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June 14, 2017 
Kate & Dan 

NOTES ON:  
THE IRISH IDENTITY: INDEPENDENCE, HISTORY, & LITERATURE 

Lecture 3: The Penal Laws and the Protestant Ascendancy. 

1. Restoration of the Monarchy 

• The radical Puritan Oliver Cromwell (1599 to 1658) — hated for his genocide of 
Irish Catholics.   
 Campaign in Ireland 1649 and 1650: “To Hell or to Connaught.” Massacres at 

the Siege of Drogheda and at Siege of Wexford in 1649. 
 1st Lord Protector of Commonwealth of England, Scotland, & Ireland: 1653 to 

1658, 

• Royalist returned to power in 1660 with Charles II as King until his death in 1685. 
His brother James II, a convert to Catholicism, succeeded to the throne in 1685. 
James's reign was unpopular with the Protestant majority in Britain, particularly 
his appointment of Catholics to positions of power. 

• William of Orange, supported by a group of influential British political and 
religious leaders, invaded England in what became known as the Glorious 
Revolution.  

 In 1688, he landed at the southern England. James was deposed and William 
and his wife Mary became joint sovereigns in his place. Mary was the 
Protestant daughter of James II. 

• James II fled to Ireland where he was supported by the Irish Catholics (Jacobites).  
William invaded Ireland and defeated the troops of James II at the Battle of the 
Boyne in 1690 and at the Battle of Aughrim in 1691. James II fled to France after 
the Battle of the Boyne. 

• Concluding that continued fighting was hopeless, the Irish leader Patrick Sarsfield 
signed the Treaty of Limerick in late 1691. Pursuant to the Treaty, over 14,000 Irish 
troops, led by Sarsfield, left Ireland for France — The Flight of the Wild Geese. 

• The provisions in the Treaty to protect Irish Catholics were simply ignored by the 
British. The 17th century ended with Ireland defeated and at the “mercy” of the 
conqueror. 

• Native Irish Catholics were left as mere slaves, reduced to a miserable peasantry. 
Irish Catholics left with 7% of the land at the turn of the century. 
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2. The Penal Laws 

• A series of laws imposed in an attempt to force Irish Catholics and Protestant 
dissenters (such as Presbyterians) to accept the Anglican Church, the Church of 
Ireland. 

 See summary of the Penal Laws at page 5. 

• The Penal Laws included some laws enacted for several decades after 1691, as 
well as others passed over the course of a number of earlier centuries. 

• Some limited relief from the Penal Laws was enacted in 1774, 1782, and 1792.  
Other restrictions continued with the requirement for Catholics to pay tithes to the 
Church of Ireland not ending until 1869.   

• All remaining Penal Laws were finally repealed by the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Ireland by the Government of Ireland Act 1920 (that is, before the 
separation of the Irish Free State in 1922).  

• According to Edmund Burke, the Penal Laws were,:  

 "A machine of wise and elaborate contrivance, as well fitted for the oppression, 
impoverishment and degradation of a people, and the debasement in them of 
human nature itself, as ever proceeded from the perverted ingenuity of man." 

 Burke long counseled kinder relations by London with its American & Irish 
cousins, fearing that the punitive spirit fostered by the British was destroying 
English character, and would spur violent revolt. 

 Burke (1727–1797) was a Protestant born in Ireland who served in the British 
Parliament from 1774 to 1794. He favored Catholic emancipation. 

3. Protestant Ascendancy 

• The prestige and influence of the Anglo-Irish Protestants greatly increased in the early 
part of the 18th Century. 

 The Irish parliament was a focal point for the Anglo-Irish Protestants. (It had met for 
the first time in 1297). Irish parliament continued the suppression of the native Irish 
Catholics with the enactment of additional restrictions, furthering the impact of the 
Penal Laws. 

 By virtue of Poynings' Law, a 1494 statute of King Henry VII of England, all 
proposed enactments of the Irish parliament required prior approval from London. 
This was changed in the latter part of the 17th century.  

• Time of architectural achievements in Dublin, the Georgian buildings (The reigns of 
George I through George IV) : The Four Courts,  the Custom House, and the Bank of 
Ireland.  The Four Courts are the location of the Supreme Court, the High Court and 
the Dublin Circuit Court. Until 2010 the building also housed the Central Criminal Court.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Supreme_Court_(Ireland)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/High_Court_(Ireland)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circuit_Court_(Ireland)
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• The plight of the native Catholics continued its decline, The Irish economy only 
worsened. 

 Restrictions on the sale of Irish agricultural products to protect the English 
farmers. 

 Reduced to reliance on a single crop — the potato. Failure of the potato in 
1741 led to the deaths of over a half a million. 

 Surprisingly, Irish culture and language experienced a revival, despite the 
miserable economic conditions. 

4. Anglo-Irish Literature 

• Writers: 

 Oliver Goldsmith (1728–1774) 

 Jonathan Swift (1667–1745) 
 Dedicated to the plight of Ireland, particularly the Irish poor. 
 The Tale of a Tub (1704). 
 Gulliver's Travels (1726). 
 A Modest Proposal (1729). 
 Considered the foremost prose satirist in in the English language. 
 Seventy-five writings about the plight of Ireland. 

Lecture 4: Ireland at the Turn of the 19th Century. 
1. The Grattan Parliament 

• In the later part of the 18th century, some of the leading members of the Irish 
parliament supported Catholic emancipation.  

