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Introduction

In this option, students examine Ireland between 1823 and 1867. Students will contrast 
the success of Daniel O’Connell’s campaign for Catholic Emancipation with the failure of 
his attempt to repeal the Act of Union and also analyse the reasons for the contrasting 
fortunes O’Connell experienced in these campaigns. Students will also examine the 
long-term and short-term causes of the Irish Famine, as well as its economic, social and 
political consequences. They will analyse the causes of as well as the reasons for the 
failure of the Young Irelanders’ rebellion in 1848 and the Fenian Rising of 1867.

Assessment for this option consists of a written examination that includes both short 
response and extended questions. Each question assesses 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.

For ease of consultation, the following study is divided into four sections:
1. O’Connell and Catholic Emancipation 1823–34
2. Reform, Repeal and Failure 1835–47
3. The Causes, Course and Impact of the Irish Famine 1824–67
4. The Fenian Rising of 1867
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1. O’Connell and Catholic 
Emancipation 1823–34

(a) Background

In the context of the ongoing war against France and the recent rebellion by the United 
Irishmen (in which the French were involved), the British Prime Minister, William Pitt, 
concluded that redefining the relationship between Britain and Ireland was crucial to 
the ongoing security of the United Kingdom. The ruling class in Ireland, known as the 
Protestant Ascendancy, had also been alarmed by the swift growth of the United Irishmen 
and were of the belief that their interests would be better protected through a closer 
union. As part of the Union package, Pitt promised Catholic Emancipation – the right of 
Catholics to become MPs without having to subscribe to the Oath of Supremacy. However, 
he was unable to deliver on this as the English King, George III was implacably opposed to 
the measure because he believed it violated his Coronation Oath.

WILLIAM PITT THE YOUNGER

https://history.blog.gov.uk/2015/09/16/william-pitt-the-younger-
whigtory-1783-1801-1804-1806/

Pitt resigned but George III’s opposition meant that the Union got off to a difficult start 
– on the back of a broken promise. Over the next number of years, progress in the cause 
of Catholic Emancipation remained slow despite the efforts of Henry Grattan, a liberal 
Protestant, to bring the issue before the British Parliament.
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(b) Daniel O’Connell

Daniel O’Connell was born in Derrynane, Co Kerry, on 6 August 1775. He was a member 
of an old Catholic gentry family, many of whom had found careers in continental armies 
or in the clergy. In 1791–93 O’Connell studied in France. It is often claimed that his 
experience of the activities of French revolutionary armies at this time confirmed his 
conservatism and lifelong rejection of violence as a political weapon. In 1794, he began 
to read for the Bar at Lincoln’s Inn, London. His time here was to change his political 
outlook, making him a radical in outlook. In 1798, O’Connell was called to the Irish Bar. He 
sympathised with the United Irishmen’s programme of Parliamentary reform but he was 
horrified by the bloodshed of the Rising. In 1803, O’Connell joined a yeomanry corps of 
lawyers to uphold law and order during the rebellion of Robert Emmet. In 1805, O’Connell 
signed a petition in favour of Catholic Emancipation, and in 1808 he rejected the veto 
proposal – Catholic Emancipation would be granted if the British government had a say in 
the appointment of Catholic bishops in Ireland. In 1811, O’Connell became leader of the 
Catholic Committee but opposed the Catholic Relief Bill of 1813 because it would grant 
only limited Emancipation. 

Despite his determination to fight for Emancipation, O’Connell never sought to break the 
link with Britain or the Crown and, in 1821, he presented a laurel wreath to King George IV 
during a royal visit to Ireland.

Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the rise of Daniel 
O’Connell:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xhs7k_5uwi0&index=26&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS

(c) Why O’Connell sought Catholic Emancipation

Daniel O’Connell supported Catholic Emancipation because he believed it was crucial 
to securing equal rights for Catholics. The failure of Pitt to deliver on Emancipation at 
the time of the Act of Union (1800) had created resentment in Ireland; to redress this 
issue would remove a lingering grievance. In 1820, the population of Ireland was some 
6,801,827, of whom the vast majority were Catholic, so an obvious disconnect existed 
between the people of Ireland and its politics. Catholics in Ireland contributed to the 
economy of the country, paid taxes and had fought for Britain in its army and navy 
therefore the granting of Emancipation would enable them to participate more fully in 
the electoral process. The election of Catholic MPs would result in more effective lobbying 
on matters of Irish concern in Parliament. In this regard, O’Connell saw Emancipation 
as an instrument that could be used to remedy wider social and economic injustice. 
Emancipation would permit Catholic advancement in the judiciary and administration 
of the country, areas that were Protestant monopolies at this time. In 1828, Thomas 
Wyse calculated that out of a total of 2,062 offices connected with the administration 
of justice in Ireland, only 39 were held by Catholics. No Catholics had been appointed 
to directorships of the Bank of Ireland even though they had been entitled to hold these 
posts since 1795.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xhs7k_5uwi0&index=26&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xhs7k_5uwi0&index=26&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
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Although O’Connell did not wish to sever the constitutional link with Britain completely, 
he aimed to bring about Repeal of the Act of Union and saw Emancipation as a vital first 
step in this process.

Teaching and Learning Activity
Question for discussion:

Why did Daniel O’Connell want to gain Catholic Emancipation?

(d) Progress of the campaign for Catholic Emancipation before 
1823

HENRY GRATTAN

By 1823, there was little to show by way of progress in this campaign. Henry Grattan had 
championed the cause in Parliament to little avail. The proposal of a British government 
veto on the appointment of Catholic bishops in Ireland, designed to mitigate Protestant 
fears, had caused division within the Catholic Committee and resulted in the pre-
eminence of the more radical middle-class faction led by O’Connell. O’Connell rejected the 
veto proposal outright and, by 1813, had secured the support of the bishops on the issue. 
By the second decade of the century, there was a noticeable change in the campaign 
away from the deferential tone of the Catholic peers to the much more robust and 
aggressive approach adopted by O’Connell. Despite this, successive bills introduced by 
Grattan in 1819 and Plunket in 1821 were defeated in Parliament. 

Web Article

An insight into some of the prominent political careers of the 1800–32 period is provided 
by the History of Parliament website:
http://www.historyofParliamentonline.org/research/members
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(e) O’Connell’s strategy to achieve Catholic Emancipation

(i) The Catholic Association and Catholic Rent
Initially, the Catholic Association, established in 1823, was similar to the campaigning 
groups which had preceded it. With a membership fee of one guinea (£1.05) per year, 
it was limited to the middle classes. However, O’Connell’s decision in 1824 to create 
associate membership at the rate of 1d per month (the ‘Catholic Rent’, as it became 
known) transformed the association into a national mass movement. In doing so, 
O’Connell widened interest in the Emancipation question to all classes in society; political 
discussion became widespread and the Catholic community became invested in the 
cause. Money poured in from all parts of Ireland. In the first year alone, it is estimated 
that some £20,000 was raised. This money was used for a variety of purposes: 

• In Dublin, subsidies were provided for a pro-Emancipation paper, the Morning Register.
• A new headquarters, the Corn Exchange, was purchased in Dublin. In some respects, 

it came to be regarded as an alternative ‘Popish Parliament’ where the contents of 
grievance letters forwarded by Catholic Association committees in different areas of 
the country were discussed.

• Financial support was provided for those forty-shilling freeholders who were evicted for 
disobeying the voting instructions of their landlords.

• Legal aid was made available for tenants contesting tithes, and so on.
• O’Connell was keen to rally support in England through subsidised pro-Emancipation 

newspapers and publicising the activities of the Catholic Association in Ireland. 

