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Short Abstract

Much has been written about the generation of Southern Irish Protestant intellectuals who
played such a prominent role in Ireland’s public life from the fall of Charles Stewart Parnell in
the early 1890s until the rise of Eamon de Valera in the early 1930s. Very little indeed has been
written about the generation of Southern Protestant intellectuals following them, those writers,
journalists, academics and churchmen who were born around 1900 and who came of age in the
decade following Irish Independence. Thougﬁ few in number, these people represent an
important facet of the young nation’s cultural history and serve to refute the blanket assumption
that the minority community had neither the will nor the ability to make a contribution to the new
dispensation. As a particularly eloquent and stalwart member of this community, the Kilkenny
man-of-letters Hubert Butler (1900-91) functions as the touchstone of this thesis, an individual
worthy of attention in his own right but also compelling as a commentator on the challenges
facing Southern Protestants generally during the period 1930-72. For in these years, Protestants
confronted the delicate task of adapting to their changed position within Irish society without in
the process forfeiting their distinct identity. As a nationalist eager to participate fully in the
country’s civic life but also as a Protestant fiercely committed to the rights of spiritual
independence and intellectual dissent, Butler often struggled to balance the demands of
community with those of autonomy. This thesis explores the various contexts in which he and his
contemporaries challenged the normative terms of Irishness so that the criteria for belonging
might better accommodate their minority values and experiences. In so doing, Southern
Protestant intellectuals of this generation made a valuable contribution to the development of

pluralistic values on the island.
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Both the Irish Literary Revival and the Co-operative Movement exercised a lasting
influence on the thinking of Butler and other post-revolutionary liberal intellectuals. Standish
James O’Grady, for example, inspired not only his fellow Revivalists but also later Protestants
with his passionate calls for a renewal of Anglo-Irish social responsibility. O’Grady’s appetite
for controversy and his fearless critique of his own tribe rendered him in Hubert Butler’s eyes an
exemplar of the Southern Protestant conscience in action. Likewise, Sir Horace Plunkett’s
longstanding efforts to generate a non-sectarian basis for communal belonging through the Irish
Co-operative Movement made a deep impression upon younger Anglo-Irishmen who were
committed to reconstruction but unwilling to embrace Catholic nationalist orthodoxies. Perhaps
most beloved of the Revivalists among the generation that followed it was the poet, journalist and
mystic George W. Russsell (AE), who combined O’Grady’s visionary impulse with Plunkett’s
pragmatism. The first chapter of this thesis is dedicated to examining some of the direct ways
these three men intervened in Irish society during the period 1900-30 and identifying the
particular moral and intellectual legacy they bequeathed to Southern Protestantism in the process.
This exercise in genealogical tracing-work is reflective of Butler and his peers’ preoccupation
with the meaning of roots and inheritance during a time in Irish life when such things were often
a source of bitterness towards the minority. His desire to establish and promote a kind of “fictive
kinship’ with these precursors, a kinship not contingent on blood but on values, was pivotal to his
attempt to salvage strands of the Anglo-Irish tradition from which a positive Protestant identity
could then be woven.

Though this study is primarily focused on post-revolutionary Protestant intellectuals who
either made Ireland their home or maintained close links with it, such a focus does not preclude
attention to their experience of other countries. Indeed, an important challenge facing many of
them during this period was persuading their compatriots to take a greater interest in the world
they themselves had witnessed abroad. This was no easy task, especially as the craving among

some Irish people for an ‘authentic’ and uncontaminated national culture led them to suspect any



outward orientation as tantamount to betrayal and corruption. Obviously there is nothing
exclusively Protestant to being curious about foreign people and customs, and throughout the
twentieth century there were, as always, Irish Catholics well-travelled and well-versed in the
ways of other cultures. Yet perhaps it was inevitable that Protestants, with their frequent and
longstanding ties to England, should be regarded as particularly susceptible to non-Irish
influences. Of course, the active participation of the Anglo-Irish in the British imperial project
had given them not only a closeness to English life but also a familiarity with conditions across
the globe, and this broad perspective in turn affected their perception of their own Irishness. The
legacy of this imperial outlook proved a mixed blessing to later Protestants like Hubert Butler,
who struggled to retain its international breadth even as they repudiated its reflexive
Anglocentrism and expansionist spirit. The second chapter of this thesis, covering the years
1930-45, examines how he and others used their travels and foreign knowledge as a way of
placing in a wider context their situation as members of both a former ruling elite and a religious
minority. It also looks at how Butler and his contemporaries responded to the rise of
totalitarianism in Europe in the thirties and their experience of the national isolation brought
about by Ireland’s policy of neutrality during the Second World War. The third chapter picks up
where the second one leaves off and considers the years 1945-72. Attention here is paid to the
ways the Irish responded to the emerging Cold War rivalry between East and West and the ways
Butler and other dissidents in turn questioned the prevailing assumptions of the Catholic majority.
This section evaluates his critique of mass society on either side of the Iron Curtain and his plea
for humane values and individual rights regardless of political polarities. In these two chapters,
then, Butler’s internationalist viewpoint emerges not as the antithesis of his national identity but
as a complement to it, a modern affirmation of an Irish Protestant tradition of cosmopolitanism
dating back to the seventeenth century.

While Hubert Butler often found his compatriots provincially minded, he nonetheless

relished the intimacy of Irish communal life, particularly the neighbourliness of the countryside.



His decision to settle permanently in Ireland, however, did not mean he was prepared to
acquiesce in the increasingly Catholic tenor of Free State society. So as sectarian notions of Irish
belonging gained ground during the thirties and forties, he in turn became preoccupied with
identifying secular alternatives which could fully accommodate the minority community and bind
it more closely to the majority. In promoting these alternatives, he challenged at once the
chauvinism of Catholics and the aloofness of Protestants. Chapter Four, incorporating 1930-49,
therefore approaches Butler’s thinking on community as a form of constructive opposition and
looks at the practical ways he tried to build on his vision through local cultural activities in
Kilkenny. Moreover, it scrutinizes his relationship with other liberal intellectuals as they all
worked to effect a more tolerant and inclusive social dispensation. This section also addresses the
Protestant community’s evolving sense of national loyalty in the context of, among other things,
the Church of Ireland’s decision in 1949 to revise its State Prayers to reflect the proclamation of
an Irish Republic. The fifth chapter picks up the narrative from 1949-72 and focuses more
directly on occasions of public controversy and on the nature of Butler’s intellectual dissent. His
understanding of his dissenting role as inextricably bound up in his status as an autonomous
cultural Protestant is lent particular emphasis.‘ The ostracism he and Owen Sheehy Skeffington
endured after the Papal Nuncio Incident in 1952 serves as a springboard for assessing the general
condition of free speech in Ireland during this period and for asking whether communal
acceptance of Protestants remained contingent on their voluntary self-effacement. The strictness
with which the Catholic hierarchy continued to enforce the Ne Temere decree throughout the
1950s is likewise important in evaluating the Irish majority’s resistance to pluralism, and the
fierceness of this resistance is highlighted by a review of the Fethard-on-Sea Boycott of 1957.
This event is taken up not only as an illustration of sectarian conflict but also as one of the many
occasions on which Butler voiced his profound frustration with his co-religionists for their failure
to assert their principles more forcefully. And even as life in the Republic began to liberalize in

the 1960s, he remained adamant that Southern Protestants could play a unique part in the forging



of a common future for the whole island, a task which obviously assumed greater urgency and
complexity with the re-emergence of the Troubles in Northern Ireland.

As with so many other aspects of their heritage, Protestants’ relationship to history itself
was to prove a double-edged sword after 1930. The perception among many Catholics that a
genuinely independent Ireland depended not only upon the attainment of political sovereignty but
also on the repudiation of all vestiges of the Anglo-Irish past put nationally-minded minority men
like Butler in an awkward position. Both for personal and patriotic reasons, he and others insisted
that much about the colonial legacy was inherently valuable and could be profitably integrated
into the fabric of the new culture. Protestants therefore had a responsibility to defend the virtues
of historical continuity while at the same time to acknowledge the sins committed by their fathers.
Yet this seemingly moderate mandate constituted a challenge to the historiographic assumptions
of Protestants and Catholics alike, which had long ago congealed into fixed pieties. The
emergence of rival sectarian historiographies in Europe since the Reformation is hardly a novel
idea, but it is one which has retained its freshness in the Irish context due to the standing paraliel
between political and religious affiliations. The final chapter of this thesis looks at how this
rivalry survived well into the twentieth century, as illustrated by the ongoing debate between the
Church of Ireland and the Catholic Church over which was the true inheritor of the Patrician
tradition. It also attempts, however modestly, to assess how their Protestant heritage may have
influenced the outlook and emphases of certain well-known historians from this period.

Out of his commitment to nourishing the bond between past and present in Ireland,
Hubert Butler worked to foster an appreciation for historical continuity in a number of ways.
The latter half of Chapter Six examines his promotion of ‘country scholarship’ as a perpetuation
of the unsubsidised scholarship of the nineteenth-century Anglo-Irish gentry and as the basis for
his own avowedly amateur pursuit of antiquarianism, archacology and local history. His
antipathy towards the professionalization of the academy is likewise analysed in terms of his

moral understanding of the rights and responsibilities afforded by learning and in light of his



struggle to gain recognition for his unorthodox ideas regarding the origins of Irish saint-figures.
The 1972 publication of his book on this subject, Ten Thousand Saints: A Study in Irish and
European Origins, serves as a good stopping-place for the study as a whole, since by then Butler
and his contemporaries had largely yielded their role in the public discourse to a new generation.
1972 also stands as a turning-point in Irish life generally, given the repeal that year of key parts of
Article 44 in the Constitution, the decision of the Republic to join the EEC, and the winding up of
the Northern parliament at Stormont. Though pluralism across the island still had a long way to
go as a daily reality, plainly a major shift in thinking had taken place. For over forty years Hubert

Butler worked, sometimes alone but often with others, to sow the seeds for this change.
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Introduction

To the ostent of the senses and eyes, I know, the influences which stamp the world’s history are
wars, uprisings or downfalls of dynasties, changeful movement of trade, important inventions,
navigation, military or civil governments, advent of powerful personalities, conquerors, etc. These
of course play their part; yet, it may be, a single new thought, imagination, abstract principle, even
literary style, fit for the time, put in shape by some great literatus, and projected among mankind,
may duly cause changes, growths, removals, greater than the longest and bloodiest war.

— Walt Whitman, ‘Democratic Vistas’.!

* %k k% ok

‘How do such people, with brilliant members and dull ones, fare when they pass from
being a dominant minority to being a powerless one?’? So asked the Kilkenny man-of-letters
Hubert Butler when considering the fate of the Southern Protestant community after Irish
Independence. As both a product of and spokesman for this culture, Butler posed the question
repeatedly over his long life, despite the assumption among many that it had been effectively
answered. Politically, the Protestant Ascendancy had been losing its grip in a process almost
complete by the time the Irish Free State was established. Economically, while Protestants
retained a significant proportion of the country’s wealth well into the twentieth century, the trend
of disengagement (either forced or voluntary) beginning in earnest with the Land Act of 1881 was
never substantially reversed. Religiously, the Disestablishment of the Church of Ireland in 1869
turned the former state religion into a voluntary association that became largely invisible outside
Northeast Ulster. And socially, the assumption of Anglo-Irish superiority, while slow to recede
in the minds of many Irish people, over time became increasingly the stuff of nostalgia rather
than a force actually dictating social norms. All these factors contributed to the general

perception that Southern Protestantism as a cultural entity was in a state of terminal decay.’

! Walt Whitman, Complete Poetry and Selected Prose, ed. ].E. Miller (Boston, 1959), 458.

2 HMB, ‘Protective Colourings’, review of Leon O Broin, Protestant Nationalists in Revolutionary Ireland,
in TLS 31 Jan. 1986, 108.

3 L.P. Curtis, ‘The Anglo-Irish Predicament’, 20" Century Studies 4 (Nov. 1970), 46; Kurt Bowen,
Protestants in a Catholic State: Ireland’s Privileged Minority (Kingston, Ontario, 1983), 15-16; Terence
Brown, Ireland’s Literature: Selected Essays (Mullingar, Co. Westmeath, 1988), 55-6.



Modern Irish literature is littered with retired army majors and maiden aunts slowly rotting
alongside the woodwork of their inherited country houses. So compelling has the motif of Anglo-
Irish ruin proved to be that it continues to generate a host of novels, memoirs and illustrated
histories taking it as a central theme.’

Yet as Butler’s question intimates, the Protestants who remained in Southern Ireland after
1922, however few their number, were not all reducible to a single type. His distinction between
the ‘dull’ and ‘brilliant’ members of the community serves as a reminder that alongside the
plainspoken and uninspired, an intellectual elite did in fact continue to exist. So F.S.L. Lyons
speaks of the ‘indomitable minority of the minority’ who struggled under the new dispensation to
articulate the values and concerns of their community, even when many of their fellows were
either too afraid, confused or disillusioned to intervene any longer in public life.> Much has been
written about the generation of artists and thinkers known collectively as the Revivalists, those
children of the Ascendancy dominating Irish cultural life from the fall of Charles Stewart Parnell
until the rise of de Valera’s Ireland in the early 1930s. Very little has been said about the
generation of Protestant intellectuals who followed them, those born in and around 1900 who
came of age under the tutelage of the Revival but whose experience of Ireland was to be
profoundly different. These brilliant few of the post-Revival generation, of whom Hubert Butler
was one of the most important, constitute both in their persons and their writings a rebuttal of
established notions of Anglo-Irish decline. However certain the evidence of its lost political,
economic and social predominance, it is not at all as clear that the Southern Protestant tradition
experienced an equal diminishment of intellectual vitality in the decades following Independence.