 A key member was Henry Grattan (1746–1820) a member of the Irish 
Parliament, 1775–1798, and the unified parliament in London, 1800–1820.   

 Grattan campaigned for legislative freedom for the Irish Parliament in the late 
18th century. This resulted in the overturning of Poynings' Law in 1783. 

 In 1792–93 Grattan succeeded in carrying a Roman Catholic Relief Act 
conferring the franchise on Catholics. 

 At the same time he wished to open membership of the House of Commons to 
Catholic men of property.  His proposal was defeated, in part due to concerns 
about the events in France and the impact they might have on the Irish 
Catholics — the impact of the Age of Revolution. 
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2. The Age of Revolution 

• In the later part of the 18th century, England became uneasy about the influence 
that the American and French revolutions might have on the Irish Catholics. 

• The French Revolution of 1789 was of particular concern, as was the France’s 
declaration of war against England in 1792 

• These concerns were significantly heightened by the formation of the Society of 
United Irishman and the subsequent activities of its members.         

3. The United Irishman 

• Founded in 1791: At first they focused on voting and parliamentary reform. 

• Centered in Belfast and Dublin. 

 Leadership was Anglo-Irish Protestants, but encouraged non-denominational 
support from Catholics and Presbyterians. Led by Wolf Tone, a Protestant 
lawyer. 

 Turned to confrontation and formed military units, militias. 

• Sought support from France that was now at war with England. 

• Failed uprising in 1798: Tone was captured by the British, sentence to death, and 
died mysteriously, most likely at the hands of the British. 

• In 1803, Robert Emmet, an Anglo-Irish Protestant, led a failed attempt to capture 
Dublin Castle, the seat of the British government in Ireland. He was capture 
 and executed with a number of his followers. Famous for his speech from the 
dock. Statute on Mass. Ave, NW in Washington, DC (celebration there every year). 

4. The Acts of the Union 

• Result of the 1798 uprising was decision by William Pitt, the Prime Minster of 
England, to abolish the Irish parliament by uniting it with the British parliament. 
This was effective January 1, 1801.  Resulted in the formation of the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. 

5. Irish Culture 

• Bards and  Poets: 

a. Anthony Raftery (1779–1835) 

b. Thomas Moore (1779–1852) 

c. James Clarence Mangan  (1803–1849) 

d. Samuel Ferguson (1810–1886) 

• Flourishing of Irish music. 

• The great influence of the Hedge Schools in rural Ireland. 
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Appendix: Summary of the Penal Laws 

• A summary of some of the Penal Laws: 

 The 1691 Oath of Supremacy: Swear an oath of allegiance to monarch as head 
of state and as head of the Church of England, Thus, Catholics were excluded 
from government. 

 The 1697 Banishment Act: Forced most Bishops and many priest out of 
Ireland. Many Catholic Churches converted to Protestant Churches. 

 Exclusion of Catholics from most public offices (since 1607), Presbyterians 
were also barred from public office from 1707. 

 Ban on intermarriage with Protestants; repealed 1778. Presbyterian marriages 
were not legally recognized by the state. 

 Catholics barred from holding firearms or serving in the armed forces 
(rescinded by Militia Act of 1793). 

 Bar from membership in either the Parliament of Ireland or the Parliament of 
England from 1652; rescinded 1662–1691; renewed 1691–1829, applying to 
the successive parliaments of England (to 1707), Great Britain (1707 to 1800), 
and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland (1800 to 1829). 

 Disenfranchising Act 1728, exclusion from voting until 1793. 

 Exclusion from the legal professions and the judiciary; repealed 1793 and 
1829. 

 Education Act 1695 – ban on foreign education; repealed 1782. 

 Bar to Catholics and Protestant Dissenters entering Trinity College Dublin; 
repealed 1793. 

 On a death by a Catholic, his legatee could benefit by conversion to the Church 
of Ireland, 

 Popery Act  — Catholic inheritances of land were to be equally subdivided 
between all an owner's sons with the exception that if the eldest son and heir 
converted to Protestantism that he would become the one and only tenant of 
estate and portions for other children not to exceed one third of the estate. This 
Gavelkind system had previously been abolished by 1600. 

 Ban on converting from Protestantism to Roman Catholicism on pain of 
forfeiting all property, estates, and legacy to the monarch of the time and 
remaining in prison at the monarch's pleasure. In addition, forfeiting the 
monarch's protection. No injury however atrocious could have any action 
brought against it or any reparation for such. 
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 Ban on Catholics buying land under a lease of more than 31 years; repealed 
1778. 

 Ban on custody of orphans being granted to Catholics on pain of 500 pounds 
that was to be donated to the Blue Coat hospital in Dublin. 

 Ban on Catholics inheriting Protestant land. 

 Prohibition on Catholics owning a horse valued at over £5 (to keep horses 
suitable for military activity out of the majority's hands). 

 Catholic lay priests had to register to preach under the Registration Act 1704, 
but seminary priests and Bishops were not able to do so until 1778. 

 When allowed, new Catholic churches were to be built from wood, not stone, 
and away from main roads. 

 No person of the popish religion shall publicly or in private houses teach 
school, or instruct youth in learning within this realm upon pain of twenty 
pounds fine and three months in prison for every such offence. Repealed in 
1782. 

 Any and all rewards not paid by the crown for alerting authorities of offences 
to be levied upon the Catholic populace within parish and county. 

 