(ii) The Catholic Church
O’Connell enjoyed the support of the Catholic clergy who were enthusiastic in promoting 
the growth of the Association and permitting the parish structure and Sunday Mass to 
be used as focal points for the collection of the Catholic Rent. Bishop James Doyle was 
the first prelate to join the Catholic Association, and he provided a list of clergy who were 
willing to become active in the Emancipation campaign.

(iii) O’Connell’s leadership
O’Connell promoted interest in the campaign by holding public meetings where he 
deployed his considerable skills as an orator to great effect, winning over audiences by 
blending wit and inflammatory language to devastating effect. During his time studying 
for the Bar in London in the 1790s, O’Connell had prepared himself thoroughly as an 
orator by analysing the approach adopted by leading actors and Parliamentarians of the 
period. He used this experience to great effect by making himself one of the best public 
speakers of the period, able to command and control his audience seemingly at his own 
behest. O’Connell spoke with two voices – on the one hand, he demanded the redress 
of Catholic grievances by peaceful means; on the other hand, he threatened violence 
and disobedience in Ireland if his demands were not granted. This strategy is termed 
brinkmanship – risky, but above all, successful.

(iv) Electoral strategy
O’Connell made skilful use of the existing electoral process by contesting elections. In 
1793, Catholic forty-shilling freeholders had been given the right to vote. However, at this 
time there was no secret ballot and voters were expected to vote according to the wishes 
of their landlord and if they did not do so, could face eviction. 

In 1826 in Waterford, the Catholic Association decided to challenge the Beresfords, one 
of the most powerful landowning families in the country who had controlled the seat for 
over 70 years. The Catholic Association put forward Villiers Stuart, a pro-Emancipation 



pg 7

HISTORY

Protestant in opposition to the Beresford candidate. The subsequent victory of Villiers 
Stuart sent shockwaves through the landed classes. If tenant defiance was to be 
replicated throughout Ireland and potentially in Britain itself, the established order based 
on deference could be severely threatened. In contrast, Catholic morale in Ireland received 
a huge boost as a result of the Waterford victory and other constituencies such as Louth, 
Westmeath and Monaghan witnessed revolts of the forty-shilling freeholders against their 
landlords.

In 1828, O’Connell decided to stand for election himself in Co. Clare. His opponent was a 
popular pro-Emancipationist landlord, Vesey Fitzgerald. O’Connell won handsomely and 
the British government had to respond effectively to this development. Fearing civil war or 
serious disorder in Ireland, Wellington and Peel reluctantly accepted that Emancipation 
would have to be granted.

In 1829, the Catholic Relief Act was passed. Catholics could now become MPs and were 
now eligible for all offices of state except those of Regent, Lord Lieutenant and Lord 
Chancellor of either country.

(v) Divisions within the British government
On 27 April 1827, Lord Liverpool suffered a seizure and his subsequent departure from 
the British political scene brought the long-held divisions over Emancipation within the 
Tory Party to a head. He was succeeded initially by George Canning, a known supporter of 
Emancipation, which prompted the resignation of Wellington, Peel and other opponents 
of Emancipation from the government, but Canning died suddenly some five months 
later. In turn, Canning was succeeded by another pro-Emancipationist, Viscount Goderich. 
Goderich, faced with increasingly bitter dissension over Emancipation within the cabinet, 
resigned in January 1828. Wellington replaced Goderich as Prime Minister, with Peel as 
Home Secretary. The repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts successfully proposed by 
Lord John Russell was an indication of the growing liberalism of Parliament on the issue 
of religious toleration and sounded a warning bell to the government on the wisdom 
of continued opposition to Emancipation. O’Connell’s victory in the Clare by-election 
meant that, in the interests of civil harmony in Ireland, Emancipation could be resisted 
no longer. Wellington and Peel were forced into a u-turn on policy, reluctantly conceding 
Emancipation in 1829.

Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the campaign for 
Catholic Emancipation:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xFveysPVBmU&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=28

Teaching and Learning Activity
Questions for discussion:

1. What tactics did Daniel O’Connell use in his campaign to achieve Catholic 
Emancipation?

2. Why did most sections of Irish society support Daniel O’Connell’s campaign for 
Catholic Emancipation? Who did not support O’Connell and why?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xFveysPVBmU&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=28
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xFveysPVBmU&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=28
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Essay questions
1. ‘The role of the Catholic Association was the most important reason for the success of 

Daniel O’Connell’s campaign to achieve Catholic Emancipation’. To what extent would 
you accept this verdict?

2. ‘The support of the Catholic peasantry was the most important reason for the success 
of Daniel O’Connell’s campaign for Catholic Emancipation’. How far would you agree 
with this statement?

3. How far was the success of Daniel O’Connell’s campaign for Catholic Emancipation due 
to the support he received from the Catholic Church?

4. ‘The leadership of Daniel O’Connell explains the success of the campaign for Catholic 
Emancipation’. To what extent would you agree with this verdict?

5. ‘The weaknesses of the British government after 1827 explain the success of Daniel 
O’Connell’s campaign for Catholic Emancipation by 1829’. To what extent would you 
accept this verdict?

(f) Consequences of achievement of Catholic Emancipation

More astute political observers in 1829 realised that the granting of Emancipation marked 
the beginning rather than the end of a process. Catholics could now become MPs, and like 
it or not, would be a force in Parliament, willing and able to play one party off against the 
other to obtain further concessions. 

By allying himself closely with the Catholic Church, O’Connell had increased the 
sectarianism of politics in Ireland and cemented the belief that Irish nationalism was 
essentially Catholic in nature, thus alienating those Presbyterians and liberal Protestants 
who had been the first proponents of nationalism.

For O’Connell himself, victory was something of a Pandora’s box. His status as national 
hero, the ‘Liberator’, was unquestioned, but equally he had raised the expectations of his 
followers with no real confidence that he could resolve the massive social and economic 
challenges facing Ireland in the 1830s. He had two options: press home his advantage 
and build on his popularity to achieve Repeal of the Act of Union, his stated long-term 
goal in politics; or, use his position in the House of Commons to secure further reform for 
Ireland on contested issues such as tithes. O’Connell chose the second of these options 
throughout the decade of the 1830s in a campaign which is loosely titled ‘Justice for 
Ireland’. ‘Justice for Ireland’ meant, in essence, that Ireland would be treated equally, 
from a legislative point of view, to the rest of the United Kingdom. 

Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the winning of 
Catholic Emancipation:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UbOZVsrTJok&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=29

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UbOZVsrTJok&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=29
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UbOZVsrTJok&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=29
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2. Reform, Repeal and Failure  
1834–47

O’Connell always maintained that his defining ambition was to bring about Repeal of the 
Act of Union but he was always careful enough not to define exactly what he meant by 
this. Did he intend to recreate the situation which had existed pre-1800 in Ireland where 
a very unrepresentative legislative body sat in College Green in Dublin or did he plan a 
thorough reform which would create a much more democratic body? Whatever about 
a future Parliament sitting in Dublin, O’Connell did not wish to sever the links with the 
monarchy. In 1837, he welcomed the accession of the young Queen Victoria seeing her as 
a good friend of the people of Ireland.

In the 1830s, O’Connell realised that there was no great appetite among his middle-
class and clerical supporters in Ireland for Repeal. Middle-class Catholics were keen 
to maximise the potential career opportunities which co-operation with the British 
administration could provide for them in the wake of Emancipation and endorsed a 
‘reform first’ agenda. The massive defeat of a Repeal motion in the House of Commons 
in April 1834, by 523 votes to 38, underlined the absolute impracticality of pursuing this 
goal. Instead, O’Connell used Repeal as a means of extracting more reform. It was only 
when the Tories were returned to office with a large majority in 1841 that he threw himself 
into a full scale Repeal campaign.