While Hubert Butler (1900-91) is to bé the central figure of this thesis, it does not purport
to be a biography of him. Rather, it is an inquiry into some of the major social challenges facing

his entire community during this period. Yet because of both his unusual consistency and

% For a synthesis of the range of fictional and non-fictional works inspired by the decline of Anglo-Irish
rural life, see Peter Somerville-Large, The Irish Country House: A Social History (London, 1995), 346-65.
> F.S.L. Lyons, Culture and Anarchy in Ireland 1891-1939 (Oxford, 1979), 105.



forthrightness in confronting these issues and his extraordinary eloquence in doing so, he
recommends himself as both lodestar and lightning-rod for any study of the Protestant experience
after 1930. By tracking his remarkable range of moral concerns, intellectual engagements and
personal acquaintances, one gains a broad framework for understanding the minority position. Of
course there are other Protestant intellectuals from this time who merit careful consideration,
among them Elizabeth Bowen (1899-1973), Monk Gibbon (1896-1987), Ewart Milne (1903-87),
Alec Newman (1905-72), W.B. Stanford (1910-84), Geoffrey Phibbs Taylor (1900-56), Chalmers
[Terry] Trench (1909-) and Arland Ussher (1899-1980). And though not of a specifically Church
of Ireland background, non-conformists Denis Johnston (1901-84), Arnold Marsh (1893-1967)
and R.M. Smyllie (1894-1954) are likewise important, as are older Protestants such as Louie
Bennett (1870-1956), J.M. Hone (1882-1959), Constantia Maxwell (1886-1962), Lennox
Robinson (1886-1958) and George Seaver (1890-1976). By the same token, younger Protestants
such as Maurice Craig (1919-), Victor Griffin (1924-), Brian Inglis (1916-91), F.S.L. Lyons
(1923-83), H.R. McAdoo (1916-98) and Risteard O Glaisne (1927-2003) should not be
overlooked. Lastly, intellectuals of Catholic extraction but crucial to this study are Sean
O’Faolain (1900-91), Peadar O’Donnell (1893-1986), Eoin ‘Pope’ O’Mahony (1904-70) and
Owen Sheehy Skeffington (1909-70), all of whom advocated a pluralist society that could
embrace Protestants and who encouraged their participation in its construction. So while Hubert
Butler sometimes felt isolated as a minority intellectual, he was never actually alone. Whether
they agreed or disagreed with his views, these others shared his concern with the fate of the
Protestant community and with the contribution it might yet make to modern Ireland.

Still, given that this circle of Protestant intellectuals comprised such a tiny number of
people, why should their particular story mattér? Indeed, given its eclipse by the Catholic
majority, why should the story of the southern minority itself matter? A basic assumption of this

thesis is that in a century moulded by the forces of nationalism and de-colonization, the



experience of any European minority group has the potential to be instructive.® In approaching
them from this angle, Southern Protestants have been compared to other imperial minorities
ranging from the Germans in Bohemia and the Swedes in Finland to the Greeks in Smyra and
the Muslims in the Balkans.” While theirs was to be a relatively peaceful transition from power
to subordination, Southern Protestants shared with these other groups the vertiginous experience
of being told they were no longer who they thought they were. And this is where the place of
minority intellectuals like Butler proves important, and not because they are representative of
their community but precisely because they are not. His co-religionists’ anxious and sometimes
hostile response to his attempts to be an active citizen in the new state reflected their own
ambivalence about their altered status. Conversely, the majority establishment’s inability to
regard the dissent of Butler and other Protestants as anything but bigotry signalled its deeper fear
of a nascent secular intelligentsia which would transcend sectarian categories. Thus the role and
significance of the Protestant intellectual remnant after Independence cannot be simply
extrapolated from post-colonial theoretical models and other shortcuts through the tangled
undergrowth of Ireland’s identity politics. As Conor Cruise O’Brien observed as far back as
1972, the binary opposition of colon and colonisé, still so compelling to many, is in practice a
hopelessly inadequate means by which to approach the multiple and often contradictory loyalties
at work within Irish society.® If the legacy of Hubert Butler and his generation of Southern
Protestant thinkers testifies to anything, it is to the inadequacy of this and other distinctions that
would deprive history of its complexity rather than affirm it. For as anomalous figures in a
transitional society, these people reveal themselves most clearly in the processes of negotiation

and adaptation, and it is there one must be willing to seek them out.

6 Jan d’Alton, ‘A contrast in crises: southern Irish Protestantism, 1820-43 and 1885-1910’, in A.C. Hepburn
(ed.), Minorities in History (London, 1978), 70.

" R.B. McDowell, Crisis and Decline: The Fate of the Southern Unionists (Dublin, 1997) vii; Peter Hart,
‘The Protestant Experience of Revolution in Southern Ireland’, in R. English and G. Walker (eds.),
Unionism in Modern Ireland (London, 1996), 94; Marcus Tanner, Ireland’s Holy Wars: The Struggle for a
Nation’s Soul, 1500-2000 (New Haven, CT, 2001), 313.

8 Conor Cruise O’Brien, States of Ireland (New York, 1972), 73.



None of which is to suggest that Butler and his contemporaries were somehow
demographic ciphers. But the cultural identity of Southern Protestantism has been so routinely
oversimplified and caricatured in the twentieth century that it is important not to presume too
much about who these people were.” What can be assumed is that ‘Protestant’ in the South has
almost always denoted a member of the Church of Ireland, and unless otherwise stated, this is a
definition adhered to in this thesis. Obviously there have long been representatives of other
denominations in the twenty-six counties, but their numbers have always been few within what is
already a small proportion of the population claiming an affiliation besides Roman Catholicism."®
Beyond their common denominational allegiance, though, Southern Protestants cannot be said
historically to have comprised a unified entity. As Toby Barnard has recently documented,
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was a great social diversity within
conforming Irish Protestantism, with the bulk of the population falling into the middling and
lower strata.!' Certainly this is a picture at odds with the popular perception that took root in the
nineteenth century of the typical Southern Protestant as an Anglo-Irish gentleman presiding over
an estate of Gaelic Catholic labourers. This stereotype, while obviously not without foundation,
nonetheless points to an important distinction, that between Protestantism and Anglo-Irishness.
For the Anglo-Irish have always been only part of the Southern Protestant community, and not all
of them have necessarily been either Southern or Protestant.’> Moreover, as Hugh A. Law
reminded readers of the Irish Statesman in 1929, the label was not one the Anglo-Irish themselves

had chosen but rather had been imposed by those seeking to differentiate them from the ‘native’

? Jan d’Alton, ‘A Perspective upon Historical Process: the case of Southern Irish Protestantism’, in F.B.
Smith (ed.), Ireland, England and Australia: Essays in honour of Oliver MacDonagh (Canberra, 1990), 74.
' In 1926, the total ‘non-Roman Catholic’ population in the South was recorded as 220,723 [7.4%)], of
which 5.5% was Church of Ireland; in 1936, 194,500 [6.6%], of which 4.9% was Cofl; in 1946, 169,074
[5.7%], of which 4.2% was Cofl; in 1961, 144,868 [5.1%], of which 3.7% was Cofl; and in 1971, 182,652
[6.13%], of which 3.28% was Cofl. W.E. Vaughan and A.J. Fitzpatrick (eds.), Irish Historical Statistics:
Population, 1821-1971 (Dublin, 1978), 49.

"' Toby Barnard, A New Anatomy of Ireland: The Irish Protestants, 1649-1770 (New Haven, 2003).

'2 Aside from well-known examples such as the Fingalls and the Moores, one quintessentially Anglo-Irish
but Roman Catholic family has been the Magans of Co. Westmeath: see William Magan, The Story of
Ireland: A history of an ancient family and their country (Shaftsbury, Dorset, 2000).



Irish. Still, Law conceded that the term had become useful for pigeonholing those who generally
combined the characteristics of Protestantism, land ownership and a tradition of service to the
British Crown."”

The ‘plain Protestants’ — the urban working-class, the small farmers, the lesser
businessmen and provincial shopkeepers — who did not share these latter two attributes, have
tended to get short shrift in the rush to enforce the dichotomy between Protestant landlords and
Catholic peasants.'* Yet a discernible Protestant working-class survived in Dublin into the 1930s,
and writers like Sean O’Casey and James Stephens are only among the better-known products of
this once vibrant community."® Likewise in the countryside, ostensibly the natural habitat of the
Anglo-Irish, plain Protestants after Independence carried on much in the way they always had.'®
That such people considered themselves distinct from their co-religionists is made clear by
Homan Potterton, who recalls in his recent memoir that ‘we were almost as different to the true
Anglo-Irish as we were to Catholics’, noting how variations existed in customs, dress, accents
and interests."” The distinction of course became blurry at times, and functioning as a mediating
presence was that stratum of smaller landlords, large farmers and professional men whom R.F.
Foster has usefully termed the ‘middling gentry’.'®* Many of these people were Anglo-Irish but
hardly members of the aristocratic elite. On a roughly equivalent plane with them were also the
clergy, who enjoyed a social prestige disproportionate to their economic position. If the Big
House was the architectural trait of the chief landowner in the district, then the structure reflecting

this level of Protestant life was the glebe house or rectory, or even what may be called the ‘little
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Big House’."” Mixing between clerical families and the middling gentry was natural and

frequent, and Trinity College Dublin played an important role in forging links between clergy and
laity who, especially after Disestablishment, sustained the Church of Ireland only through close
co-operation.”

It was from this particular strand of southern life that the majority of Revival and post-
Revival Protestant intellectuals came.”! And even when they ceased to reflect the prevailing
values of the community that raised them, they still enjoyed the benefits of access and familiarity
afforded by caste membership. Thus in the case of the Revivalists, certain shared assumptions
that derived from a common background would seem to have facilitated their initiatives as much
as material privilege or ideological discipline.”> Recognizing this state of affairs, however, need
not lead to Seamus Deane’s view that the Revival itself represented a ‘strategic retreat from
political to cultural supremacy’. Such a scenario presupposes an advanced degree of coordinated
self-interest, even to the point of conspiracy, a view for which no historical evidence exists.”
Indeed, critiques of the Revival such as this not only exaggerate the degree of consensus within
Southern Protestantism prior to Independence but also fail to appreciate that, compared to the rest
of the minority, the intelligentsia was more receptive to change, more apt to evolve politically,
and more willing to engage in open debate with their opponents and critics.”* Relatively speaking
they were moderates, insofar as they were looking for ways, however impracticable at the time or

seemingly conservative in retrospect, to bridge the cultural gap in Ireland. In order to do so, they
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often exposed themselves to attacks that more properly should have been aimed at people who
never made themselves as vulnerable to public scrutiny. Educated and privileged but never
altogether cut off from the everyday realities of Catholic life, these people inhabited a middle
ground not just socially and economically, but culturally as well. Far more acutely than either
extreme, the more sensitive among them grasped, as did their Catholic counterparts, the urgency
with which Irish people of all sorts must be reconciled to each other.”> Their deep and abiding
engagement with the vexed question of national belonging was prompted by the specific position
they held within Protestant society, just as it also alerted them to the tenuous position of
Protestant society as a whole. Hubert Butler and those of the post-revolutionary generation who
shared the Revivalists’ background also inherited this outlook and not infrequently the sense of
obligation that came with it.

Identifying more precisely what constitutes the intellectual formation of Butler and his
generation of Protestant middle-class thinkers is a delicate task. To treat it as a fixed entity akin
to the mentalité model theorized by the Annales school is likely to prove self-defeating in this
instance, given the rapidly evolving and multi-dimensional nature of any modern intelligentsia.?®
Even where such a group would seem most coherent institutionally, as in the fact of their shared
Church of Ireland membership, it is necessary to remember that few of them grew up to be
conventional believers in what was already a highly individualistic tradition. On the other hand,
the Protestant community itself retained a strong if generally ill-defined notion of communal
perception that was not contingent on orthoddxy, as evidenced by the Dean of St. Patrick’s

remark to Lily Yeats at one point that a mutual acquaintance ‘has no religion but is an out-and-
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out Protestant in everything else’.”’ So whether or not they conformed to type religiously,
politically or otherwise, it is not unreasonable to posit the existence of what Hubert Butler himself
called a Southern Protestant ‘ethos’ underpinning his thought and that of his contemporaries (CD
228).® That modern Protestant writers have displayed specific tendencies and preoccupations
traceable to their Church of Ireland background is an argument a number of commentators have
already made, from a variety of angles and with varying degrees of success.”’ Yet assessing how
certain trends or emphases in Irish Protestantism have translated into mental habits common to
both religious and secular members of the southern minority is an undertaking where plenty
remains to be done. And this is where employing Hubert Butler as a touchstone is again useful as
a means of grounding such work in the particulars of one man’s experience, however exceptional
he might sometimes be. For on this basis it becomes possible at least to contemplate the
historical texture of the Southern Protestant sensibility, if not to map its precise dimensions.”

In his 1907 preface to John Bull’s Other Island, Bernard Shaw boasted to readers that ‘in
Ireland Protestantism is really Protestant’.’’ This awareness of the enduringly oppositional nature
of their tradition remained crucial to the minority’s self-conception throughout the twentieth
century. Notwithstanding the advantages they had inherited or the daily commonalities they
shared with Catholics, Southern Protestants could never forget the fundamental otherness that
sectarian difference imposed upon them and which their dwindling numbers served only to

accentuate. Thus while the contentious and dissident urges of Protestantism might mellow in
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other cultures, in Ireland these qualities retained their sharpness, and a proud commitment to the
‘Reformation spirit’ persisted not only among Ulster Dissenters but also in the more genteel
precincts of the Church of Ircland. Hubert Butler later confirmed as much when he wrote of his
community that ‘it is the Catholic majority that keeps most of us defiantly Protestant’ (CD 228).
Out of such apparent contrariness, however, Butler believed his tradition had emerged positively
as a champion of personal conscience in Ireland and as an advocate of independent thought. In
Hail and Farewell George Moore would come to a similar conclusion when considering the
sectarian divide, arguing that, in essence, ‘Catholicism and Protestantism are attitudes of the
mind’.”> Although himself of Anglo-Irish Catholic stock, Moore becomes convinced in the
course of his narrative that he must convert to Protestantism, since he believes no truly mature
artist can remain subordinate to the Catholic faith.** For Butler and Moore alike, then,
Protestantism is more than just the denominational affiliation of the minority; it embodies the
very principles of intellectual sovereignty and human creativity.

