2
Extract from a speech by William Pitt, British Prime Minister, during the debate on the
Union in the British House of Commons, 21 April 1800.
The Union will calm the tensions, ease the animosities and virtually bring to
an end the jealousies which have unfortunately existed between Britain and
Ireland. It is a measure whose object is to extend to the sister kingdom the
skill, capital and industry which have raised this country to such a level of
prosperity. The Union will give Ireland a full participation in the commerce
and constitution of England. It will unite the affections and resources of two
powerful nations and place under one public will the direction of the whole
force of the Empire.
1 (a) Use Source 1 and Source 2 and your knowledge of this period. Which of the
sources would an historian value most as evidence in a study of the passing of the
Act of Union in 1800?
(b) Use Source 1 and Source 2 and other evidence you have studied. How far do
the sources support the view that the passing of the Act of Union in 1800 was due
solely to corruption?
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7. Emmet’s Rebellion 1803

(a) Emmet’s motives
The United Irishmen had been crushingly defeated in 1798, and the Irish Parliament had
now disappeared, but there was one last flare-up of rebellion to bring the curtain down on
eighteenth-century Ireland, even if it did occur in the nineteenth century. Robert Emmet
had attended Trinity College Dublin and earned a reputation as an outspoken radical,
attracting the unwanted attention of the government which was on its guard against
subversive activity in 1798. Emmet’s older brother, Thomas, was a member of the United
Irishmen, and in the wake of the failed rebellion, Robert found himself in the company
of other exiled leaders of the movement on the continent. Robert Emmet resolved to
complete the work that the United Irishmen had begun, with the passing of the Act of
Union in 1800 making it all the more urgent to strike early.
Web video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin about Robert Emmet at
TCD:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aaKvHGIryIg&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=21

(b) The Rebellion of 1803
Emmet followed the well-worn revolutionary path of seeking French help for an
insurrection against British rule in Ireland. Having secured such a commitment, he
returned to Ireland in 1802 to prepare for rebellion. Recruiting men through personal
contacts and using mostly his own money to procure weapons, Emmet planned to
overthrow British rule.
In reality, the whole enterprise had little prospect of success, and the rebellion itself,
which was launched ahead of schedule in July 1803, quickly deteriorated into a farce
which posed no serious threat to the authorities in Dublin Castle.
Web video
Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin about the rising of
1803:https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IQdOU9u22U8&index=22&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
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What makes 1803 significant, however, is not the rebellion itself, but its aftermath. Emmet
was eventually caught and put on trial and it was here that he truly made his mark on
Irish history. There was little doubt about the outcome of the trial, but once the jury had
given its guilty verdict, and before sentencing, Emmet gave a speech which was to serve
as an inspiration to future generations of Irish nationalists, particularly his insistence that
his epitaph should not be written until Ireland took ‘her place among the nations of the
earth’.
Web Video
Watch two lectures by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin about the aftermath of
Emmet’s rising in 1803 – the first, about Emmet’s trial; the second, about Emmet’s death
and its significance:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9zdPPQo_H0&index=23&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YWgGeuH4R3w&index=24&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
Web Article
Read Kevin Whelan’s article ‘Robert Emmet: between history and memory’ from History
Ireland:
http://www.historyireland.com/18th-19th-century-history/robert-emmet-between-historyand-memory/
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