Web Article

If you want to explore online materials provided by Queen’s University Belfast, follow the 
link below:
http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/

(a) The Lichfield House Compact

In February 1835, O’Connell entered into an informal alliance with the Whigs and the 
Radicals to oust the minority Tory government. In return for his support, O’Connell was 
promised that a new Whig government would be responsive to his needs. O’Connell 
entered into the Lichfield House Compact because he believed that it would allow him to 
progress reform in areas of keen interest to him – further reform of the tithe, municipal 
reform, and greater inclusivity for Catholics in professional roles within the British 
administration in Ireland. Following the overwhelming rejection of the Repeal motion in 
1834, he knew that any attempt to launch a campaign to achieve this was doomed to 
failure.

For the Whigs, the Lichfield House Compact enabled them to regain power at the expense 
of the Tories and continue with their reforming agenda in Britain. The level of unrest 
in Ireland, which had surfaced in the recent ‘tithe war’, highlighted the difficulties of 
governing the country and deepened their awareness of the risks of relying solely on the 
support of the Protestant minority. A fruitful alliance with O’Connell could be beneficial in 
restoring peace and stability whilst allowing needed reforms. 

http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/irishhistorylive/
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(i) Reforms of Thomas Drummond
Perhaps the most outstanding achievement of the Lichfield House Compact was the series 
of administrative reforms carried out by the undersecretary in Dublin Castle, Thomas 
Drummond. Drummond, a Scot by birth, was already familiar with Ireland and its people 
from his earlier involvement in the Ordnance Survey project before he took up his post in 
the Irish administration.

He introduced reforms in policing and justice designed to make both areas much more 
inclusive of Catholics, allowing Catholics to attain senior positions in the judiciary whilst 
reducing and removing Orange influence. He curbed the power of the Orange Order. 
Famously stating that ‘Property has its duties as well as its rights’, Drummond did not 
automatically side with the landlord class and prevented the use of the police or military 
to defend the interests of property or to collect tithes. Drummond was strongly of the 
belief that many of the problems besetting Ireland and finding expression in agrarian 
crime were rooted in the neglect of duties by landlords over many years.

The legislative harvest of the Lichfield House Compact proved to be more variable in 
quality than the work of Drummond. In the 1835–40 period, the Whigs introduced three 
pieces of legislation designed to address Irish socio-economic issues: 

• Tithe Rent Charge Act 1838
• Irish Poor Law 1838
• Municipal Corporations Act 1840.

(ii) Tithe Rent Charge Act, 1838
Tithes had remained a running sore in Irish society which the Tithe Rent Charge Act 
aimed to address. Under the terms of the 1838 Act, tithes were not abolished completely 
as many liberals would have wished. Instead, they were converted into a rent charge, 
payable by the landlord, who passed the charge down to the tenants whilst exempting 
the very poorest. Arrears which had accumulated were written off. At best, the Tithe Rent 
Charge Act was a limited success in that it did end the Tithe War, but conflict would re-
emerge over landlord–tenant relations.

(iii) Irish Poor Law, 1838
The relative poverty of Ireland at a time of rapid population growth had been an issue 
of concern since 1800, but there was no consensus on how it should be tackled. One 
of the major causes of poverty in Ireland was under-employment, which could only 
be effectively dealt with by measures such as large-scale job creation financed by the 
government to develop natural resources or state-supported emigration schemes. The 
Whig government of the 1830s had no intention of involving itself in such initiatives, 
deciding instead to extend the English Poor Law of 1834 to Ireland. 

The country was divided into 130 districts known as Poor Law Unions, each centred on a 
market town. Workhouses were set up in each of these districts and were administered 
by Boards of Guardians comprised of representative ratepayers, an aspect of the scheme 
which introduced a considerable level of democracy into local affairs.

O’Connell opposed the Irish Poor Law of 1838 for a number of reasons. He believed it 
would destroy personal initiative, disrupt private charity and bring financial ruin to the 
government. Instead, he supported state-sponsored emigration, public work schemes and 
the imposition of a tax on absentee landlords. The passage of the Irish Poor Law in 1838 
highlighted the limits of O’Connell’s influence in his alliance with the Whigs, the reality of 
which was further driven home by the Municipal Corporations Act of 1840.
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(iv) Municipal Corporations Act, 1840
The reform of municipal corporations was a key objective for O’Connell as these bodies 
were regarded by him as bulwarks of Protestantism and Toryism. In England, the 
municipal corporations had been reformed in 1835: the franchise was extended to all 
ratepayers and corporations had the right to elect their own sheriff and control their 
own police. The reform of municipal government in Ireland introduced by the 1840 
Act was more limited: the franchise was limited to those with a rateable valuation of 
£10 or more and control of the police was centralised in Dublin Castle. Some fifty eight 
corporations were dissolved and the remaining ten were reconstituted. Despite O’Connell’s 
disappointment at the terms of the act, he was elected Lord Mayor of Dublin in 1841, the 
first Catholic to hold the post since the 1680s. 

Teaching and Learning Activity
Questions for discussion:

1. Why was Daniel O’Connell and the Whigs disappointed with the results of the Lichfield 
House Compact?

2. What were the benefits of the Lichfield House Compact for Daniel O’Connell?

Essay questions
1. ‘Neither Daniel O’Connell nor the Whigs gained any benefits from the Lichfield House 

Compact’. How far would you agree with this verdict?
2. How far did the Lichfield House Compact achieve the objectives of both Daniel 

O’Connell and the Whigs? 
3. ‘The reforms of Thomas Drummond represented the only benefit from the Lichfield 

House Compact; in all other respects, it failed to satisfy either O’Connell or the Whigs’. 
To what extent would you agree with this verdict? 

(b) The Campaign for Repeal

O’Connell always claimed that it was the ‘Union that first stirred me up to come forward 
in politics’. In the immediate aftermath of the Emancipation victory in 1829, he 
contemplated launching a campaign to secure Repeal but discarded this in favour of a 
more pragmatic approach of leveraging his situation in the House of Commons to the 
advantage of Ireland. By 1838, the limits of co-operation were clear and O’Connell himself 
was no longer as popular in Ireland as he had once been. The ending of the Whig ministry 
and its replacement with the Tories under Sir Robert Peel signalled O’Connell’s return to 
direct action by way of the Repeal Association.
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SIR ROBERT PEEL

The timing of the Repeal campaign was influenced by the antipathy which had existed 
between O’Connell and Peel for a number of years and also by the belief that no further 
reforms for Ireland would be granted by his administration.

(i) The Repeal Association and Repeal Rent
In July 1840, the Loyal National Repeal Association was set up. It aimed to secure an Irish 
Parliament by constitutional, peaceful means. Loyalty to the Crown was stressed as was 
the non-sectarian character of the movement. The Repeal Association was organised on 
the same lines as the Catholic Association with a ‘Repeal rent’ of one shilling per year. 

(ii) The Catholic Church
The decision of Archbishop MacHale of Tuam to publicly support the Repeal campaign in 
1842 was very influential in securing the support of parish clergy throughout Ireland. As 
before, O’Connell was strongly supported by the peasantry of the country. 

(iii) Monster meetings
O’Connell proclaimed 1843 as the ‘Year of Repeal’. He took his message to the people 
through a punishing schedule of so-called ‘monster meetings’ held at sites of historic or 
cultural significance throughout the country such as Mullaghmast and Tara. Huge crowds 
attended these meetings but they were entirely peaceful in character. Addressing these 
meetings, O’Connell used highly emotive language as in the Mallow Defiance: ‘The time is 
coming when we must be doing. Gentlemen, you may soon learn the alternative, to live as 
slaves, or die as freemen’.