That Protestantism should be assigned this role in the Irish context appears as something
of a paradox, given the social and political supremacy enjoyed for so long by its adherents. How
could the former Established Church and its cultural demesne be considered the nesting ground
for non-uniformity? Central to Anglican theology has always been the idea of the via media, of
moderation and compromise in spiritual and e;cclesiastical matters. A fierce commitment to the
right of private judgment has thrived in sustained tension with the recognized necessity of
communal stability. Both in religious and political terms, the Protestant Establishment in Ireland
always regarded itself as navigating between the Scylla of Catholic authoritarianism and the
Charybdis of Calvinistic divisiveness.** By this way of thinking, the Church of Ireland was the
ecclesiological arm of peaceful and orderly government on the island. In the eighteenth century,

this striving after temperance was reinforced by Enlightenment notions of reason and balance,

32 George Moore, Hail and Farewell, ed. R. Cave (1911; Gerards Cross, Bucks, 1985), 630.
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though affirmation of these values by the Establishment did not result in the relief of either
Catholics or Dissenters, whose incorporation it was feared would only destroy a hard-won
equilibrium.” Hence religious and political exclusion were enforced in the name of preserving
individual liberty, a contradiction many enlightened Protestants considered morally justified by
the circumstances under which they lived.*

The Protestant perspective was to be no less paradoxical after the Union, albeit in a
different way. The impact of evangelicalism on bourgeois life across the British Isles proved
transformative, and all the more so among middle-class Irish Protestants whose colonial
insecurity made them particularly receptive to the certainty of its message.”’ So by the time of its
disestablishment in 1869, the Church of Ireland was characterized by a rather odd blend of traits,
with some of the pragmatism of its eighteenth-century form persisting alongside the devotional
zeal with which it had since been imbued.® What remained constant was a profound distrust of
any pronounced hierarchical tendencies reminiscent of the Church of Rome. Here the evangelical
movement’s emphasis on personal salvation over institutional piety complemented an existing
preference for local autonomy, whatever the ultimate reliance upon centralized power
structures.” Evangelicalism had managed to legitimate Protestants’ anti-authoritarian streak
without actually challenging the logic of their erastian domination. It was in this way that the
Church of Ireland managed in the late nineteenth century to emerge as both Evangelical and High
Church, radical in substance but conservative in form.** Since then members of the minority have

neither enjoyed their ancestors’ privilege nor exhibited their intensity, but they have demonstrated
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moderating impulses in other ways, combining a loyalty to tradition with a distinctly
latitudinarian outlook.”’ What may thus be called a via media tendency has prevailed among
Southern Protestants across the centuries, as evidenced by their instinctual aversion to civic
disorder, their embrace of private judgment and their capacity for synthesis and assimilation. Yet
even as the ambiguity of their position has encouraged such mediation, accompanying it has often
been an abiding sense of doubleness, a feeling of hyphenation plainly reflected in the concept of
Anglo-Irishness itself.*> By the same token, this ambiguity has also bred a deep ambivalence
among some Protestants, a reluctance to choose, which many times in their history has proved a
liability as much as a strength.® All this must be borne in mind when evaluating the ways Hubert
Butler and his generation expressed themselves, for whether they ultimately opted to celebrate
this complex inheritance or to criticize it, they were always and unavoidably its products.

Of course, in more immediate terms they were also the first heirs of the Irish Literary
Revival, which asserted a modicum of intellectual authority well into their early adulthood. As
the Revival’s undisputed leader, W.B. Yeats (1865-1939) continued throughout the 1930s to exert
a strong influence over national literary life, both personally and through collective efforts such
as the Abbey Theatre and the Irish Academy of Letters. Yet even as he championed the relevance
of the Protestant legacy in these and other social spheres, Yeats’s own rhetorical stance was
increasingly that of an elegist for a passing way of life.** Indeed, the waning energies of his final
decade were to be taken up more by the self-dramatization of poetic creativity than by sustained
forays into the arena of Irish cultural politics.”” Arguably in the process Yeats facilitated the

myth that the Anglo-Irish tradition was somehow dying with him, though as Norman Vance has
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suggested, it would be erroneous to take these death claims too literally, whatever their source.*
All that said, there is no question that in the meantime the Revival generation as a whole had
gradually retreated from the public discourse, and emblematic of this passing was the demise of
the Irish Statesman in 1930. Started by Sir Horace Plunkett (1854-1932) as a mouthpiece for
political conciliation and edited from 1923 onwards by the inimitable George W. Russell (1867-
1935), the Statesman served as the house journal for liberal intellectuals young and old during
the early years of the Free State. Nowhere is the transition from the Revivalists to their Protestant
and Catholic successors more clearly manifest than in the pages of this paper. Russell, or AE as
he was universally known, used his editorial position not only to encourage pluralistic social
policies under the new dispensation but also to foster burgeoning literary talents of all kinds.”’
And while the Statesman’s folding marked the end to a period of closely cultivated cross-
generational and non-sectarian solidarity among Irish progressives, it lived on as a model for
similar initiatives long after the Revivalists themselves had gone.**

Hubert Butler was a member of the younger generation for whom the end of the Irish
Statesman came as a turning-point (E4 122). To him, both Plunkett and AE represented the very
best of Protestant activism and commitment, and he revered them as mentors in his own
development as an Irish nationalist. Their longstanding advocacy of agricultural co-operation and
other forms of constructive social and political engagement were to be sources of lifelong
inspiration and are subjects to which he returns repeatedly in his writings. Similarly, Standish
James O’Grady (1846-1928) is another Revival figure whose combination of Protestant self-

assertion and devotion to Ireland’s welfare guaranteed him a central place in Butler’s moral
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imagination. Though O’Grady’s retirement to the Isle of Wight during the First World War
meant he had little direct contact with the post-revolutionary generation, his profound influence
on other Revivalists ensured that the impact of his ideas and personality continued to reverberate
in the culture. Taken together, O’Grady, Plunkett and AE constitute a major branch in what may
be called the intellectual genealogy of Butler and other post-Revival Protestant thinkers.
Admittedly, this choice of precursors is highly selective, and again one must beware of
overestimating their impact upon the minority’s consciousness as a whole.” Yet Butler’s
conviction that these individuals exemplified a specifically Protestant combination of
independent-mindedness and communal dedication still relevant to the larger community requires
that they be approached in terms broader than those of his personal admiration for them. Thus,
the first chapter of this thesis is dedicated to examining some of the direct ways these three men
intervened in Irish society during the period 1900-30 and identifying the particular moral and
intellectual legacy they bequeathed to Southern Protestantism in the process. This exercise in
genealogical tracing-work is reflective of Butler and his generation’s preoccupation with the
meaning of roots and inheritance during a time in Irish life when such things were often a source
of bitterness towards the minority. His desire to establish and promote a kind of ‘fictive kinship’
with these precursors, a kinship not contingent on blood but on values, was pivotal to his attempt
to salvage strands of the Anglo-Irish tradition from which a positive Protestant identity could then
be woven.”

Though this study is primarily focused on post-revolutionary Protestant intellectuals who
either made Ireland their home or maintained close links with it, such a focus does not preclude
attention to their experience of other countries. Indeed, an important challenge facing many of
them during this period was persuading their compatriots to take a greater interest in the world

they themselves had witnessed abroad. This was no easy task, especially as the craving among

* R.F. Foster, Paddy and Mr Punch, 22.
%% See Benedict Anderson, ‘Selective Kinship’, Dublin Review 10 (Spring 2003), 5-29.



15

some Irish people for an ‘authentic’ and uncontaminated national culture led them to suspect any
outward orientation as tantamount to betrayal and corruption.”’ Obviously there is nothing
exclusively Protestant to being curious about foreign people and customs, and throughout the
twentieth century there were, as always, Irish Catholics well-travelled and well-versed in the
ways of other cultures.’> Yet perhaps it was inevitable that Protestants, with their frequent and
longstanding ties to England, should be regarded as particularly susceptible to non-Irish
influences. Of course, the active participation of the Anglo-Irish in the British imperial project
had given them not only a closeness to English life but also a familiarity with conditions across
the globe, and this broad perspective in turn affected their perception of their own Irishness.”
The legacy of this imperial outlook proved a mixed blessing to later Protestants like Hubert
Butler, who struggled to retain its international breadth even as they repudiated its reflexive
Anglocentrism and expansionist spirit. The second chapter of this thesis, covering the years
1930-45, examines how he and others used their travels and foreign knowledge as a way of
placing in a wider context their situation as members of both a former ruling elite and a religious
minority. It also looks at how Butler and his contemporaries responded to the rise of
totalitarianism in Europe in the thirties and their experience of the national isolation brought
about by Ireland’s policy of neutrality during the Second World War. The third chapter picks up
where the second one leaves off and considers the years 1945-72. Attention here is paid to the
ways the Irish responded to the emerging Cold War rivalry between East and West and the ways
Butler and other dissidents in turn questioned the prevailing assumptions of the Catholic majority.
This section evaluates his critique of mass society on either side of the Iron Curtain and his plea

for humane values and individual rights regardless of political polarities. In these two chapters,
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then, Butler’s internationalist viewpoint emerges not as the antithesis of his national identity but
as a complement to it, a modern affirmation of an Irish Protestant tradition of cosmopolitanism
dating back to the seventeenth century.>*

While Hubert Butler often found his compatriots provincially minded, he nonetheless
relished the intimacy of Irish communal life, particularly the neighbourliness of the countryside.
His decision to settle permanently in Ireland, however, did not mean he was prepared to
acquiesce in the increasingly Catholic tenor of Free State society. So as sectarian notions of Irish
belonging gained ground during the thirties and forties, he in turn became preoccupied with
identifying secular alternatives which could fully accommodate the minority community and bind
it more closely to the majority. In promoting these alternatives, he challenged at once the
chauvinism of Catholics and the aloofness of Protestants. Chapter Four, incorporating 1930-49,
therefore approaches Butler’s thinking on community as a form of constructive opposition and
looks at the practical ways he tried to build on his vision through local cultural activities in
Kilkenny. Moreover, it scrutinizes his relationship with other liberal intellectuals as they all
worked to effect a more tolerant and inclusive social dispensation. This section also addresses the
Protestant community’s evolving sense of national loyalty in the context of, among other things,
the Church of Ireland’s decision in 1949 to revise its State Prayers to reflect the proclamation of
an Irish Republic. The fifth chapter picks up the narrative from 1949-72 and focuses more
directly on occasions of public controversy and on the nature of Butler’s intellectual dissent. His
understanding of his dissenting role as inextricably bound up in his status as an autonomous
cultural Protestant is lent particular emphasis. The ostracism he and Owen Sheehy Skeffington
endured after the Papal Nuncio Incident in 1952 serves as a springboard for assessing the general
condition of free speech in Ireland during this period and for asking whether communal
acceptance of Protestants remained contingent on their voluntary self-effacement. The strictness

with which the Catholic hierarchy continued to enforce the Ne Temere decree throughout the
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1950s is likewise important in evaluating the Irish majority’s resistance to pluralism, and the
fierceness of this resistance is highlighted by a review of the Fethard-on-Sea Boycott of 1957.
This event is taken up not only as an illustration of sectarian conflict but also as one of the many
occasions on which Butler voiced his profound frustration with his co-religionists for their failure
to assert their principles more forcefully. And even as life in the Republic began to liberalize in
the 1960s, he remained adamant that Southern Protestants could play a unique part in the forging
of a common future for the whole island, a task which obviously assumed greater urgency and
complexity with the re-emergence of the Troubles in Northern Ireland.

As with so many other aspects of their heritage, Protestants’ relationship to history itself
was to prove a double-edged sword after 1930. The perception among many Catholics that a
genuinely independent Ireland depended not only upon the attainment of political sovereignty but
also on the repudiation of all vestiges of the Anglo-Irish past put nationally-minded minority men
like Butler in an awkward position. Both for personal and patriotic reasons, he and others insisted
that much about the colonial legacy was inherently valuable and could be profitably integrated
into the fabric of the new culture. Protestants therefore had a responsibility to defend the virtues
of historical continuity while at the same time acknowledging the sins committed by their fathers.
Yet this seemingly moderate mandate constituted a challenge to the historiographic assumptions
of Protestants and Catholics alike, which had long ago congealed into fixed pieties. The
emergence of rival sectarian historiographies in Europe since the Reformation is hardly a novel
idea, but it is one which has retained its freshness in the Irish context due to the standing parallel
between political and religious affiliations.”> Nationalist readings of history have frequently been

tied to Catholic images of suffering and redemption, whereby the Irish past is depicted as a series
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of ‘repeated and unspeakable wrongs’ which coalesce into a ‘mythic continuity’.”® From this
perspective, history is conceived as unfolding in a circular rather than a linear manner.
Conversely, Irish Protestant historiography has tended to cling, despite all evidence to the
contrary, to the conviction that everything since Martin Luther has been an uninterrupted
progression away from tyranny and superstition towards freedom and reason.”” By its very
nature, this school of history expected that each succeeding generation would perpetuate the
triumphant procession of Protestant virtue. Both schools fell prey to what Quentin Skinner has
labelled the ‘mythology of coherence’, whereby the would-be interpreter of the past attributes an
order and symmetry to ideas and attitudes that never enjoyed such coherence during their
formulation.”® Thus in each case, a rival pairing of sectarian myths, those of continuity and
coherence, perpetuated itself in the community and ensured that little or no common ground
could be found with the historical perceptions of the other group.” The final chapter of this
thesis looks at how this rivalry survived well into the twentieth century, as illustrated by the
ongoing debate between the Church of Ireland and the Catholic Church over which was the true
inheritor of the Patrician tradition. It also attempts, however modestly, to assess how their
Protestant heritage may have influenced the outlook and emphases of certain well-known
historians from this period.

Out of his commitment to nourishing the bond between past and present in Ireland,
Hubert Butler worked to foster an appreciation for historical continuity in a number of ways.
The latter half of Chapter Six examines his promotion of ‘country scholarship’ as a perpetuation
of the unsubsidised scholarship of the nineteenth-century Anglo-Irish gentry and as the basis for

his own avowedly amateur pursuit of antiquarianism, archacology and local history. His
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antipathy towards the professionalization of the academy is likewise analysed in terms of his
moral understanding of the rights and responsibilities afforded by learning and in light of his
struggle to gain recognition for his unorthodox ideas regarding the origins of Irish saint-figures.
The 1972 publication of his book on this subject, Ten Thousand Saints: A Study in Irish and
European Origins, serves as a good stopping-place for the study as a whole, since by then Butler
and his conteinporaries had largely yielded their role in the public discourse to a new generation.
1972 also stands as a turning-point in Irish life generally, given the repeal that year of key parts of
Article 44 in the Constitution, the decision of the Republic to join the EEC, and the winding up of
the Northern parliament at Stormont.*® Though pluralism across the island still had a long way to
go as a daily reality, plainly a major shift in thinking had taken place. For over forty years Hubert
Butler worked, sometimes alone but often with others, to sow the seeds for this change. Yet as
with Protestant intellectual experience overall, it would be anachronistic to read his contribution
to this process as a mere stopgap or stepping-stone in the historical progression towards
something else. His writings, most often in the form of the periodical essay, demand to be read in
the context of the time and place in which they were composed. By the same token, the writings
of Butler and other mid-century Protestants offer, even in their subjectivity, a promising and still

largely unexplored means for approaching this period of Irish life in all its fullness.
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One: An Intellectual Genealogy
of Southern Protestantism, 1900-30

Irishmen dislike erratic personalities. We prefer men who are true to type. We recognise without
resentment the existence of various types and we are on the whole fairly tolerant. In Ireland a man
may be a Protestant or a Catholic, a Nationalist or a Unionist, without suffering any serious
inconvenience. He may choose his fold, but he must be a sheep. We do not like wild animals.
And, unfortunately, the man of letters is usually, the man of genius always, an eccentric creature
who cannot be kept in an enclosure. He insists on looking at things from odd angles and seeing
them not at all as other people see them.

— George A. Birmingham, An Irishman Looks at His World."

