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Surveying Ireland

Still a young scholar, Alvin Jackson already has writ-
ten impressive studies of the Ulster Party, Colonel Ed-
ward Saunderson and Edward Carson along with a bevy
of academic articles. His work is impressive and this new
survey is an important addition to the bookshelf. He has
written a fine narrative that nicely outlines and interprets
the course of Irish history from the rising of 1798 to the
as yet unfinished peace process in Northern Ireland in
1998, a two century period which he believes is a ̂discreet
phase within Irish political history…’. A linking facet, he
suggests, is the consolidation of the Catholic propertied
interest by the 1790s and at the close of the twentieth
century the increase in Northern Ireland of Catholic self-
confidence. He assures us that we are nowwitnessing the
modification of militant republicanism and militant loy-
alism. The book contains a useful chronology of events,
maps, bibliography and a number of illustrations. Jack-
son, who teaches at The Queen’s University of Belfast,
is a northerner by background though one with experi-
ence living in Britain, the Republic of Ireland and Amer-
ica and he brings this varied experience into play in the
text which gives appropriate space to the Ulster dimen-
sion of Ireland’s history. The most comparative study

of K.T. Hoppen’s stimulating, Ireland since 1800, which,
however, is less accessible to the ordinary reader because
of its topical organisation. Students and general readers
will find Jackson’s book the best single volume on the
period.

The author treats the major events and themes of Ire-
land’s history in chronological sequence, examining the
birth of modern Irish politics, the problem of knitting
together the diverse traditions, peoples and laws of a
̂united kingdom’, the emancipation of Catholics, Daniel
O’Connell’s influence, the impact of the land question,
the rise of nationalism and unionism, the settlements of
1920̂21, the growing separation between north and south
afterwards and then the tendency towards convergence
in recent times. He concludes on an optimistic note ̂the
end of Irish history?’, which sees the decline of sectar-
ian feeling throughout the island; this may prove a shade
premature. Yet, a notable characteristic of the account
is a balance between events and the personalities who
shaped Ireland’s destiny. Five elements are less well de-
veloped. This is essentially a political narrative, though
Jackson provides a rounded account of land tenure and
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the famine, and the economy is discussed less exten-
sively than perhaps is merited. Cultural development,
too, is neglected, except for the years of the Gaelic re-
vival. The book is does not unveil the interaction be-
tween the homeland and the diaspora to a great extent
and the role of southern Protestants receives comparative
little attention. There is not a challenging comparative
dimension with national movements elsewhere in Eu-
rope and here some reference to the writings of Miroslav
Hroch and Ernest Gellner among other would have con-
tributed a useful ingredient. Finally, Jackson’s considera-
tion of nationalism and unionism could have been placed
in the context of the theoretical literature. But such com-
ments do not detract from the overall quality of the book.

He traces what made Ireland tick, dissecting both the
nationalist and unionist versions of the past, also inves-
tigating critically the various historiographic traditions.
Readers may puzzle over the reference toMichael Flatley,
an American, symbolising the re-greening or counter-
revisionism of Irish history. What he attempts to achieve,
and largely succeeds in achieving, is ̂plausibility’. Jack-
son usefully points to the significance of evangelical-
ism in the early nineteenth century for fostering a cohe-
sive Protestant identity. His chapters on the land ques-
tion 1845 to 1891 and the end of the Union 1891 to 1921
are more than a synthesis, being an original interpreta-
tion in their own right. However, this reviewer dissents
with Jackson on several pointŝperhaps he over-states the
sense of guilt suffered by survivors of the great famine,
the Independent Irish Party of the 1850s is dismissed to
readily, the references to the Irish Church Act (1869) fail
to illuminate the issue at stake and the wider importance
of this legislation, home rule was something other than
̂basically Repeal’, it is retrospective reasoning to main-
tain that only the Tories could deliver home rule in 1886
[H.C.G. Matthew commented on the fluidity of the situ-

ation], nor is it obvious that ̂Parnellism’ was an artificial
alliance any more than other political associations such
as the parallel British Liberal and Conservatives parties
or the Ulster Unionist Party so well-sketched earlier by
Jackson himself. Within certain limits the Irish party was
a flexible and innovative organisation, responsive to its
constituency. Its defect lay, if that is the right word, in
the political sociology of its base of support which did not
admit to easy accommodation of Protestants and Union-
ists within the ̂nation’. The author’s comments on the
Republic of Ireland’s failure to gain admission to the Eu-
ropean Economic Community in 1962 seem odd, not least
because the proposed entries of the United Kingdom and
the Republic were linked for practical purposes just as in
1971. But, these reservations seem modest in a tome of
such length and sophistication. Jackson’s observation on
Parnell, ̂his legacy speaks both to the Irish upper middle
classes who carry an icon of the Uncrowned King on their
100 notes and to ideologues of Provisional Sinn Fein who
have found a home in Dublin’s Parnell Square’ is worth
the price of the book!

The chapters on Northern Ireland up to 1972 and the
two Irelands 1973 to 1998 are well-constructed, readable
(a feature of the books as a whole) and can be recom-
mended a short treatment of events. The comparison
between Gerry Adams and Michael Collins may not be
greeted with universal enthusiasm but is ̂plausible’ and
even illuminating though his treatment of David Trim-
ble may be seen by some as jaundiced, even as depart-
ing from the measured balance found in the book gen-
erally. But then distancing oneself from contemporary
politicians and incidents is never simple.
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