He employed similar tactics of brinkmanship as had been deployed during the fight for 
Emancipation. O’Connell also threatened to set up a de facto Irish Parliament in Dublin – 
the Council of 300 – an alternative court system and a ‘Repeal’ police force.

(iv) Peel’s response
The British government and people were implacably opposed to the notion of Repeal, 
seeing in it the first stage of the dissolution of the Empire. In response to O’Connell’s 
campaign, Peel adopted a two-pronged approach. He appeared initially tolerant of the 
campaign but then strengthened the military establishment in Ireland and passed 
a stringent Arms Act which required the legalisation of firearms and restricted the 
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manufacture and importation of arms and ammunition. Peel banned the final monster 
meeting which was due to be held at Clontarf on 8 October, 1843. Fearing potential 
bloodshed, O’Connell called off the meeting and lost face with his supporters as a result. 
O’Connell was arrested, put on trial for conspiracy to incite disaffection and imprisoned. 
Although the guilty verdict was subsequently quashed by the House of Lords, the trial and 
imprisonment took its toll on O’Connell and the Repeal campaign never really regained its 
momentum.

Peel’s other tactic in dealing with the Repeal campaign was to address the socio-economic 
context from which O’Connell derived his massive following. Peel introduced a series of 
reforms designed to show that the Union could be made to work for Catholics under a 
Tory government as well as under a Whig government. In 1844, the Charitable Bequests 
Act was passed which was designed to facilitate endowments and charitable bequests to 
the Catholic Church. Despite O’Connell’s opposition to the measure as being too limited, 
three Catholic bishops agreed to serve on the board. In this way, Peel successfully drove 
a wedge between the Catholic hierarchy and the Repeal movement. In 1845, Peel tripled 
the annual grant to Maynooth and also made a one-off capital payment of £30,000 to 
the seminary. In the same year, Peel addressed the issue of increased access to higher 
education, a concession that was designed to appease the Catholic middle classes and 
strengthen their attachment to the Crown. The expansion of higher education in a non-
denominational setting through the establishment of Queen’s Colleges in Cork, Galway 
and Belfast, was his attempt to bring Irish higher education into line with what was 
available in Scotland and England. The proposal became mired in controversy as O’Connell 
and Archbishop MacHale rejected the institutions as ‘godless colleges’, while Thomas 
Davis, the leader of the Young Ireland movement, who were O’Connell’s allies in the Repeal 
campaign, was an enthusiastic supporter of Peel’s plan. Davis and O’Connell clashed 
publicly with damaging consequences for their erstwhile alliance.

(v) Young Ireland 
The Young Ireland movement which emerged in Ireland in 1842 was an Irish expression 
of the cultural nationalism influential in mainland Europe at the time. Three key 
personalities dominated the Young Ireland movement in its early days – Thomas Davis, 
Charles Gavan Duffy and John Blake Dillon. Davis was instrumental in developing the 
grammar of Irish nationalism – in Davis’s view, a nation was to be defined by its culture, 
especially its language. 

In creating a non-sectarian inclusive movement, Davis sought to nourish the essential 
unity of all Irishmen, regardless of class or religion. Together with Duffy and Dillon, he 
set up a newspaper, the Nation, to which he became a prolific contributor. The Nation 
proved to be a surprise hit in Ireland, helped by the fact that the Repeal movement 
provided a space for it to operate in and the willingness of Repeal activists to distribute 
it widely throughout the country. Davis contracted scarlet fever and died in 1845, after 
which Young Ireland became more militant in its approach under the influence of John 
Mitchel. The final rupture between O’Connell and Young Ireland came in July 1846 
over the principle of the use of violence. O’Connell was totally wedded to constitutional 
methods but members of Young Ireland refused to agree that they would not ever, in any 
circumstances, reject the use of violence. They broke with the Repeal movement and 
formed the Irish Confederation. The subsequent 1848 Young Ireland Rising was a farcical 
affair, the main conflict being derided as the ‘Battle of the Widow McCormick’s Garden’ in 
Ballingarry, Co Tipperary.
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Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the 1848 Rebellion:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5VzeoCV1HI&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=36

Web Article

Read the article about Young Ireland and the links to the Fenian movement on the Library 
Ireland website:
http://www.libraryireland.com/HullHistory/Fenians1.php

Teaching and Learning Activity
Questions for discussion:

1. What tactics did Daniel O’Connell use in his campaign to achieve the Repeal of the Act 
of Union?

2. Explain the relationship between Daniel O’Connell and the Young Ireland movement. 
3. How did the Conservative Government of Sir Robert Peel respond to O’Connell’s 

campaign to repeal the Act of Union? 
4. Why was there a quarrel between Daniel O’Connell and the Young Irelanders?

Essay questions
1. ‘Daniel O’Connell was solely responsible for the failure of his campaign to repeal the 

Act of Union’. To what extent would you agree with this assessment? 
2. ‘Daniel O’Connell’s quarrel with the Young Irelanders was the most important reason 

for the failure of his campaign to repeal the Act of Union’. How far would you agree with 
this statement?

Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the campaign for 
Repeal:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0oUW2O5JqNs&index=33&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS

(vi) Reasons for O’Connell’s failure to repeal the Act of Union
O’Connell failed to achieve Repeal of the Union for a number of reasons:
• Strength of the British government
• Weakness in campaign leadership
• Split with Young Ireland
• Decline in O’Connell’s health
• Onset of the Famine.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5VzeoCV1HI&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=36
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5VzeoCV1HI&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=36
http://www.libraryireland.com/HullHistory/Fenians1.php
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0oUW2O5JqNs&index=33&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0oUW2O5JqNs&index=33&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
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Web Article

Read the short article about Daniel O’Connell on the Clare County Library website:
http://www.clarelibrary.ie/eolas/coclare/people/daniel.htm

Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the failure of 
O’Connell:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iuSfIRRnKfU&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=34

Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay questions

1. ‘Small victories but big disappointments’. How far would you accept this verdict on the 
political career of Daniel O’Connell in the period 1821–1845? 

2. ‘Daniel O’Connell failed to achieve his political objectives in the years after 1829’. How 
far would you agree with this assessment?

http://www.clarelibrary.ie/eolas/coclare/people/daniel.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iuSfIRRnKfU&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=34
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iuSfIRRnKfU&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS&index=34
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3. The Causes, Course and Impact of 
the Irish Famine 1824–67

(a) The long-term and short-term causes of the Famine 1824–45

(i) Landlords and landholding
Ireland as a country was deficient in the natural resources such as coal and iron ore which 
permitted the rapid industrialisation of Britain from 1750 onwards. Landholding was at 
the heart of the economic challenges faced by Irish society. By 1800, the percentage 
of land owned by Catholics in Ireland was less than seven per cent. The land of Ireland 
was owned by the landlord class, many of whom were living well beyond their means as 
absentees. Landlords often regarded their land as a source of income and showed little 
interest in investing to achieve improvements on their estates. The lack of improvement 
was exacerbated because many landlords had leased their land on long leases to 
middlemen, who were anxious to make a profit and sublet the land to farmers at higher 
rents. Farmers then sublet small patches to labourers where a cabin could be built and 
enough potatoes could be grown to feed a family. This pattern of subletting removed 
landlords from their tenants and was not conducive to the kind of social stability which 
was generally enjoyed in Britain at the time. Beyond Ulster, there was little or no incentive 
for tenant farmers to improve their holdings as there was no compensation for such 
efforts. Tenants at will lived in fear of eviction.