% %k %k %k

1. Standish O’Grady: Ascendancy controversialist

Writing in 1938, Sir Shane Leslie recalled how Standish O’Grady in his prime had been
‘loved and tolerated in Dublin, but he had no following’ 2 While possibly accurate, Leslie’s
comment sounds ironic now, given that O’Grady is commonly remembered as much for the
influence he exercised over younger men such as W.B. Yeats and George W. Russell as he is for
his own literary achievements. This fact is due in no small part to the Revivalists themselves,
who by so readily acknowledging their particular debt to O’Grady managed to restrict his legacy
to the early heroic romances he authored and from which they had derived so much inspiration.’
Yet O’Grady’s retellings of Celtic lore, seminal as they were, represent only one of several
phases in a much longer and more varied career. Noting that he outlived the confines assigned
him by his standard reputation, Roy Foster has observed how ‘the received story of Ireland writes
him out as soon as his allotted part is played’, and how this part does not extend to his later work
as an independent journalist from the late 1890s onwards.* It is from the time O’Grady left

Dublin for Kilkenny at the start of 1898, however, that one sees him coming fully into his own as

' George A. Birmingham, An Irishman Looks at His World (London, 1919), 119-20. Birmingham knew
whereof he spoke: see Andrew Gailey, ‘An Irishman’s World’, Irish Review 13 (Winter 1992-3), 31-9.
? Shane Leslie, The Film of Memory (London, 1938), 348.

3 See W.B. Yeats, Autobiographies (1955; London, 1987), 219-20.

*R.F. Foster, The Story of Ireland (Oxford, 1995), 19. Even now, few scholars have given the later
O’Grady any substantial consideration. An exception is Edward Hagan in his recent introduction to
Standish O’Grady, To the Leaders of Our Working People, ed. E. Hagan (Dublin, 2002), vii-xxvii.
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a controversialist and public intellectual. The years he spent advocating increased social
responsibility among the Anglo-Irish landlords achieved their climax during this period, and his
attempts at cheerleading were replaced by a more confrontational attitude. So while O’Grady
clung tenaciously to his anti-modern desire to resurrect what he imagined had been a feudal, rural
utopia led by upright Anglo-Irish landlords, with his founding of the 4!/ Ireland Review in 1900
he was clearly at a crossroads in his whole outlook. By looking into the pages of this neglected
weekly journal, one finds him struggling to imagine new terms under which members of the
Ascendancy might still find common cause with the emerging Ireland. Combative, contradictory,
but above all driven by the desire to see the Anglo-Irish do their duty to their native land, he
emerges as a colourful exemplar of Protestant activism and social critique at the dawning of the
twentieth century.

Born into a Church of Ireland rectory in County Cork in 1864, Standish James O’Grady
epitomized the Protestant middling gentry, as well as some of the key changes it underwent
during the Victorian period. As an undergraduate at Trinity College Dublin, he had begun a
course in theological study but like W.E.H. Lecky concluded his personal views were too
unconventional to permit his taking up Holy Orders.” Instead he trained as a barrister and
practiced law only briefly before finding his calling as a journalist. O’Grady’s decision to
embark upon professional literary activity in favour of the more conventional paths offered by
Church and Bar is indicative of a larger trend among his generation of Anglo-Irishmen, and
indeed, among similarly positioned young men all across Britain.’ In a time when the world
seemed ever more interested in reading the newspaper headlines than it did the scriptures,
periodical literature was increasingly a forum in which one might hope to command serious

attention.” But for an idealist such as O’Grady, there was always more to this choice than a mere

5 Hugh Art O’Grady, Standish James O’Grady: The Man and the Writer (Dublin, 1929), 34.
® Terence Brown, ‘Cultural Nationalism 1880-1930: Introduction’, in S. Deane et al. (eds.), The Field Day
Anthology of Irish Writing, 3 vols. (Derry, 1991), ii. 518. See also Stefan Collini, Public Moralists, 27-59.
7 See John Gross, The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters (London, 1969), 62-166.
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striving after popularity; a career in journalism also recommended itself as an alternative pulpit
from which to preach his secular but still religiously-inflected message of Irish national
redemption. The urge to transfer the moral fervour of his evangelical upbringing to the worldly
setting of literature was a manoeuvre for which he found a clear precedent in Thomas Carlyle,
who in 1841 had famously identified the man-of-letters as a type of modern hero and alternative
priest.’ As his later writings were to demonstrate, O’Grady proved capable of unleashing
Carlylean jeremiads against those in his community whom he thought should likewise seek to be
heroic in their station and who patently were not. Yet his affinity for Carlyle’s rhetoric was
tempered by a decided lack of malice which uitimately save O’Grady’s writings from a descent
into Carlyle’s rancour.” And here it is important to note how he also derived inspiration from
another literary moralist, Ralph Waldo Emerson. For while Carlyle’s anxieties over the
emergence of mass society led him to dark and often authoritarian conclusions, Emerson took his
own reservations about this phenomenon and used them to justify his hopeful teachings on the
necessity of self-reliance.'® The reactionary and progressive strains of thought represented by
these two men are both detectable in O’Grady, often dynamic and un-reconciled. What results
from this uneasy blend is, among other things, an Irishman with a Carlylean conception of history
and an Emersonian optimism about the future.

Not surprisingly, such inconsistencies often generated bewilderment in others. Writing
after her friend’s death in 1928, Alice Milligan reflected upon ‘the duality of O’Grady’s mind in
its outlook on political happenings in Ireland, Nationalist and Imperialist at one time or
alternately as a mood of argumentativeness seized him’.!' This dualism or contradiction similarly

led Lady Gregory to joke that O’Grady was a ‘fenian Unionist’, while Ernest Boyd preferred to

® Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, ed. M.K. Goldberg et al. (1841,
Berkeley, CA, 1993), 140.
John Kelly, ‘Introduction’, in Standish O’Grady, All Ireland, ed. J. Kelly (Poole, 1999), n/p.
Slgmﬁcantly, O’Grady was to reprint the entirety of Emerson’s essay ‘Self-Reliance’ in the A/l Ireland
Review during June and July 1901.
IS 11 Aug. 1928, 452.
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think of him as an ‘aristocratic Radical’."> One trait about which there was no ambiguity,
however, was his abiding anti-modernism. Convinced that the developments associated with
western progress — urbanization, industrialization, democratization — were eroding the spirit of
organic human community, O’Grady longed for a return to a simple rural past wherein the social
hierarchy would be preserved and respected.”” For obvious reasons the Anglo-Irish gentry as a
whole shared in this longing, though few also shared his conviction that profound changes were
required in their own behaviour for such an arrangement to remain tenable in the future. This
recognition of the need for improved leadership among the ruling classes, coupled with his
antipathy to radical activists such as Henry George, led O’Grady to become an enthusiastic
supporter of Randolph Churchill’s Tory Democracy movement. Seeing in the initiative a means
by which the Irish elite might be coaxed into resuming some of their political responsibilities, he
was deeply disappointed when the Conservative establishment failed to support Churchill."
Later he would turn with equal vigour to the controversy surrounding the Royal Commission on
Taxation, which in 1896 concluded that Ireland had been massively overtaxed since the Act of
Union.”” O’Grady was ecstatic when Irishmen temporarily united in their outrage at this evidence
of English exploitation. Moreover, the lead taken on this occasion by Lord Castledown and other
prominent Anglo-Irishmen appeared to confirm his fervent belief that the Ascendancy still had a
vital part to play in Ireland’s development.'® Yet the Financial Relations Conference designed to
capitalize upon this shared grievance quickly revealed instead the underlying discord among the
factions, and the initial momentum was allowed to dissipate. In 1898 O’Grady published A4l/

Ireland both as a bitter critique of this missed opportunity and as an appeal to the landlords to

2 Ernest A. Boyd, ‘Introduction’, in Standish O’Grady, Selected Essays and Passages, ed. E.A. Boyd
(Dublin, 1918), 17.

¥ For a discussion of other types of Irish pastoral idyll espoused during this period, see Mary Daly,
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' See Standish O’Grady, Toryism and the Tory Democracy (London, 1886).

13 See John Kelly, ‘Introduction’, in Standish O’Grady, 4/! Ireland, n/p.

' Standish O’Grady, ‘The New United Ireland’, New Review 93 (Feb. 1897), 132.
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assert themselves on behalf of the whole country. If nothing else, the book reveals the tenacity
and creativity with which its author clung to the principle of modern Anglo-Irish activism.

In the same year, O’Grady gave up his job as leader-writer for Dublin’s Daily Express
and took over the Kilkenny Moderator in the hope, as he explained to Lady Gregory at the time,
of turning it into ‘a pulpit from which I can preach my doctrine without interference’.!” In mid-
August he wrote her again to boast of his early success and to announce that ‘I shall probably
start a Dublin daily before Christmas and go on the war path in earnest’.'® This was a premature
expectation, but it shows how committed O’Grady still was to public affairs and how resilient
was his optimism. Lady Gregory herself was less sure about the Moderator enterprise,
confessing worriedly to her diary: ‘I think he will ruin himself on it”.'” One happy by-product of
O’Grady’s move was the fruitful alliance he developed with two prominent members of the
Kilkenny gentry, Ellen, Lady Desart (1858-1933) and her brother-in-law, Captain Otway Cuffe
(1853-1912). Already a Theosophist and disciple of William Morris, Cuffe in particular was
inspired by O’Grady’s call to local service and threw himself into a variety of projects to bolster
culture and industry in the area. Over the next twelve years he would organize youth clubs in
Kilkenny and Sheestown, build a new theatre, serve as President of the Kilkenny branch of the
Gaelic League and as Mayor of the city. With the financial backing and moral support of his
widowed sister-in-law he also started Kilkenny Woollen Mills and Kilkenny Woodworkers Ltd.,
while Lady Desart herself was to spearhead the construction of a city library and the Aut Even

Hospital. >

As a result of this flurry of benevolent outreach, Cuffe came to be regarded as
something of an eccentric within the Anglo-Irish community, as evidenced by the affectionate but

patronizing manner in which he was later portrayed in the memoirs of his niece and nephew.”!
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Yet there were also Protestants in the area who derived inspiration from this example of localist
activity, among them Hubert Butler’s family in nearby Bennettsbridge and Lavistown (CD 223-
7). During this period of neighbourhood renewal Butler himself was born in October 1900.
Meanwhile, O’Grady had continued to promote his vision of Anglo-Irish social
responsibility in the pages of the Moderator. In the spring of 1899 he reported to Lady Gregory
that ‘I am getting a strong grip on the mind and I think the affections of the people...in spite of
queer doctrines and oftentimes a liberty no one else could take. How it will all end I don’t
know’.2 Tt was not long before he found out. Having already antagonized Lord Ormonde and
others with his critique of their conduct during the Financial Relations Conference, O’Grady then
worsened his position by spiritedly defending his patrons, the Desarts, in what subsequently
became known as the ‘County Scandal’.® In a complicated set of accusations and counter-
accusations, the Colonel of the Kilkenny Militia, a former employee of the Cuffes, became
embroiled in a conflict with the family over his defamation of the character of the deceased Earl
of Desart. When the Marquess of Ormonde, the Protestant Bishop of Ossory, and the Master of
the Kilkenny Hounds all effectively closed ranks behind the Colonel, O’Grady launched a series
of tirades in the Moderator lambasting the entire Kilkenny elite for its poor moral and civic
leadership. This time he had gone too far, though, and soon he found himself shunned by polite
Protestant society, those people about whom, in principle and in fact, he cared most. Yet the
controversy meant more to O’Grady than social ostracism alone. Never a man of independent
means, speaking out and offending vested interests had financial implications for his family, and
he was forced to give up the Moderator when various writs for libel began to arrive.”* O’Grady’s
economic vulnerability should not be brushed aside as incidental, for it cuts to the heart of the
internal dynamic at work in Ascendancy society. While it may be that he underestimated the

reaction he would provoke with his charges, he seems to have made them with a certain faith that

2 NYPL (Gregory Papers): Standish O’Grady to Lady Gregory, 16 Apr. 1899.
2 See HMB’s ‘Anglo-Irish Twilight’ (E4 75-87).
2 NYPL (Gregory Papers): Standish O’Grady to Lady Gregory, 20 June 1899.
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his constituency would at least tolerate his dissent. Reflecting on the communal pressures that
faced the middling gentry to conform socially and politically before Independence, Hubert Butler
later noted of his own Kilkenny family during this time that ‘we, unlike the Cuffes and Lady
Desart, were not in the income group which could afford to be unorthodox’ (G# 23). When
pushed hard enough by their intellectual members, the Anglo-Irish made it clear that they were
not a community capable of genuine and sustained self-examination, even when an Ascendancy
Unionist was the critic.”’

With the Moderator debacle behind him, Standish O’Grady began 1900 with a new
journal and a new attitude. It is worth remarking that the same year he started the 4l Ireland
Review, he also published the novel The Queen of the World. Whereas all the tales he had written
heretofore had looked longingly to the past for clues to an ideal social order, now he proffered a
utopian scenario set in the future. The novel, like the paper, demonstrates his renewed
determination to look forward to a day when Ireland would no longer embarrass itself through
self-pity and helplessness.”® Both likewise serve as a discernible moment in his career when he
finally stopped expecting his own community to supply the ‘living heroes’ to lead Ireland; from
then on he became open to more innovative and inclusive approaches to its problems.”’ The
name of the All Ireland Review itself, as he explained in the inaugural issue, reflected his desire to
find common ground: ‘With regard to public affairs, it is my intention to promote to the utmost a
general mutual tolerance, regard, and respect, for the achievement of greater national solidarity
and the concentration of power. I shall deal with no politics save those which are indicated by the

title’.*® An ambitious agenda, no doubt, but one that again illustrates O’Grady’s willingness to

% W.J. McCormack’s description of the episode as an ‘absurdity’ and of O’Grady’s behaviour as ‘pathetic’
overlooks both his self-consciously local approach to the scandal and the personal courage required of him
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2 Luke Netterville [Standish O’Grady], The Queen of the World, or Under the T yranny (London, 1900).

7 Jerry C.M. Nolan, ‘Standish James O’Grady’s Cultural Nationalism’, Irish Studies Review 7 (Dec. 1999),
352.

% AIR 6 Jan. 1900, 1.



27

reconcile and adapt himself, insofar as he was able, to the extraordinary changes Ireland was
undergoing during his lifetime. The 4!l Ireland Review, literally a one-man show during most of
its seven-year existence, ladled out to its readership on a weekly basis an unpredictable
concoction of political commentary, economic theory, literary criticism, theological speculation
and personal confession. O’Grady not only wrote nearly all the columns but also handled the
paper’s other aspects, from advertisement canvassing to proof-reading. The journalist William
O’Brien is said to have remarked that it was ‘the only paper in the three kingdoms that did not
irritate him’, and certainly it is true that whatever its eccentricities, no one would accuse the A/l
Ireland Review of cuteness or playing up to popular sentiment.”’ As O’Grady himself observed
shortly after his new venture had got started, ‘Nearly all my supporters are of “the savage and
solitary” sort. Very few of “the gay and gregarious [sort]>.*® This would seem to be just how he
wanted it; the Moderator experience had cured him of the illusion that he could run a
conventional newspaper and still write with the intensity and candour that his prophetic instincts
demanded. So by June 1902 he wrote to Lady Gregory that ‘A.LR. seems [to be] turning the
corner you will be glad to [hear] and nothing looks like stopping me now except things like
barbed wire flung after me out of Kilkenny(,] where I had an extra bad time’.’!

O’Grady flung back a little barbed wire himself in the opening issues of the All Ireland
Review. Some of his best-known diatribes against the landlord class first appeared as leaders that
ran from week to week in instalments, sometimes for months at a time.>> His continued
outspokenness served to alienate him further from polite Protestant society, even from some of
his friends and family. In 1901, one of his cousins cancelled his subscription to the paper,

offended by O’Grady’s constant sniping at the gentry. Characteristically, he chose to respond
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with an open letter on the front page: ‘You are the second of my near relatives who have turned
against me in this business — against me who, alone in Ireland, has stepped out to help you and all
your doomed order, and, as it were, taken off my coat to the work’. He then addresses what he
sees as the larger problem that his cousin embodies: ‘[Y]ou are bright and intelligent and warm-
hearted, but like 99 out of 100 of your class and order, you are either unwilling or unable to think.
And that is why you are being destroyed; because you will not think’.>> But he could now say
such things with little or no expectation that he would be heeded. As he conceded in the Review
several years later, after much internal resistance he had finally ‘learned from history that
menaced aristocracies never shift their ground till the ground shifts from under them’.** More
painful still was the realization that even Anglo-Irishmen who wanted to shift their ground and
make room for the future were finding it ever more difficult to do so. The opportunities for
manoeuvre were becoming fewer and fewer, the faith of the majority in the gentry’s goodwill
diminishing with every passing day. So to a young correspondent, recently come down from
Oxford and eager ‘to help on the new movement in Ireland’, O’Grady explained sympathetically
that he belonged to a familiar group: “You are [of] a class of men, [ am one of them myself, who
can’t do anything and want something to do’.>> This was perhaps the worst part of O’Grady’s
experience in the new century: he now had the dubious pleasure of watching all his predictions
come true, for after the Wyndham Act of 1903, few could argue that the gentlemen of Ireland
would ever return to their former standing or influence.”® The writer could not help but compare
this steady demise to the glories of their forbears, whose experience, he argued, ‘ought to be a

kind of Bible and a most sacred record. It was a distinct revelation of divine things, and
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revelation was granted as for a moment through their order and their own immediate ancestors’.’’
If the Ascendancy that had produced Grattan’s Parliament had enjoyed God’s blessing, then it
would seem that this blessing had at last been decisively withdrawn.

There were those in broad sympathy with O’Grady who nonetheless found his imperious
tone irritating at times. Provoked by the Review‘s assertion in 1902 that their new theatrical
initiatives did not constitute a worthy forum for the presentation of the heroic literature, AE told
Yeats he had prepared a strong response to O’Grady: ‘I tell him frankly that he is not great
enough to issue fiats to other literary men and accuse them of decadence in a muddle of confused
and contradictory sentences. If he publishes it and replies I hope we shall have a gorgeous row’.
Yet later in the month Russell wrote again saying he had not sent the letter after all, because ‘I did
not on second thoughts like fighting with a friend’.*® As AE’s remark suggests, most of
O’Grady’s supporters were prepared to accepf this more trying side of the man as the price of his
brilliance and passion. When asked by another reader why he did not solicit more work from
other writers to put into the paper, the Editor answered somewhat haughtily that ‘99 out of 100 of
my subscribers joined for personal and not general reasons; and so, the little paper is not a literary
paper in a general sense; it is to a very large degree myself, a fact which I think is my pou sto’.’ ?
There is some indication here and elsewhere in the pages of the Review that O’Grady had at last
made peace with his position as outsider and was now prepared to exploit it as best as he could.
In 1903 he reflected sententiously that ‘A.LR., as a mere theorist and recluse, is naturally pleased
when the practical people, the men of affairs, seem to be going the way he indicates....[BJut why
do we take such a long time to find out things which to the unpractical mind are so obvious?’*°

The curious mixture of arrogance and self-effacement underlying this remark, typical of

O’Grady’s writing as a whole, offers yet another instance of the ways the egalitarian and elitist
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aspects of his character were in constant tension and of his efforts to balance them by assuming
the role of soothsayer and dissident. It was a strategy that was simultaneously public service and
personal solution to the irreconcilable position in which he found himself as a Ascendancy
controversialist.

As the illuminating and frequently entertaining correspondence columns of the All
Ireland Review testify, though, most of his readers were not so much offended by O’Grady’s
contradictions and inconsistencies as simply baffled by them. In an exchange entitled ‘Isms and
Ists’, one correspondent wrote earnestly: ‘I cannot quite make out to what political persuasion
you belong, though I have been reading A.LR. for a long time....I think you really ought to let us
understand where you are and from what point of view you are looking at our affairs’. To which
O’Grady responded:

Well, do you know? I think I ought not: ought not to let you understand. Moreover, I

have a dislike to being labelled; and that, I see, is what you want. I, on the other hand,

want to be free, not ticketed and boxed in and locked up along with other people with

whom I have perhaps absolutely nothing else in common except the ticket. Don’t try to

crowd me in with a lot of ‘Ists’, for I won’t be so crowded.
He then concedes that he has had many such letters in the past but insists that ‘I no more
understand than you do my “politics”, a word which, as you know, rhymes with “knavish
tricks™”.*! At first glance O’Grady’s response may seem flippant, even a little unkind, until one
remembers just how dogmatic Irish political orientations had by that stage become. In this sense
the Review functioned not just as a challenge to the specific proprieties and pretensions of its
readership but as a witness to and example of an entirely different way of thinking about Ireland
and Irishness: a more liberal, imaginative way of thinking. As he wrote sternly to another reader
wanting to know what he meant by all his various opinions:

You are all so used to your life in one or other of our hostile camps that you cannot

understand one who belongs to none of these camps; you think because I was born and

brought up in one of them and have gone out of it, | must have done so with the intention

of going into another, and thence shouting a borrowed war-cry and an adopted
Shibboleth....What have I to do with all these camps and factions — I who am coming out

‘L AIR 2 Sept. 1905, 312.
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to speak for such things as you feel, if not know, that I and my gentle Ariel stand for in
this Lost Land; — God, and the King, and Law — the Law of Laws.*?

Here, then, was the necessary philosophy of ‘All Ireland’ as much as any practical policy for
unity; O’Grady’s ragbag of ideas was his attempt to throw off the constricting dualities that had
governed his people’s approach to politics and society and to welcome anyone that might bring
Ireland closer to his evolving vision of national self-fulfilment. As he had confided to Lady
Gregory in 1904, ‘you know I am ungovernable and no respecter of persons’.* On the way to
this more generous and inclusive notion of Ireland’s future, O’Grady managed to free himself of
past loyalties to a degree that bespeaks an intellectual independence not previously recognized in
him.

This increasing openness did not mean O’Grady had abandoned his primary allegiances,
however, as his comments about Protestantism in the All Ireland Review demonstrate. Writing in
1905, for example, he asserted that ‘it is the duty of Irish Protestants...to prove their title deeds by
setting an example of true Christian charity towards those from whom they are religiously and
politically divided. And by Christian charity We do not mean an “accommodating” spirit, or the
sacrifice of principles to a false peace’. He touches here upon a point with which Irish Protestants
were to grapple frequently in the years to come. Where exactly did a healthy mutual respect end
and the surrender of essential beliefs begin? There was no clear precedent for this kind of
negotiation, given that religious and political supremacy had long been indistinguishable in
Ireland. Yet the dependence upon England to which his community had resorted since the Union
to retain this supremacy had always struck O’Grady as distinctly un-Protestant. To be both fully
Irish and fully Protestant, then, the minority must rediscover its Reformation inheritance apart
from English influence and reassert an autonomous yet constructive identity. In this respect, his
comments on religion reflect not so much a strong anti-Romanism as they do a surfeit of Church

of Ireland self-regard. At one point he boasted in the Review that ‘what I like best about my own
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religion is that we check and limit the power of our ecclesiastics; also they on their side show no
strong inclination to expand it’.** Arguably it was this obvious pride in his Protestantism that
enabled O’Grady to become more open-minded and tolerant, but this same pride and the superior
attitude it engendered could give the opposite impression to others. One correspondent was
finally moved to suggest that the moralizing tone of the Review was directly attributable to
O’Grady’s religious orientation: ‘Irish Protestants have been brought up for so many generations
in the fixed belief that their mission in the world is to chastize the follies of poor weak Papishes
that it has become inherent in their nature, and they can never for long resist a moral
lecture....You are not, I think, a bigot, but you have not outgrown this original weakness of your
sect. There is not a number now in which you do not lecture, or nag, or sneer’.*’

Still, lecturing, nagging, and sneering was often what Standish O’Grady did best, and he
continued to do so with more than an occasional flash of brilliance until his health began breaking
down in 1907. The following year he was finally relieved of financial worry by being awarded a
Civil List Pension, something Lady Gregory had been trying to secure for him for some time.*
The All Ireland Review thus came to an end, but O’Grady’s last decade in Ireland was hardly idle.
As his contributions to the Irish Peasant after this time illustrate, he continued to move steadily
leftward in his political espousals. Eventually he found an ideological niche for himself writing
for A.R. Orage’s the New Age, the organ of English Guild Socialism. This shift to the left is not
as strange as it might first appear; O’Grady retained his fascination with some kind of return to
medieval feudalism, and once he fully reconciled himself to the fact that such a return would

never be initiated by the existing aristocracy, he was free to turn to other means for pursuing this
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agenda.” What he retained to the end was a reflexive faith that social problems must be
addressed at the most local level, and it was this belief that lent his engagement in public
controversy its intensely personal and highly individualistic character. He finally left Ireland for
health reasons in 1918, never to return. Soon after, the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy of which he had
been by turns fervent champion and critic also came to an end. Yet O’Grady’s call for Protestant
activism was in itself a timeless thing, and his words would stand as both a challenge and a
promise to his co-religionists in the decades to come.
IL. Sir Horace Plunkett: secular communalist

If Otway Cuffe was one of the few Anglo-Irishmen to live up to Standish O’Grady’s
ideal of service, then surely Sir Horace Plunkett was another. For Plunkett, serving Ireland was
to become something of an obsession. He is now best remembered as the pioneer of the modern
Irish co-operative movement, which from its rﬁodest beginnings in the early 1890s eventually
developed into a network of creameries and other rural ventures that spanned the breadth of the
island and incorporated the labours of hundreds of thousands of Irishmen and women. As the
main social reform effort to emanate from Protestant ranks during this period, the movement is
key to any assessment of what Anglo-Irish leadership could and could not realistically achieve
amidst the polarized social alignments of late nineteenth-century Ireland. The relentlessness with
which Plunkett sought to develop a coherent agricultural policy for the country made him a
familiar figure in Irish public life for over thirty years, but even more specifically in terms of
Southern Protestant society, this persistence reflected his ability and, it would seem, his conscious
desire to be a hinge figure. So while he was less than ten years younger than O’Grady, Plunkett
managed to make a far more comprehensive transition from the Victorian to the Edwardian age.
Having begun his public career with assumptions that were essentially imperial, implicitly feudal,

and assuredly unionist, by the end of his career Plunkett was unquestionably cosmopolitan in his

" Edward Hagan, ‘High Nonsensical Words': A Study of the Works of Standish James O’Grady (Troy, NY,
1986), 154.
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worldview, egalitarian in his ideology, and avowedly if moderately nationalist in his politics.

And while one hesitates to identify him primarily as an intellectual — he was really more a man of
action than of ideas — he was wise enough to surround himself with intellectuals and to benefit
from their inspiration. Here again he became a hinge between the thinkers and the doers of his
age, the literati and the politicians, the receding upper classes and the burgeoning new leadership
of the Irish majority.*

But how did Plunkett manage to position himself in this way? An essential ingredient to
his sense of calling was the ability to attract and galvanize others into action on behalf of what he
considered the public interest. As AE would later drolly remark, ‘Nature had prepared him for
the work he was to undertake by gifting him with every kind of insidious power to drag people
out of their own private and proper work and make them do his work instead’.*’ Certainly some
of the success Plunkett enjoyed in his various undertakings lay in an inherited assumption that it
was his right to lead others, that it was in fact his responsibility to do so. And that so many were
responsive to him and sought his guidance would appear to confirm Standish O’Grady’s belief
that Ireland was after all simply waiting for the Anglo-Irish to reassert their position. Plunkett
himself remained sanguine about the part the Irish elite might still play in influencing events, but
his comments also indicate a certain present-day realism many of his fellow idealists lacked.
Thus in his 1908 pamphlet Noblesse Oblige he argued:

The abolition of landlordism, so far from destroying the usefulness of the Irish gentry,

really gives them their first opportunity, within the memory of living men, to fulfil the

true functions of an aristocracy. They have ceased to be masters; they are no longer
dealing with dependants. My appeal to them is that they should recognize this fact, and
take their new position as men who, working among others in a rural community, have by
their wealth and education special advantages which they desire to use for the common

good; and I assure them that for men who are willing and qualified to take that position it
will be open.”

* Oliver St. John Gogarty fondly recalled of Plunkett that he was ‘a prose poet and the leader of leaders of
men’, a posture he had assumed ‘by merely adumbrating, never expressing an idea’. Oliver St. John
Gogarty, As I Was Going Down Sackville Street (1937; Dublin, 1994), 138.

* George W. Russell (AE), Co-operation and Nationality (1912; Dublin, 1982), 30.
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While in practice Plunkett made little real headway persuading the more entrenched members of
his class to alter their attitudes and behaviour, nonetheless the intensity of commitment he was
able to inspire in those who were receptive to his message ought not to be dismissed or
underestimated. The tendency either to regard his co-operative work as a mere by-product of
Balfour’s policy of amelioration during the 1890s or to assess it purely in terms of its economic
results is to ignore the full arc of Plunkett’s own development and to obscure his unique moral
influence upon both his own generation and the one that followed.”!