(ii) Lack of industrial base
In the eighteenth century, small farmers in many parts of Ireland had been able to 
supplement their incomes by earning cash through domestic based textile production. 
The Act of Union (1800) ushered in free trade between Ireland and Britain. This worked 
to the detriment of these native Irish woollen and cotton industries. By the 1830s, these 
enterprises were in terminal decline and it was only in north-east Ulster that a successful 
transition to factory production was made. The lack of a native entrepreneurial class 
in Ireland meant that the investment needed was not available to develop a modern 
industrial base. Economic growth in the country was further hampered by the lack of an 
adequate transport system.

(iii) Population growth
Perhaps the most remarkable feature of Ireland in the early 1800s was the rapid growth 
of population. The population of 6.8m in 1821 had grown to 8.2m by 1841. Various 
reasons have been advanced for this including early marriages, high fertility, absence of 
contraception, the benefit of large families (cheap labour) and the nutritional value of the 
potato. The potato proved very suitable for the damp, relatively mild climate of Ireland. It 
could be grown on poor soil and used to feed both humans and animals. As a food, it was 
very nutritious, if a little bland. 

The rapid growth in population in turn led to overdependence on the potato as the main 
food source and also to subdivision of farms into smaller and smaller plots. Both these 
factors were to prove fatal following the outbreak of blight in 1845. Rapid population 
growth, without the safety valve of industrial growth, meant that the surplus rural 
population could not be absorbed and the poor simply became poorer in the period 
before 1845. One of the core problems in pre-Famine Ireland was under-employment, 
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particularly in the summer months before the new potato crop was ready to harvest.

(iv) Attitude of British governments
British governments of the period adopted a laissez-faire approach with regard to the 
economy and therefore were unwilling to intervene legislatively to address the growing 
inequality in the standards of living and wealth in Ireland. Lack of employment was 
widespread and constant in Ireland but despite this, recommendations for state aided 
emigration schemes, reclamation of wasteland, rehousing of the most destitute and the 
establishment of agricultural schools in each district in Ireland went largely unheeded 
in the 1830s. In 1843, the British Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel, appointed the Devon 
Commission to inquire into leases in Ireland. Peel’s attempt to introduce compensation 
for improvements carried out by tenants was defeated in the Lords (representing the 
landed class).

Teaching and Learning Activity
Questions for discussion:

1. Explain the problems facing Irish agriculture in the period 1824–1845. 
2. Why was there a sharp increase in the population of Ireland in the years before the 

Famine?
 
Essay question
‘The failure of successive governments to deal with the agricultural and industrial 
problems Ireland faced between 1824 and 1845 was the most important reason for the 
outbreak of the Irish Famine’. To what extent would you accept this judgement?
 
(b) The course and extent of the Famine

The Great Famine, as it is known, was one of the most devastating events in nineteenth-
century Europe. Although figures cannot be considered completely reliable, it is generally 
agreed that in the 1845–51 period, one million people died from starvation and/or disease 
and a further one million emigrated from Ireland. The immediate cause of this social 
disaster was the repeated destruction of the potato crop by an air-borne fungus, blight. In 
1845, blight was first noted in Waterford and Wexford; it then spread rapidly until it had 
affected about half the country, destroying about one-third of the crop. Initially there 
were few deaths; most people had something they could sell to buy food. 

By 1846, blight had affected some four-fifths of the crop, with failure being complete in 
some areas. A second year of food shortage meant that people now resorted to eating 
the seed potatoes which were needed for next year’s crop. Although there was less blight 
in 1847,  fewer potatoes had been planted resulting in a smaller overall yield. Emigration 
from the country soared; people now travelled at all times of the year, frequently in 
vessels that were barely seaworthy. In 1848, the blight returned and affected between 
one-fifth and one-quarter of the acreage sown. By the end of 1849, the worst of the famine 
was over. 

(i) Regional variations
There are strong class and regional variations in Ireland when it comes to examining the 
impact of the Famine. As might be expected, in every part of the country, the poorest, 
the very young and the elderly suffered most. In the countryside, those with larger farms 
(5–30 acres) experienced fewer deaths but in some cases, made the decision to emigrate. 
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Those with larger farms (30+ acres) were least affected and had the means to switch to 
cattle farming. 

Deaths were highest in the western seaboard counties where population growth had been 
most marked and the use of marginal land for farming most widespread. There were few 
large farms in this area and the majority of inhabitants had practised a subsistence form 
of farming in the pre-Famine period. In the Great Famine, the majority of deaths came not 
from starvation itself but from exposure to a raft of deadly diseases such as typhoid and 
cholera. 

Geographical isolation and underdevelopment also played their parts in the high death 
rate (about 25% of the population) as it was difficult to get relief supplies delivered and, in 
some cases, there were no mills to grind the maize provided. In contrast, those living in or 
near larger centres of population along the east coast had more ready access to imported 
food.

Teaching and Learning Activity
Question for discussion:

Why were there regional differences in the impact of the Famine? 

(ii) The response of landlords
Many landlords did sterling work in providing relief whether through rent reductions, soup 
kitchens or providing free seed but, by and large, the class that possessed the most did 
the least. Some landlords refused to help, claiming that they were already paying enough 
in rates. Lord Londonderry, one of the richest men in Ireland at the time, contributed 
some £30 to the famine relief fund but spent £150,000 renovating his home.

Landlords with smaller holdings, many of whom were already in debt, were hard hit by 
the decline in rental income and the difficulty of raising loans against Irish land whose 
value decreased during the Famine. In 1849, the Encumbered Estates Act was passed to 
facilitate the sale of these indebted holdings; some 20% were estimated to be in severe 
debt. 

(iii) Charities
Charitable intervention by a wide variety of private agencies did contribute towards relief 
in the worst affected areas. Notable among these were the Quakers whose contribution 
was directly targeted on the areas of need and came free of religious or ideological 
trappings. 

(iv) The response of British governments under Peel and Russell 
British government attitudes to the Famine were reflective of the economic orthodoxy 
of the period – economic liberalism and a belief in laissez-faire. It was not the role of 
government to interfere in the working of the market – this is particularly noticeable in 
the attitude of the Whigs from 1846 onwards. They were also determined to avoid the 
growth of a ‘dependency culture’ in Ireland by providing too much aid for the starving 
Irish. In the Whig mind, responsibility for famine relief should be placed squarely at the 
doors of those they considered responsible for the wretched state of the country: the Irish 
landlord class. 
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The Whigs lacked a deep knowledge of how Ireland differed from England; Irish rural 
society operated on a cashless basis so using monetary payment in the public work 
scheme would only result in exploitation and rapidly rising prices. Similarly, Irish 
landlords could not afford to pay for the poor relief as the Whigs envisaged it; they were 
already heavily in debt or bankrupt in some cases. 

A belief in providentialism was very widespread among members of the British upper 
and middle classes. They saw the Famine as a divine judgement – an act of Providence 
– against the kind of Irish agrarian regime that was believed to have given rise to the 
famine. Furthermore, the climate of public opinion in Britain impacted on government 
policy. Britain experienced a severe recession from 1847 coupled with internal unrest (the 
Chartists) meant that the government were less disposed to help the Irish, seeing events 
like the failed Young Ireland Rising of 1848 as yet another example of Irish ingratitude for 
assistance already given. The Whig Prime Minister, Lord John Russell, faced division and 
dissension both in the Cabinet and the House of Commons when it came to famine relief 
and he often had to bow to this pressure.

Sir Robert Peel was British Prime Minister in 1845 when blight first struck the potato 
crop. He initiated a number of measures, with varying degrees of success. A scientific 
commission was set up to advise farmers on the potato crop – this proved to be a waste of 
time. A Relief Commission was set up in Dublin under the chairmanship of Sir Randolph 
Routh to advise the government and supervise the activities of local relief committees 
which were being set up throughout the country. Public works schemes were set up. Local 
relief committees could apply to central government for funds to undertake drainage or 
construction works. These relief schemes employed 140,000 but they were often corrupt 
and badly run. Maize was secretly imported and distributed via food depots run by the 
Army Commissariat. Peel moved to repeal the Corn Laws on the basis that the United 
Kingdom could not continue to tax food imports when one part of the country faced 
starvation. This provoked a rebellion in Conservative ranks. Peel tendered his resignation 
and the Whigs, under the leadership of Lord John Russell took up office (1846).

Russell was a firm believer in laissez-faire – he did not believe that the government should 
intervene in the workings of the market, hence food continued to be exported from Ireland 
throughout the famine, even though people were starving in the country. The public works 
schemes started by Peel were continued, but against a very different backdrop: the crop 
failure was much more severe in 1846. Some 700,000 were engaged in these schemes by 
early 1847. Wages were low, set below the level for private employment, and paid on a 
piecework basis. 

Faced with growing negative publicity about the mortality rates and the realisation that 
the public works schemes were failing, Russell’s government abandoned them in March 
1847 and adopted the Quaker model of direct food provision through soup kitchens. At 
their peak, some three million people were being fed daily in the soup kitchens. However, 
the soup kitchens were designed to be short-term and transitional only, a response to 
the ‘exceptional’ season of 1846 when it became obvious that the potato crop had failed 
completely.

By September1847, the Whigs had reconfigured their response to famine conditions 
in Ireland. Direct aid (soup kitchens) was replaced by the permanent and pre-existing 
system of poor relief which had been established by the Poor Law of 1838. Responsibility 
was passed to the Poor Law Commission. The workhouse system was extended and was to 
be financed by the local landlords. Naturally the burden was heaviest in the poorer areas 
and, in some places, the workhouses were already effectively bankrupt by 1847. At the 
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same time, a proposal to increase taxes in the east of Ireland, the rate in aid scheme, to 
support the west of the country encountered fierce criticism on the basis that the more 
industrious and thrifty were being asked to bail out the feckless and indigent.

By this time, the political classes had come to see the Famine as an agent of change 
which would engineer the social and economic changes that Ireland needed to bring it 
in line with Britain. To continue providing relief would simply impede progress. All relief 
schemes were stifled by bureaucracy, with the Board of Works having 12,000 subordinate 
officials. Trevelyan at the Treasury had an undue influence due to his doctrinaire 
adherence to laissez-faire. The money spent on famine relief, some £8.3m represented 
0.5% of British GNP and pales into insignificance when compared with the outlay on the 
Crimean War: £69 million.

Web Audio

Listen to episode two of RTE Radio 1’s series on the Famine, entitled Blighted Nation. This 
episode considers the question of British responsibility for the Famine:
http://www.rte.ie/radio1/blighted-nation/

Teaching and Learning Activity
Question for discussion:

How did the Whig Government under Russell respond to the crisis in Ireland? 

Essay questions
1. ‘Helped by Peel but hurt by Russell’. To what extent would you accept this assessment 

of the relief measures taken by the Conservative and Whig Governments during the 
Irish Famine? 

2. How far was laissez-faire ideology responsible for the limited success of government 
relief measures during the Irish Famine? 

3. ‘The governments of Peel and Russell were solely to blame for the limited success of 
their relief measures during the Famine’. To what extent would you agree with this 
verdict? 

Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the Famine:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMRPWxCdvHs&index=35&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS

Web Article

James Donnelly, author of The Great Irish Potato Famine, provides a succinct account of 
the Famine for the BBC History website:
www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/victorians/famine_01.shtml

http://www.rte.ie/radio1/blighted-nation/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMRPWxCdvHs&index=35&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMRPWxCdvHs&index=35&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/victorians/famine_01.shtml
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(c) The economic, social and political consequences of the Famine 
up to 1867

(i) Emigration
The Great Famine had a profound effect on every aspect of Irish society and politics. It 
is estimated that one million died in the period 1845–50 and that a further one million 
emigrated during this time. In effect, Ireland became an emigrant nation as a result of 
the Famine. Large numbers continued to leave the country as the century progressed. 
By 1900, the population was half the size it had been in 1845. This decline in population 
was only reversed in the 1970s. These emigrants, whether bound for the USA or Britain, 
often encountered hostility and anti-Irish prejudice in their new homes and this fed into a 
growing political hatred of the Union and of the landlord class back in Ireland.

(ii) Changes in landholding
In most parts of Ireland, the cottier class was practically wiped out and some 200,000 
smallholdings disappeared. These pieces of land were consolidated by ‘strong’ farmers 
into larger holdings, as reflected in the fact that while some 20% of farms in Ireland were 
larger than 15 acres in 1841, by 1851 this figure had increased to 50%. Standards of living 
improved: the number of single room dwellings decreased from about 33% in 1841 to less 
than 10% by 1851. Farming practices changed as tillage was replaced by cattle farming. 
From 1851 to 1871, the acreage under corn decreased by 30%, while the area devoted to 
hay and pasture rose by almost 20%. The total number of cattle rose from almost three 
to four million. However, potato acreage still increased by 10%, since the potato was a 
valuable source of animal fodder.

Teaching and Learning Activity
Question for discussion:

Explain the effects of the Famine on Irish tenant farmers by 1867. 

(iii) Landlords
The landlord class was not protected from the fallout of the Famine. About 10% of 
landlords were bankrupt. The Encumbered Estates Act passed in 1849 enabled the sale of 
such debt-ridden property. 

(iv) Social change
Within rural farming society, later or delayed marriages became the norm. The family 
farm would be left to one son (not always the eldest), while the remaining members of the 
family were expected to migrate to urban centres or farther afield. If they chose to stay in 
the ‘home place’, they could look forward to a lifetime of unpaid labour with little prospect 
of acquiring property or a mate of their own.

(v) Irish language
The Famine also accelerated the decline of the Irish language. The use of English had 
been spreading before the 1840s as it became apparent that fluency in the language was 
needed for those keen to progress or emigrate to English-speaking countries. However, 
it was the loss of the cottier class in the Famine that effectively sealed the fate of the 
Irish language. In 1845, some 50% of the population could speak Irish; by 1851 this had 
decreased to 23%. The Irish language became associated with poverty in the popular 
mind and this prejudice ensured that it would decline even further.
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(vi) Politics
In its initial phase, the Famine appeared to have little political impact, but the departure 
and death of O’Connell in May 1847 left the political stage open for more extreme voices 
such as that of John Mitchel, calling for rents to be withheld and a peasant uprising. The 
desperate Young Ireland uprising of 1848 did nothing to alleviate Ireland’s problems; 
in fact, it simply convinced the British public that the Irish were ungrateful and 
ungovernable and hardened their hearts to granting any more help to them.

In the immediate aftermath of the Famine, the focus switched away from the 
constitutional relationship between Britain and Ireland to the much more immediate 
issue of tenant protection. The failure to make progress in this area paved the way for the 
rise of physical force nationalism by the end of the decade. The Fenians drew heavily, 
both financially and emotionally, on the deep-seated resentment of British rule which the 
Famine left in its wake.

Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay question

How significant were the social, economic and political effects of the Famine in Ireland up 
to 1867? 