Rather than look at Plunkett as just a well-heeled social reformer or failed politician,
then, it is equally reasonable to assess him more broadly as a kind of communalist, someone
engaged in the perennial challenge of balancing the terms of Irish social belonging. As the third
son of the sixteenth Baron Dunsany, he was born into one of Anglo-Ireland’s oldest aristocratic
families, and with this lineage there came an historical awareness of how the increasingly divided
Ireland of his own day was both the product of the past and a departure from it. So he explained
in a speech delivered in November 1900 that ‘you will still find in Ireland among the old families,
Protestant and Roman Catholic alike, a traditional tolerance which comes down to them from an
age when there was much more excuse for intolerance than there is today. This spirit will explain
why some of us Protestants south of the Boyne are haunted with a consciousness that we may yet
have some restitution to make to our Roman Catholic fellow-countrymen’.”> Here a Protestant
sense of responsibility for historic wrongs is tied to a belief in and affection for a notion of
traditional Irish neighbourliness transcending social and religious difference. And as with
Standish O’Grady, one senses here an evangelically-inflected sense of moral responsibility
married to an idealized notion of what Ireland once was. Yet there is also a distinct note of

pragmatism in the word ‘restitution’, and here Plunkett asserts his own character. Exposed to the

*! See Andrew Gailey, Ireland and the Death of Kindness: The experience of constructive unionism 1890-
1905 (Cork, 1987), 214-15. For a recent re-evaluation of Plunkett’s liberal Unionism, see Carla King,
‘Defenders of the Union: Sir Horace Plunkett’, in D. G. Boyce and A. O’Day (eds.), Defenders of the
Union (London, 2001), 137-58.

*2 Daily Express, 21 Nov. 1900, 6.
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progressive social thought of John Ruskin and others while an undergraduate at Oxford and then
to the rough-and-tumble egalitarianism of the American West during a stint as a Wyoming
rancher, he emerged with a far more complex and malleable social outlook than Irish experience
alone could have provided him.>> And here it is important to emphasize the significance of
Plunkett’s cosmopolitanism on his understanding not only of Ireland itself but also its place in the
company of nations. From the very beginning of his public activities, his conception of
belonging necessarily extended beyond the borders of the island with which he was most
concerned.

When Plunkett began to promote formal agricultural co-operation after his return to
Ireland in 1889, he was not the first Anglo-Irish Protestant to do so. Since the Union a number of
Ascendancy figures had sponsored co-operative social initiatives, not least the remarkable
William Thompson, a proto-socialist and feminist who repudiated organized religion in favour of
his own dream of non-sectarian co-operative communities. Having meticulously planned the
launch of such a community in his native Co. Cork, it was only Thompson’s premature death in
1833 that prevented the project’s ultimate realization.’® Meanwhile, the highly successful but
short-lived Ralahine community had been started in County Clare by the landlord J.S. Vandaleur
after he heard pioneer co-operator Robert Owen deliver a lecture in Dublin. In 1830 he entrusted
over 600 acres of land to the Scotsman E.T. Craig to be farmed by Vandaleur’s tenants according
to Owenite principles. Though the community thrived, it came to an abrupt end when Vandaleur
gambled away its lands in a protracted card game.”” Not strictly a co-operative venture in itself
but also significant during this period as an attempt to organize rural life was the training and

dispatch of agricultural advisers across Ireland from late 1847 to 1851. Commonly known as

53 Plunkett’s earlier life is ably covered by both his biographers: see Margaret Digby, Horace Plunkett: An
Anglo-American Irishman (Oxford, 1949), 1-38; and Trevor West, Horace Plunkett, Co-operation and
Politics: An Irish Biography (Gerrards Cross, Bucks, 1986), 1-20. See also Lawrence M. Woods, British
Gentlemen in the Wild West (New York, 1989).

% Richard Pankhurst, William T hompson (1775-1833): Pioneer Socialist (1954; London, 1991), 2.

55 Patrick Bolger, The Irish Co-operative Movement: Its History and Development (Dublin, 1977), 13-23.
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‘Clarendon’s practical instructors in animal husbandry’, at the peak of the undertaking there were
over thirty such teachers travelling across the island.>®

Rather than from these and other Irish precedents, though, it was really from the
contemporary English co-operative movement that Plunkett derived his inspiration and guidance.
Old stalwarts of the English movement such as Edward Vansittart Neale, George Jacob Holyoake
and Judge Thomas Hughes made a lasting impression upon the young Anglo-Irishman as he
struggled to formulate plans that would be both practically efficacious and morally meaningful.”’
In Vanisttart Neale in particular Plunkett might identify someone who, like himself, came from a
wealthy evangelical background and had found in co-operation an alternative forum in which to
express his Protestant-derived sense of ‘secular vocation’.*® Yet the fact that the inspiration for
the new Irish initiative was not primarily Catholic and nationalist in origin would plague its early
efforts, notwithstanding the enthusiastic participation of the Jesuit Father Thomas Finlay in
promoting it. As Plunkett, Finlay and others struggled in the early 1890s to generate support for a
network of co-operative creameries, they encountered intense resistance from the rural trading
class, who regarded their efforts as an attack on its interests. In the war of words that followed,
the co-operators launched a protracted critique of these ‘gombeen men’, whom they accused of
systematically exploiting the small farmers and labourers. The traders retaliated by emphasizing
that most of the co-operators were not only Protestants but frequently unionists to boot.”> Under

the circumstances it was perhaps inevitable that class, religion and politics should become so

rapidly and inextricably bound up in the co-operative movement’s gestation. And as Plunkett

% Gwyn E. Jones, ‘The Origins of Agricultural Advisory Services in the Nineteenth Century’, Social
Biology and Human Affairs 46 (1981), 99-100.
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was to learn repeatedly in the years to come, this was a combination of forces that no one,
however noble his intentions, could afford to ignore or disparage.

Despite this sort of opposition, creameries and credit banks nonetheless proliferated
across the Irish countryside as Protestant and Catholic farmers alike began to appreciate their
advantages. Among those converted was Hubert Butler’s father George, who helped found the
co-operative creamery in Bennettsbridge and served as its first chairman (E4 96).°° Moreover, as
rural people in general began to recognize the tangible benefits of co-operation, the movement’s
claims to disinterestedness gained credence.®’ And meanwhile Plunkett’s own reputation for
integrity was growing as he immersed himself ever deeper into Irish affairs. Throughout much of
the 1890s he served as a highly independent (if not especially effective) Unionist M.P. for South
Dublin; however, this stint in electoral politics was cut short by his failure to secure re-election in
1900. His constituents had rightly surmised that Plunkett’s commitment to the Union had grown
increasingly tenuous since they first sent him to Westminster. But when exactly he embraced
Home Rule instead it is difficult to say, so gradual was the process which eventually led to this
change of position.® As late as 1909 he was still debating the issue in his diary, and later he
expressed surprise at just how long it had taken him to switch his allegiance.”’ In truth, whether
Plunkett could be deemed a unionist or a Home Ruler appeared to depend very much on the
moment and the situation, as well as on who was making the judgment. As his biographer
Margaret Digby rightly concludes, he was above all ‘that intractable thing, an unyielding
moderate’.* The one option he would not countenance was the deliberate sowing of discord in

the effort to force the matter of Irish sovereignty. So he wrote rather severely to Lady Gregory at

 George Butler would subsequently testify to the Bennettsbridge creamery’s success: see Agricultural Co-
operation in Ireland: A Plea for Justice by the 1.A.0.S. (Dublin, 1911), 109-10.

% How much the movement ultimately achieved in economic terms has been a subject of debate, though
there is consensus that at the very least it helped counter the agricultural depression that hit Ireland in the
late nineteenth century and gave it a good basis from which to face the increased competition of the new
century. See Carla Keating [King], Plunkett and Co-operatives: Past, Present and Future (Cork, 1983),
65. See also Joseph Lee, The Modernisation of Irish Society, 1848-1918 (Dublin, 1973), 127.

52 W.G.S. Adams, ‘Introduction’, in Margaret Digby, Horace Plunkett xi.
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one point that ‘what you say about the necessity of supplementing the anti-English feeling of the
masses with similar feeling on the part of the classes, if the Irish question is to be solved, may be
politically true, but I hope not, as I have no belief in hate as the foundation for anything’.® It
would of course be easy to dismiss Plunkett’s conciliatory line as so much fence-straddling, yet to
do so would ignore the heavy price he paid for it among the Irish establishment of which he was a
part. After visiting the Kildare Street Club in 1911, for example, he noted ruefully that ‘I find I
am labelled an enemy’.*® What had seemed at first like his eccentric do-goodery was now
perceived as a dangerous challenge to the underlying security of his tribe.

For all his willingness to separate himself from his own community, though, there could
never be any real question of Plunkett’s being absorbed by the Catholic majority. It was not
something he sought, nor was it something that would have been granted. Instead, he tried to
reconcile himself to the uncertain status of perpetual social and political limbo. He reported to
Lady Gregory in 1906 that ‘I have just heard that Oxford intends to make me an honorary D.C.L.
I suppose that that will utterly damn me in the neo-celtic eye. Perhaps, however, as long as I have
as bad a name in T.C.D. as the Pope has in Portadown, I may not be altogether outside the
beyond>.”’ Still, the leaders of Catholic opinion had made it clear long before that there were
ways Plunkett could never expect to be truly Irish, however committed he might be to the
commonweal. Being a Protestant gentleman brought with it certain inescapable limitations in
modern Ireland, as he learned the hard way when he published Ireland in the New Century in
1904. The controversy that grew up around this book sprang from Plunkett’s ‘sublime
tactlessness’ in some of the comments he makes in it about the majority’s religion.®® In exploring
reasons why the country remains so depressed economically, he attributes certain developmental

shortcomings among the Irish to their adherence to Catholicism. Or, more precisely, during the

% NYPL (Gregory Papers): Horace Plunkett to Lady Gregory, 21 Feb. 1908.
% PF (Plunkett Papers): Diary, 10 Oct. 1911.
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ensuing debate he attributed these failings in the ‘industrial character’ of the people to the
particular influence exerted upon them by their clergy. For it seemed to him that the priests had
long been combining a message of anti-economic values with an excessive infringement upon
political matters. And while he conceded that there had been obvious reasons for the clergy to act
as political surrogates for the laypeople in the past, he believed the circumstances no longer
merited such interference. That the priests had become accustomed to their special position was
by then more a hindrance than a help to Irish initiative and self-improvement: ‘The real matter in
which the direct and personal responsibility of the Roman Catholic clergy seems to me to be
involved, is the character and morale...of all the people of this country’.%

The distinctions Plunkett was trying to draw between morality and morale, between the
Catholic faith and its Irish clerical exponents, were either lost upon or irrelevant to many of his
readers.”” To them, it was just another example of Protestant bigotry, albeit from a surprising
source. Despite his background and politics, few Irish people had previously regarded Plunkett as
anti-Catholic. Even Monsignor Michael O’Riordan, whose Catholicity and Progress was written
largely as a response to Ireland in the New Century, noted that Plunkett was not typical of those
Protestants who routinely blamed Ireland’s woes on Catholic indolence rather than British
misrule: ‘It is a pity that Sir Horace has let himself be led into the choir to join their chorus, for
through many notes he does not chant in harmony with them’.”" Did Plunkett’s statements about
the connection between Ireland’s economic problems and Irish Catholicism really constitute

bigotry? The author himself was prepared to concede, at least in private, that some of his

thoughts had been ‘wrongly expressed’. He wrote to Lady Gregory while preparing the

% Horace Plunkett, Ireland in the New Century (1904, 1905; Dublin, 1982), 102-10. Plunkett here
anticipates certain ideas about the relationship between religion and economics later developed at length by
Max Weber and R.H. Tawney. See Mary E. Daly, ‘The Economic Ideals of Irish Nationalism: Frugal
Comfort or Lavish Austerity?’, Eire/Ireland 29 (Winter 1994), 132-48.

7 In investigating the impact of clerical influence on Irish economic behaviour, Liam Kennedy has
concluded, contrary to Plunkett’s assertion, that it *seems reasonable to regard the Catholic church as
making a positive, if modest, contribution to the economy of the nineteenth century’. Liam Kennedy,
Colonialism, 116.
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forthcoming shilling edition of the book that ‘there are some valid criticisms which I must
consider....I must also write a preface dealing with a few misapprehensions’.” At no time,
however, did he concede that it had been wrong to voice publicly his criticisms of Catholic social
behaviour.”

But the level of outrage generated by Ireland in the New Century stemmed from more
than just the issue of whether he had the right to criticise his compatriots. For in speaking as he
did, he had in effect questioned the basic relationship between Catholic cosmology and nationalist
mythology, between suffering and liberation, upon which the majority’s historical identity was
predicated and of which their priests had become emblems. By suggesting there was a basic flaw
in this outlook rather than an ultimate solution, Plunkett had attacked Irish Catholic sensibilities
in a more comprehensive manner than he himself seems to have realized. It would be wrong to
conclude, though, that he had actively sought to undermine or ridicule Catholic belief. Rather, as
an admittedly naive secular Protestant, he thought religion could be rendered a more private affair
and that a spirit of non-sectarian co-operation could take its place as the basis for Irish solidarity.
Yet his temerity in implying co-operation could not only redress material stagnation but also
serve as a new basis for community confirmed the suspicion that he grossly underestimated the
profundity of existing antipathies. So W.R. McDermott would remark in 1905 that ‘if when
[Plunkett] speaks of a “true moral foundation” he means a possible common foundation for
society[,] he speaks of what, as actual fact, we have no experience of>.”* In his zeal to establish
an alternative form of Irish belonging, a form in which people like him might fully partake, he
had come up against certain fundamental limitations he would devote the rest of his career trying
to overcome.

This ongoing struggle for reconciliation and belonging was not for Plunkett exclusively

Irish in its dimensions, either in personal or public terms. Indeed, he seems to have regarded
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getting away from Ireland regularly as essential to his efforts on its behalf, for his homeland was
something to which he gave but from which he felt he got little or nothing in return. Thus when a
friend sent him a book about the American West, he spoke fondly of that faraway place ‘where I
gathered the health and sense which I used up in my Irish work’.” The United States continued
to be a touchstone for him, a place where he went to nurse his fragile health as well as to gather
new ideas and fresh impetus. This longstanding trans-Atlantic existence came into its own with
the advent of the First World War, during which Plunkett became an unofficial emissary of sorts,
shuttling between London and Washington. He spoke of his ‘dream of a Pax Anglo-Americana’,
which he believed would result from an Allied victory and which would ensure a greater balance
of power between the Old World and the New.”® While he himself remained a natural son of
empire, he regarded the United States and the emerging Commonwealth nations as the logical
successors to the European dispensation. Rather than obsess over its relative position to the
England of the nineteenth century, then, Ireland must look forward instead to its place in the
international context of the twentieth. Bernard Shaw summed up the attitude he and Plunkett
shared towards Irish national aspirations: ‘We must be a free nation; but we cannot be an
independent one’, he wrote. ‘If this war has taught England, France, and Russia, Germany,
Austria, and Turkey, and finally even the United States of America, that they cannot afford to
stand alone, it is clearly silly for a little country which might be cut out of the territories of any of
these powers and sunk in the sea without being missed, to dream this arrogant and inhuman
dream’.”” Such a cosmopolitan judgment on Ireland’s modest place among the world powers
could not be easily reconciled with the penchant for self-aggrandizement at the heart of Irish
nationalist thinking. So while Plunkett’s broader understanding of belonging and community

may have extended equally both east and west, to look beyond the island at all was bound to

7 Schlesinger Library, Harvard, MC 185, Box 1, fol. 21 (Brooks Papers): Horace Plunkett to J.G. Brooks, 5
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offend some. Although labour leader Louie Bennett affirmed Plunkett’s position when she later
praised him for having approached Ireland ‘from the standpoint of a citizen of the world’, she
added that this was why, despite all his efforts at conciliation, Plunkett could never truly become
an object of affection among the great body of Irish people.”