Web Video

For a detailed consideration of the Famine, watch the RTE documentary When Ireland 
Starved. This link takes you to the first part of episode one on YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R0LtW7g4os8&list=PLADBD43FFE1DC191D

The BBC documentary The Great Famine is also worth watching:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5uNMGzSL42U

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R0LtW7g4os8&list=PLADBD43FFE1DC191D
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5uNMGzSL42U
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4. The Fenian Rising of 1867

(a) The origins, leadership and aims of the Fenian movement

The Rebellion of the United Irishmen which took place in 1798 was a military failure but 
it laid the foundation for future efforts to establish an independent republic in Ireland. 
Rebellions by Robert Emmet in 1803 and the Young Ireland Movement in 1848 similarly 
ended in military failure but kept the tradition of insurrection alive. It was from the 
personnel of the 1848 Rebellion that the Fenian movement drew its core membership. 

Two of those involved in 1848, James Stephens and John O’Mahony, fled to Paris in 
the aftermath of the Rising. Whilst in Paris, Stephens was exposed to the ferment of 
revolutionary thought typical of the city at that time. O’Mahony eked out a precarious 
existence teaching in the Irish College and subsequently migrated to New York in the 
early 1850s where he became involved in Irish emigrant organisations. 

Stephens returned to Ireland in 1856 and set about travelling through the country to see 
if he could summon up support for a renewed effort to achieve national independence. In 
this endeavour, Stephens was funded by an American organisation, the Emmet Monument 
Committee. The hordes of famine-stricken emigrants who had fled Ireland for the United 
States of America in the late 1840s brought with them a burning hatred of Britain which 
expressed itself in a willingness to support efforts to overthrow British rule in Ireland. 
This Irish diaspora would prove be a key player in all subsequent Fenian planning. The 
involvement of some 150,000 Irishmen fighting in both the Union and Confederate armies 
in the American Civil War (1861–65) represented a potentially powerful weapon for the 
Fenian movement. Veterans with military training and experience in handling weapons 
could become, if properly utilised, an effective strike force.

In 1858, Stephens, with a handful of others, founded the Irish Republican Brotherhood on 
17 March in Dublin. A support organisation, the Fenian movement, was set up in America 
by O’Mahony with the aim of supplying the movement in Ireland with weapons, money 
and volunteers. Although the names Irish Republican Brotherhood and Fenians soon 
became interchangeable in common usage, the Fenians recognised the Supreme Council 
of the IRB as the provisional government of the Irish Republic. 

Conscious of the porous nature of previous Irish revolutionary groups and the ease with 
which the British authorities had been able to penetrate them, Stephens was determined 
to set the Irish Republican Brotherhood up as a secret society. Members swore an oath of 
obedience and loyalty.

Designation as a secret society posed two problems for Stephens and his fellow 
conspirators – the challenge of attracting large numbers of followers and rejection by 
the Catholic hierarchy. There was little interest in republicanism per se in the Ireland of 
the 1850s. Irish political society was divided on religious grounds and both Protestants 
and Catholics were keen to protect their social and political position and benefit from 
the improving economic situation which had followed the Famine. What Stephens did 
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encounter was Anglophobia which was not new but which had been intensified by the 
Famine and expressed itself as sympathy for Fenian ideals. This was clearly seen in the 
large turnout for the funeral of the Young Irelander, Terence Bellew MacManus, in 1861. 

In general, the Fenians appealed to the younger sons of farmers, mechanics, artisans, 
shopkeepers and labourers. They were strongest in the towns of the east and south of the 
country and were supported by the displaced Irish working classes in English cities and 
within Irish regiments of the British Army. They gained little support from the middle 
classes or in the north of Ireland, despite their avowed non-sectarianism. 

(i) Opposition of the Catholic Church
In the post-Famine period, the Church had increased its influence significantly in Irish 
society and its leaders, principally Archbishop Cullen, were convinced that the best hopes 
for progress in Ireland lay in retaining and leveraging the British connection rather than 
embarking on a violent uprising that could only result in suffering and loss. It was feared 
that the rejection of political authority at the core of the Fenian movement would soon 
lead to a similar disregard of clerical authority. 

In 1864, the Pope issued the Syllabus of Errors which condemned anyone who advocated 
the separation of Church and state (as the Fenians did). The nature of the movement 
(secret oath bound society) also drew the ire of the Catholic Church as it had echoes 
of similar organisations in Italy whose objective (the unification of Italy) would, if 
successful, result in loss of significant territory for the Pope.

(ii) Fenian aims
The central aim of the Fenian Movement was total separation of Ireland from Britain. 
Furthermore they sought the establishment of an Irish republic by military means. 
Constitutional methods were firmly rejected; there was to be no compromise or 
accommodation, reflecting disillusionment with the failure and ineffectiveness of 
constitutional nationalism in the 1850s. 

The distinguishing features of the Irish republic would be:
• Universal suffrage
• Two-chamber legislature
• Separation of powers (similar to USA)
• Church–state separation 
• Non-sectarian
• New capital sited in Athlone or Limerick.

Following the successful establishment of the republic, the Fenians aspired to promote 
economic progress by granting peasant ownership of land. However, this aim remained 
vague as the Fenians did not want to be deflected from their primary political purpose: the 
establishment of an Irish republic. 

(b) Development of the Fenian movement

In their recruitment drive, Stephens and acolytes such as Thomas Clarke Luby found 
ready adherents in pre-existing politico-cultural groupings such as the Phoenix Society 
founded by O’Donovan Rossa. Stephens claimed some 50,000 members in 1865 with 
equivalent numbers in the United States of America. Young men were attracted to 
Fenianism because of the social outlets it provided; in some ways the movement could 
be regarded as an elaborate form of Victorian male-bonding with no deep commitment to 
violent uprising.
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Insurrection remained the goal, however, despite many obvious obstacles such as lack of 
weapons and the absence of military expertise which the movement faced. In 1863 the 
Irish People newspaper was set up with O’Donovan Rossa as manager, John O’Leary as 
editor, and T. C. Luby and Charles Kickham as main contributors. Among its employees 
was Pierce Nagle, a clerk and copy reader who was also an informer. The Irish People 
played an important role in attracting young men into the Fenians and used the American 
Civil War (1861–65) as an effective canvas to portray the soldier as hero; a compelling 
image which boosted membership figures from early 1864 onwards.

Teaching and Learning Activity
Questions for discussion:

1. Explain the aims of the Fenian movement. 
2. Explain the reasons for the outbreak of the Fenian Rising of 1867.

(c) The Fenian Rising

With the ending of the American Civil War in 1865, the timing of the proposed rising 
became more urgent. Stephens who had shown himself to be an effective organiser was 
now revealed to be fatally indecisive. In September 1865, the British authorities took 
action against the Irish People, arresting key leaders but not Stephens, who was picked 
up in November. John Devoy masterminded Stephens’ escape from custody some two 
weeks’ later. Stephens made his way to New York where he found the American wing of the 
organisation divided as to tactics. One branch, led by John O’Mahony, wanted to retain the 
focus on an insurrection in Ireland whilst another grouping wanted to launch an invasion 
of Canada as a way of exerting pressure on the British. 

Stephens successfully supplanted O’Mahony and then proclaimed that 1866 would be the 
year, but this was followed by a frustrating series of postponements. By the end of 1866, 
Stephens had been replaced by Col. T. J. Kelly who was tasked with the leadership of an 
uprising in Ireland. 

Kelly, along with a number of associates, travelled to London in early 1867 and the date 
of the rising was set for early February. The plan was to launch a guerrilla war in Ireland 
which would be the catalyst for the army of the republic to be recognised as a legitimate 
belligerent and thus receive substantial assistance from the United States of America. To 
this end, a daring arms raid on Chester Castle was planned but had to be aborted at the 
last minute as another informer, John Joseph Corydon, had alerted the British authorities 
to Fenian intentions. 

The Rising finally took place on the night of 5–6 March 1867 and proved to be a hopeless 
gesture of defiance. Heavy snowfalls made movement and communication almost 
impossible and the British authorities, fully briefed about the rising, dealt with it quickly. 
Additional troops and gunboats had been brought in to protect Dublin but the small 
numbers involved in the rising meant that the security risk was minimal.

The aftermath of the Rising proved to be of much greater significance than anything 
which happened in it. In September 1867, Colonel Kelly was arrested in Manchester. An 
attempt by Fenians based in the north of England to free him as he was being transported 
in a prison van resulted in the death of a policeman, Sergeant Brett. Three suspected 
Fenians, Allen, Larkin and O’Brien were convicted and hanged in November 1867. These 
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men became known as the ‘Manchester Martyrs’. Their fate transformed the attitude of 
people in Ireland and that of the Catholic Church towards Fenianism from rejection to one 
of sympathy and fed into the highly developed sense of injustice at British hands which 
was such a pervasive feature of Irish nationalism.

An attempt to rescue a Fenian prisoner from Clerkenwell in December 1867 resulted 
in civilian casualties when a bomb detonated at the wall of the prison. This event was 
important in changing British public opinion about the nature of the Irish problem and 
provided the Liberal leader and future British Prime Minister, W. E Gladstone, with the 
impetus to introduce a number of key reforms.

Web Article

Visit the Irish Story website and its ‘Today in Irish History’ for an account of the Fenian 
Rising:
http://www.theirishstory.com/2011/03/05/today-in-irish-history-%E2%80%93the-fenian-
rebellion-march-5-1867/#.V7LWuJVTGUk

(d) Attitude and response of the British government to the Fenian 
movement

Despite Stephens’ ambition to operate as a secret society, the British government was 
able to keep abreast of Fenian plans through the surveillance of the Dublin Metropolitan 
Police and paid informers; the most notorious of these being Pierce Nagle and John 
Joseph Corydon. Fearing a rebellion in 1865, the authorities suppressed the Irish People, 
arrested the leaders and seized funds and incriminating documents. 

Early in 1866, habeas corpus was suspended in Ireland allowing for more suspects to be 
rounded up and held. Between February 1866 and mid-summer 1868 some 1,153 arrests 
were made. Simultaneously, the lower ranks of the British Army in Ireland were purged of 
sympathisers; more than 1,600 were court-martialled and sentenced to life imprisonment. 
Regiments whose loyalties were considered suspect were moved out of Ireland to the West 
Indies and Canada.

The Rising, when it did take place in March 1867,  was quickly put down by the authorities. 
Those involved were arrested and heavy sentences imposed. Some 50 American Fenians 
who landed off Waterford in May 1867 were quickly rounded up; three were sentenced to 
terms of penal servitude and the rest were allowed to return to America.

Web Video

Watch the lecture by Patrick Geoghegan of Trinity College Dublin on the Fenians:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xJtpoUd4S3U&index=37&list=PL55XqDjybyL_
HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS

http://www.theirishstory.com/2011/03/05/today-in-irish-history-%E2%80%93the-fenian-rebellion-march-5
http://www.theirishstory.com/2011/03/05/today-in-irish-history-%E2%80%93the-fenian-rebellion-march-5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xJtpoUd4S3U&index=37&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xJtpoUd4S3U&index=37&list=PL55XqDjybyL_HtaZQSfy0ljqYL3iR7YGS
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(e) Reasons for the failure of the Fenian Rising

The failure of the 1867 Rising can be attributed to a combination of factors:

(i) Weak leadership and planning
The Fenians lacked a central organisation which made coherent leadership difficult. 
Tensions existed between Stephens and O’Mahony; at times Stephens proved to be a 
difficult, even dictatorial leader. Stephens failed to unite Fenian leaders and he blamed 
O’Mahony for the failure of the Irish in the United States to provide funds. Fenian 
leadership in the United States was divided between those who favoured an all-out focus 
on insurrection in Ireland and those, impatient with delays and setbacks, who favoured 
an invasion of Canada. By 1867, inadequacies in planning and shortcomings among its 
leadership had reduced the aspiration of the Fenians to little more than a grand gesture 
rather than a serious attempt to overthrow British rule in Ireland. 

Inadequate planning undermined any Fenian prospect of success; their rising had 
insufficient weapons and a lack of support from the United States of America. The original 
date of the rising was postponed from February 1867 until March – in the midst of a 
snowstorm. The planned raid on Chester Castle had to be abandoned at the last minute. 
The shipment of arms from the United States did not arrive until the Rising was over. 
Godfrey Massey, charged with setting the rising in motion, was arrested on his arrival in 
Ireland.

(ii) Lack of widespread support
The Fenians failed to garner the broad level of support they needed. In general, Catholics 
steered clear of the organisation, suspicious of its conspiratorial nature and unwilling 
to become involved in an enterprise which was doomed to failure and could only bring 
suffering to those involved. Landowners saw the potential redistribution plans outlined by 
the Fenians as an attack on their property rights and opposed the movement as a result. 
Presbyterians in Ulster, despite their previous support of radicalism in the 1790s, did not 
support the Fenians, seeing them as low and disorderly.

(iii) Opposition of the Catholic Church 
The opposition of the Catholic Church significantly weakened the Fenian movement. This 
opposition was spearheaded by Archbishop Paul Cullen of Dublin who dissuaded many 
Catholics from involvement as he claimed it was incompatible with the Catholic faith. 
Cullen enjoyed the backing of other significant figures in the hierarchy, most famously 
Bishop Moriarty of Kerry, who was notably outspoken in his condemnation. The Church 
took the view that it was sinful for Catholics to join secret societies and to use force to 
overthrow a legitimate government. Cullen moulded the Catholic hierarchy and clergy 
to present a virtually unanimous and forthright response. His pastoral letter in 1861 
condemned all secret societies, while a meeting of bishops in 1862 warned Catholics 
against all such organisations, whether oath bound or otherwise. The Bishop of Ross 
threatened to excommunicate anyone involved with Fenian activity. 

(iv) British actions
The firm response of the British government using a combination of legislation, spies, 
military action and the arrest and detention of scores of Fenians threw the movement 
into disarray. In the autumn of 1865, the government acted swiftly, arresting the leaders 
and closing down the Irish People. The government was assisted by G Division of the 
DMP (responsible for intelligence), and well placed informers such as Nagle and Corydon 
infiltrated the highest ranks of the movement, enabling the authorities to neutralise high-
profile Fenian activity such as the raid on Chester Castle before it had even happened. 
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Regiments whose loyalties were considered to be suspect were moved out of Ireland and 
purges of Fenian sympathisers within the Army were carried out in 1866.

Web Video

Watch the episode on the Fenians from Robert Kee’s excellent series Ireland: A Television 
History:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g3dlcz1B52w

Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay questions

1. ‘The most important reason for the failure of the Fenian Rising of 1867 was poor 
leadership’. How far would you agree with this statement? 

2. ‘The Fenian Rising of 1867 failed because of the firm response of the British 
Government’. How far would you agree with this statement? 

3. ‘A lack of international support explains the failure of the Fenian Rising of 1867’. How 
far would you agree with this statement? 

4. ‘The Fenians themselves were mainly responsible for the failure of their Rising in 1867’. 
How far would you accept this verdict? 

5. ‘The widespread opposition the Fenians faced was the most important reason for the 
failure of their rising in 1867’. How far would you accept this statement? 

6. ‘The Fenian Rising of 1867 was more of a grand gesture by its leaders than a serious 
attempt to overthrow British rule in Ireland’. To what extent would you agree with this 
verdict? 

7. ‘The opposition of the Catholic Church was the most important reason for the failure of 
the Fenian Rising of 1867’. How far would you accept this statement? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g3dlcz1B52w
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