The event that marked the climax of Plunkett’s efforts at conciliation was undoubtedly
his chairmanship of the Irish Convention of 1917-18. By the same token, the Convention
illustrated more clearly than anything else the limitations inherent in his leadership. Ever the
realist, Bernard Shaw warned his zealous friend against expecting the Convention to achieve
miracles. It was one thing to get the disparate camps of Irish opinion assembled in one place,
quite another to get them actually to agree to anything meaningful. With his usual Shavian
flourish he wrote Plunkett in August 1917: ‘The spectacle of a number of Ulster gentlemen
trying to look as if they thought there is a great deal to be said for transubstantiation, confronted
by a row of Catholic prelates resolutely looking at the bright side of Martin Luther, may be full of
hope for a charitable future for Ireland; but it does not clear the air. You must sooner or later
come to business’.” While chairman Plunkett had an unenviable task, and despite the mistakes
he made, it is not clear that anyone else could have achieved a great deal more as a result of all
those long sessions held in Trinity College. What is extraordinary is the level of optimism he
brought to the proceedings, an optimism that bordered on hubris. Even after a quarter century of
engagement in Irish affairs, Plunkett could approach the Convention as though it were a forum of
open-minded individuals who simply needed to work out a few unfortunate misunderstandings.
Thus he could write to the American E.L. Godkin in September 1917 that ‘one thing that has
come out is the amazing ignorance of each other’s real ideas. All this being cleared up and in

about two weeks I expect a small committee of the best men will be seriously engaged in drafting

a measure to be introduced into the Convention and passed through all the stages of a House of
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Commons debate’.*® It hardly bears relating here that it took a lot longer than two weeks for the

Convention to come to its unhappy end and that no ‘small committee of the best men’ ever
succeeded in drafting a measure of any lasting import.*' Plunkett indulged the worst behaviour of
nearly everyone involved in the process, and then almost without exception these same people
blamed him for the ineffectuality of the effort. As he himself observed afterwards, ‘[Pleople are
uncharitable to those who meddle with public affairs[,] especially if they counsel moderation’.*
His desire to bring Irishmen together had once again been frustrated, though it must be said that
his own lack of political acumen in the face of the recalcitrant Ulstermen and Republicans was at
least partly to blame for this failure.

Where Plunkett came closest to achieving the united Ireland of his dreams was at his own
home, Kilteragh, which he had built at Foxrock, Co. Dublin in 1905. He confided to his diary the
following year that he hoped to use his new residence as a place where he could ‘bring Irishmen
together to discuss Irish problems”.*’ During its brief existence the house did indeed become a
place where people from all quarters of Irish life were gathered not only to discuss but also to
debate and imagine the country’s future. If its size, coupled with Plunkett’s own aristocratic
tendencies, imbued Kilteragh with something of the atmosphere of a Big House, then it stood as
the first Big House born of the new Ireland, one which from the start had been designed with a
wholly different social and political landscape in mind.** Hubert Butler was a member of the
younger generation who visited Kilteragh before the Civil War and quickly fell under the spell of
both the house and its owner. In particular he was impressed to meet so many fellow Protestants

who appeared wildly unorthodox but deeply committed to Ireland’s well-being.*® It thus struck

him and many others as a profound tragedy when Kilteragh was burned by Republicans in late
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January 1923 as retaliation against Plunkett for serving in the Free State Senate. This was to be
one rebuff too many for the old activist. Thereafter he retired to England and devoted himself
primarily to the international dimensions of the co-operative movement, disillusioned not only by
his personal loss but also by Ireland’s ever deeper drift into internecine conflict. Plunkett was
also, it must be said, not a little contemptuous of the new nation’s preoccupation with asserting its
unique identity. When Gilbert Murray wrote in June 1923 to consult him regarding the Free
State’s fitness for the League of Nations, he claimed bitterly that he was unqualified to comment,
partly because he was no longer well enough informed, but also because ‘I have become neither
O nor Mac Plunkett’.*® The dismissive tone of this remark indicates that despite his dedication to
them, Plunkett remained baffled by what he considered his compatriots’ often trivial cultural
concerns. The abiding sense that he did not really wish to understand Ireland as it was, so much
as make it into what he thought it should be, is what ultimately prevented him from enjoying
greater affection among the mass of Irishmen. One man summed up the prevailing sentiment
well when he later concluded of Plunkett that ‘he worked hard for the Gael, but not with the
Gael’.)” When all was said and done, then, service and belonging were not the same thing, and
no amount of one could make up for a lack in the other.

In the end there remained, despite his many public engagements, a fundamental
uncertainty or ambivalence in Horace Plunkett. His secretary, Gerald Heard, who was to know
him well in later life, claimed that it ‘was not that he wished to deceive anyone, and not that he
was playing a double game with a clear sense of how he wished it to turn out, but that he did not
know where he actually placed himself in the composition’.** Of course devising a place for
everyone in the Irish composition was what Plunkett was best at, so there is a certain pathos in the
idea that he never found a place for himself. Like the Anglo-Irish as a whole, he could never

quite imagine the possibility that he should be merely an Irishman among Irishmen. He loved the
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country but could never summon up an equivalent affection for its inhabitants. Bernard Shaw
saw this essential detachment as the key to his personality, observing in 1948 that ‘Plunkett was a
puzzle. He devoted his life to the service of his fellow creatures collectively; and personally he
disliked them all. He kept open house in Foxrock for all visitors of note, rich or poor, to Ireland;
and he hated all his guests....I liked him thoroughly and always stayed at Foxrock when I went to
Ireland even after I found out that his hatred of his guests probably included me.”® Despite the
estrangement he felt after the destruction of Kilteragh, Plunkett carried on doing what he could
for Ireland until his death in 1932. His main contribution during the 1920s was his patronage of
the Irish Statesman, which he had resuscitated in 1923 with Irish-American financial backing,
The Statesman was for him one last attempt at gathering together the best and brightest in the
interests of the nation. He confided to Lady Gregory about the paper that ‘there, I hope, will
continue to meet the friends who honoured and delighted me in my Kilteragh days’.*® This time,
though, he left the task of assembling the party in the capable editorial hands of his long-time
friend and associate, George W. Russell.
II1. George W. Russell (AE): Irish pluralist

Few if any would now join Horace Plunkett’s nephew, Lord Dunsany, in arguing that
George W. Russell was a superior poet to W.B. Yeats.” Most, however, would probably concede
that during his lifetime AE was the more beloved, as in his various capacities as artist, mystic,
journalist and communal organizer, he served as a bonding agent, both between the co-operative
movement and the Literary Revival and among the liberal intelligentsia at large. He displayed a
remarkable capacity for absorbing into his own person aspects of Irish experience that seemed to
many of his contemporaries to be irreconcilable. Be it the perceived conflict between what was

national and international, Gaelic and Anglo-Irish, traditional and innovatory, AE, as William

* PF (Digby Papers): G.B. Shaw to Margaret Digby, 16 June 1948.

NYPL (Gregory Papers): Horace Plunkett to Lady Gregory, 10 Feb. 1923. See also R.F. Foster, The
Arch-Poet, 242.

*! Burns Library, Boston College (Dunsany Papers): Edward Dunsany to Sidney Arnold, 26 Jan. 1954,
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Clyde subsequently observed, ‘went to no extreme that might injure the character’.”” This
intuitive moderation and lack of dogmatism in political and cultural matters — what Seéan
O’Faolain characterized as Russell’s ‘sweet toleration’ — bolstered his reputation as an authentic
sage among admirers.” Yet it was precisely this quality that, in time, would alienate some of the
more ardent sections of Catholic nationalist opinion. Initial suspicions of quackery developed
into overt accusations that Russell was seeking to undermine political self-realization and even
foment anti-Catholic feeling. He did nothing to dispel such charges when he insisted that real
freedom for Ireland was contingent not only upon independence from England but also upon the
achievement of an ‘intellectual patriotism’, whereby diverse social viewpoints would be
welcomed within the new society.” At the same time, such a stance endeared him to many young
Irishmen in the 1920s, who regarded him as the warm fosterer of their own intellectual promise
and the prophetic visionary of a nation that would someday overcome its divisions and learn to
glory in the richness of its complex heritage.

The early adulthood and development of Russell have been comprehensively examined,
especially the profound impact Theosophy and American transcendentalism were to have on his
long-term outlook.”” From early in his career he was clearly conscious of challenging received
pieties, religious and national, though there is no evidence that he wished to undermine Catholic
faith any more than he wished to block the progress towards Irish sovereignty. There seems
always to have been an obvious distinction in his mind between attacking faith itself and
questioning how its expression was affecting the larger social order. In 1897 he announced to

Yeats that ‘[I] am going to assail the priests in pamphlets, not on theological grounds but on the
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point of Liberty....I will say fierce things in print to make people’s hair stand up’.*® In fact, this
promise was to a large extent mere boasting to his friend. For though he shared Horace
Plunkett’s general critique of how the Catholic Church had adversely affected Irish morale, in
practice he was cagier about what he said publicly and how he said it. Recalling the outcry that
followed Plunkett’s comments about the Church in Ireland in the New Century, John Eglinton
maintained that ‘AE would never have so imperilled his cause: he would have approached the
subject much more insidiously and have talked first of the sacred earth we tread, and the soil of
Erin as Palestine’.”’ As a member of the Dublin middle-class who had mixed with a wider range
of Irish people than Plunkett, Russell was surely more attuned to Catholic sensitivities and more
astute in gauging how much pressure could be placed upon them. He demonstrated this
awareness when writing to Bernard Shaw in 1914 with reference to some essays he had enclosed,
explaining that they comprised ‘a subtle attempt...to gild the pill of heresy in the sugar of
nationality. When the heretical flavour is perceived on the palate it may be found not so terrible a
thing, and the look of heresy pure and undiluted may be accepted on its own merits’.”® Thus
while he himself never adhered to conventional Protestantism, Russell retained a distinctly
Protestant sense of otherness from the majority and with it a desire to suggest new ways of seeing
Ireland and the world.

Even so, the alternative spirituality AE developed was sufficiently attuned to
contemporary realities that it is appropriate to speak of it as the basis for an Irish ‘civil religion’, a

pluralistic ethos he hoped would transcend sectarian allegiances while replicating their fervour in

the interests of national development.” And though he did so in highly unorthodox terms, AE
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was not shy about making explicit the parallel between religious devotion and patriotic service.
In 1912 he asserted in the Jrish Homestead that ‘patriotism is the spirituality of the citizen. Just
as the saintly man always acts and thinks with some reference to Deity, so the patriotic man
always acts and thinks with reference to the nation. This is in a way a kind of spirituality’.'®
The publication of Co-operation and Nationality (1912) and The National Being (1916) mark the
culmination of Russell’s pre-Independence social writings, with the latter in particular espousing
the civil religion that had been germinating in his imagination for over two decades.!®! What
lends the book a distinctly Protestant flavour is its recurrent concern with defining the
individual’s relationship to the community. With transcendentalist language AE argues that ‘in
the highest civilizations the individual citizen is raised above himself and made part of a greater
life, which we may call the National Being. He enters into it, and it becomes an oversoul to him,
and gives to all his works a character and grandeur and a relation to the works of his fellow-
citizens’. In an ideal society the citizen is absorbed into something larger than himself, but he
need not lose his autonomy or agency as a result. Rather, the power of the ‘National Being’ lies
precisely in the variety of its constituency. And so later in the book he insists that ‘we should
regard as alien to the national spirit all who would make us think in flocks, and discipline us to an
unintellectual commonality of belief. The life of the soul is a personal adventure’.'” Generating
a sense of shared identity without infringing upon this liberty of conscience lay at the heart of
AE’s ambitions for Ireland and would become a central concern of Protestant nationalists
generally in the years to come.

It was his involvement in the co-operative movement that lent Russell’s aspirations a

degree of specificity and counterbalanced his penchant for esotericism. One of the obvious
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attractions of co-operation, as the English Christian Socialists had long before pointed out, was its
conformity to familiar Christian concepts of mutuality and neighbourliness.'” In The National
Being, AE posits that although the Irish co-operative movement began in the 1890s as an attempt
to improve certain aspects of agricultural life, in the process it laid the groundwork for an entire
‘co-operative commonwealth’ in which people of all types might someday join. He anticipates
that communities run on co-operative principles will eventually spring up across the island as
Irishmen realize that their own interests and those of their neighbours are the same, be they
Protestant or Catholic. Of course, the key to such collective ventures is their intimacy.
Experience has shown that the commitment they require to succeed cannot be imposed from
without, whatever the material resources employed. So Russell argues that ‘our big countries, our
big empires, and republics, for all their military strength and science, and the wealth which
science has made it possible for man to win, do not create citizenship because of the loose
organization of society’. Instead of trying to emulate these inappropriate and flawed precedents,
then, Ireland would do better to develop itself as a federation of tightly-knit local communities.'™
This was a basic message Russell would never tire of promoting, despite all the political upheaval
and disagreement in the years to follow.

Having thus persevered amidst revolution and civil war with his calls for a fully
integrated approach to the prospect of Irish nationhood, in 1923 AE assumed the editorship of the
resurrected Irish Statesman. While initially unenthusiastic about this change, he quickly
recognized the need for a journal which would not only attract the literary intelligentsia but also
make an impact on the new political elite.'”> He confided to J.L. Hammond in July 1923 that ‘I

want to make [the paper] nonparty in the ordinary sense, educational, goodnatured and
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reasonable’.'® Here ‘nonparty’ meant supporting the democratic legitimacy of the Free State
government against anti-Treatyite claims without necessarily supporting all its policies down the
line. The plan was to create an open forum for debate about all aspects of the new state, which in
turn would stimulate informed decision-making among the novice policymakers now in charge.
Russell worried that Irish people had grown so accustomed to approaching politics from a
national ideological perspective that few had developed a corresponding sophistication in the
analysis of Ireland’s practical problems.'”” Even before he took over the Statesman, he had
warned his compatriots against mistaking liberation from England for responsible self-
governance. He urged them to recognize the importance of the Protestant remnant, from whose
ranks a disproportionately large number of educated and professional Irishmen came and whose

1% In the same way, he

active participation he believed constituted a vital resource to the nation.
was to reiterate constantly Ireland’s need to attend to what was happening in other countries,
especially smaller ones which faced challenges analogous to its own. ‘[W]e must become
citizens of the planet’, he asserted in his inaugural editorial in mid-September. ‘We want the Irish
harp to sound in the orchestra of nations’.!® He thus made it a priority to feature contributions
which exposed readers to continental ideas and activities. In thanking Myles Dillon in 1924 for a
piece he had written on contemporary life in Germany, AE told him that ‘I am always glad to
have anything that throws light on conditions in Europe’.!"’

Apart from its emphasis on political maturation and international awareness, the Irish

Statesman also served as a forum for socially engaged Protestants to register dissenting

viewpoints. Just as he had in The National Being, AE himself continued to advocate a spiritual
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but non-sectarian dispensation whenever possible and became increasingly critical of the
Cosgrave government as it moved to demonstrate its fealty to the Catholic hierarchy. Echoing
Wolfe Tone, he opined more than once that ‘the aim of statesmen must be to build up a nation in
which there shall be no longer Protestants or Catholics, but only Irishmen’.!'! When in the early
months of 1925 the government introduced a resolution to outlaw divorce in the Free State,
various Protestants stepped forward to voice their dissatisfaction with the direction the country
was taking regarding civil liberties. While not in itself a bread-and-butter issue for most
Protestants, divorce became a litmus test of just how tolerant of different values the Free State
would prove to be. More inclined to direct provocation than AE, W.B. Yeats seized upon the
occasion as an opportunity to demand greater openness and rigour in the public discourse. In ‘An
Undelivered Speech’, which appeared in the Statesman in mid-March, he announced that as a
Free State Senator he would resist any prohibitive legislation, not because he was so concerned
about divorce per se, but because the effort to ban it was an assault on the whole principle of
pluralism. Consequently, he considered it a duty to stand up and require that certain
conversations take place: ‘As a people we are superficial, our Press provincial and trivial, because
as yet we have not considered any of those great political and religious questions which raise
some fundamental issues and have disturbed Europe for generations’.!’> The speech Yeats
actually delivered in the Senate when the debate on divorce took place later in the year was more
deliberately partisan in tone, emphasizing the cultural estrangement between the Anglo-Irish
Protestant and Gaelic Catholic traditions by famously declaring that ‘we against whom you have
done this thing are no petty people’.!”® His performance appears to have irritated other

Protestants as much as it did Catholics, albeit for different reasons. James Douglas, a senator and
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prominent Quaker businessman who often played a mediating role within the government, was
annoyed by what he saw the self-defeating nature of Yeats’s gesture. A capable politician,
Douglas was more interested in extracting practical concessions from the majority than in scoring

114

oratorical hits off it.”~ Yet however little Yeats did to advance the cause of mutuality on this

occasion, it must be said that he did manage to register a quiet resentment already growing among
many Protestants regarding their social status in the Free State.'"

That public protests such as Yeats’s were rare among Protestants is at least partly due to
lurking fears among them that some sort of pogrom might erupt if they did not tread carefully. In
fact, there was little real evidence that such a thing would come to pass. Despite various house
burnings and occasional physical attacks on Protestants (mostly in County Cork) during the early
1920s, it is remarkable how little personal violence was perpetrated against the minority

116 The famous occasion when a Church of

compared to that resulting from revolutions elsewhere.
Ireland delegation called on Michael Collins to ask whether Protestants would be permitted to
remain in the Free State is memorable precisely because in retrospect there seems so little reason
for that level of anxiety. As frustrating and alienating as their position in the country had become
for many Southern Protestants, life on the ground could have been much worse than it was.!"” In
his eagerness to encourage conciliation, AE praised the Church of Ireland General Synod in 1925

for striking a more optimistic tone during its proceedings than it had in years past. He greeted

this change as a sign that old wounds were starting to heal: ‘Things, it is true, have not gone in the
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Free State exactly as the minority desired; on the other hand, neither have they gone entirely as
the majority intended. All sides have to reconcile themselves to compromises’.'"* Compromise
for the majority meant accepting that Ireland would never be purely Gaelic and Catholic. For the
minority it meant overcoming the vague but lingering distaste it had for the majority and giving
Ireland, for good and for ill, its undivided loyalty. As R.N.D. Wilson wrote regarding traditional
Anglo-Irish affinities within the Protestant community: ‘The hyphen is gone. Partition is
complete, and those of us who devoted much nicety to balancing ourselves between two stools
must now abandon our antics and squat firmly — presumably wherever we find the fewest tin-
tacks’.'”” Such arguments on behalf of integration had the obvious power of historical imperative
to recommend them, but that more Protestants did not embrace their logic should not come as any
particular surprise. The sheer loneliness they felt in the Free State, the sense that they had
become outcasts in their own country, meant they often acted in ways that compounded rather
than alleviated their isolation. Thus the atmosphere of compromise and concession AE advocated
often remained outside the imaginative range of those most likely to benefit from it.

After the divorce debate, the next major civil liberties issue to arise was that of
censorship. As word got out that the Minister of Justice was preparing a censorship bill for
debate in the Dail, AE warned that ‘we might exclude everything bad, but if we create nothing
good we are only the Laodiceans of culture, and the intellect of the world, rightly, will have
nothing but contempt for us’."*® However much he opposed censorship, though, he also made a
point of expressing sympathy with those turning to it as a solution. Of the authoritarian impulses
fuelling the bill he opined that ‘this sinister mentality is an inheritance from a time when we were
a suppressed nationality; and having for centuries suffered from coercion, it is natural enough that
we should employ the methods which were employed against ourselves’. Not only 1s it

understandable, but he goes on to add that ‘it is astonishing that the majority of people in this
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country, considering their past history, have displayed so much tolerance, and after the fever of
conflict have settled so quickly into a general mood of good nature and good will’.'"?' This is an
excellent illustration of AE’s strategy of balancing criticism with affirmation, of taking care not
to become so contentious as to lose his footing among the body politic. Belittling proponents of
censorship as infantile or philistine would do no good and only lead to greater rigidity. In
contrast to his old friend Yeats, then, his social commentary during this period displays the
subtler strategy of appealing to a perceived generosity of spirit among the Irish people. In the
event, the especially draconian version of the Censorship Bill first proposed was rejected by the
Déil. By mid-July 1929, when a revised form of the legislation had been agreed upon, AE
announced with a certain relief that ‘on the whole, we have managed things much better than at
one time seemed possible, and the fact that this was accomplished by the good sense of a body of
representative Irishmen who set themselves to discover a middle way, encourages the hope that
something will be done to keep in check for the future the zealots whose antics have made us a
laughing-stock of the outside world’.'”> Though many liberals felt the new censorship hardly
constituted a via media in absolute terms, it is nonetheless revealing of Russell himself that he
should so eagerly represent the result as such.

The part the Irish Statesman played not just in advocating free speech but also in setting
the standard for its use among the younger generation of Irish intellectuals is of central
importance to its legacy. AE’s habit of nurturing the talent and aspirations of new writers
developed in the 1920s into something of an institution in its own right. Yet his role as arbiter
and spokesman for the intellectual community naturally elicited criticism from within the ranks as
well as from without. The poet Geoffrey Phibbs, for example, found the Statesman a
disappointment almost from the start. The paper had only been in print for a month when he

announced to Thomas MacGreevy that ‘the Irish Statesman is dead. Please God putrefaction will
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set in soon, then perhaps they will bury it’.'* When MacGreevy replied by claiming he had not
read it, Phibbs responded: ‘You are very right not to read the Irish Statesman —1 do so but can
find no reason why I do: unless it is that by reading it one encourages one’s own self-esteem!!”'**
There was a certain amount callow posturing in this exchange, however, given that both Phibbs
and MacGreevy went on to become regular names in the journal’s pages. Others were less shy
about confessing their enthusiasm. Hubert Butler, who since the age of sixteen had been quietly
struggling on ‘my poor broken branch of Irish nationalism’, found in the Statesman both
encouragement and companionship amidst his perplexing existence as a young Protestant
nationalist."”® Feeling hopelessly out of step with his avowedly unionist family, he argued
endlessly with his mother about the direction of Irish politics. At one point in their debate he
finally promised to send her some copies of the Statesman to read, since among nationalist
papers ‘it is the only educated weekly, almost the only educated paper in Ireland, so it ought to
disarm criticism’.'*®

Besides being devoted readers of the Irish Statesman, educated young Protestants like
Phibbs and Butler also played an important role during these years as librarians in the Carnegie
Rural Libraries network. Although Andrew Camegie and the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust
had been funding the construction of free libraries in Ireland since 1897, it was not until Horace
Plunkett became the Trust’s Irish trustee that a concerted effort was made to co-ordinate the
libraries’ activities.'>’ In 1915 Lennox Robinson was appointed Organizing Librarian, which
meant that aside from heading up the Central Book Repository in Dublin, he oversaw the creation
of county libraries that would serve as distribution centres for books to schools and other

educational institutions in rural areas. In attempting to make books more available throughout

Ireland, Robinson quickly encountered a series of interrelated problems. The first and most
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fundamental was that not everyone defined the concept of a library in the same way. Writing in
Better Business in 1918, he felt obliged to assert that “a library is a collection of books and not a
building’.'*® Working with local communities to make library resources available and to
encourage a respect for learning became an obvious way for idealistic Irishmen to make a
contribution to the National Being. Looking back on the dynamism of those earlier days,
Robinson later boasted that ‘for our librarians we picked young men and women of education and
intelligence, not necessarily demanding from them technical library qualifications’.'® Hubert
Butler was to be a perfect case in point. Well on his way to a disappointing degree in Classics
from St. John’s College Oxford, he had no sure plans about the future save an abiding desire to
return to Ireland and do some good. Towards the end of his life he remembered having met AE
several times while visiting Dublin but regretted that as a shy youth he had failed to get ‘some
good out of him’, which he only managed afterwards when reading Russell’s books. "

Yet when Butler called on Horace Plunkett at Kilteragh, the older man immediately
identified in the intelligent but tentative Kilkennyman a worthy candidate for the libraries project.
The writer recalled that this crucial encounter then took on an unexpected twist: ‘[Plunkett] told
me in his bumbling way that I should work for Ireland....But immediately afterwards his
secretary, Gerald Heard, took me out into the garden and told me I should do nothing of the kind.
Ireland was ‘recessive’ (an interesting new word for me), it fed on its past, I would have
absolutely no effect here. I would wrack my brains to pieces uselessly and meet nothing but
jealousy and obstruction’."”’ Undoubtedly Heard was reacting to the unhappy example of his

employer’s own experiences, but the vignette also summarizes in rather comic form the

conflicting voices, literally and figuratively, playing upon the mind of a young Protestant during
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this time in Irish life. Butler himself was conscious that even though ‘heredity and tradition were
in my favour’ — he was the eldest son in his family and stood to inherit its property — as an
intellectual, he was not really the sort of person expected to stay on after Independence. ‘Perhaps
because my ideas about living in Ireland were romantic rather than agricultural and practical,
there was relentless pressure on me towards England. In the twenties every young Anglo-Irish
Protestant felt it’."> Ignoring the general trend as well as Heard’s whispered warnings about the
future, Butler signed on as an assistant librarian with the Carnegie network. Of his decision he
reflected that ‘I was not by birth or inclination a townsman and this seemed to me at the time the
most congenial and useful work which I could do in my own country’ (GW 248). In this way the
same basic aspirations and convictions that had fired Plunkett’s imagination for over forty years
were passed on to one who would long outlive him.

The eruption of the ‘Carnegie Row’ in Dublin brought this promising interlude to an
abrupt end. When a new literary magazine called To-morrow was launched in the autumn of
1924, it featured a short story by Robinson entitled ‘The Madonna of Slieve Dun’, which tells of
a young rape victim who in becoming pregnant then deludes herself that she will give birth to
another Christ. Having already appeared in the United States some years earlier, the story’s
republication in Ireland caused an immediate uproar. Plunkett’s old co-operation ally Father
Finlay resigned from the Carnegie Library Advisory Committee on which he served alongside
Robinson, and President Cosgrave even contemplated suppressing To-morrow when told the
story had the potential to ‘pervert the nation’. When the Advisory Committee met to discuss the
crisis, the Provost of Trinity, J.H. Bernard, threatened to join Finlay in resigning if Robinson were
not removed from his post. After much debate, the Provost did indeed resign, Robinson was

dismissed, and eventually the Committee dissolved itself, with the result that the Caregie Trust
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transferred the County Libraries headquarters to Dunfermline in Scotland.'”® For the librarians in
the provinces, the whole episode was disastrous, leaving them feeling abandoned and bereft of
focus. Frank O’Connor later recalled his anger at Robinson for publishing his ‘silly little story’,
while Hubert Butler went so far as to characterize him as ‘something of a villain’ for allowing it
to bring about the downfall of the libraries network, knowing as he should have that it would
collide with ‘Irish piety and prudery’ (E4 147-8)."* Butler’s reading of the episode is significant,
because it exposes an unresolved tension in his thinking between a fierce commitment to the right
of dissent and a reverent desire to advance AE’s ‘co-operative commonwealth’.'*> For his own
part, AE, who as another member of the Advisory Committee sought to mollify the situation, told
Ernest Boyd afterwards that ‘it was silly I think[,] but it called the defunct moral conscience into
animation’."”® Yet somehow this optimistic remark seems to trivialize what was in fact a major
defeat for the liberal intelligentsia at the hands of majority opinion. For if the result of
Robinson’s gesture was a high price to pay for the exercise of free speech, arguably the price
itself testified to the urgency of paying it.

By 1929, even the Irish Statesman began to stumble under the pressure of mounting
social dogmas. The author of an edition of collected folk songs which had been called ‘slovenly’
and ‘incompetent’ in the paper then sued it for libel, resulting in a long court case. A parade of
expert musicologists and folklorists were called as witnesses to determine if these epithets
constituted fair criticism.”’ From his exile in England, Horace Plunkett dismissed this pretence
of scholarly debate as simply an excuse to attack the Statesman politically.*® The fight was not

only about cultural or political loyalties, though; once again it was also about the larger question
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of whether intellectual life would be permitted to carry on unmolested in the Free State. AE
therefore wrote to Bernard Shaw in February 1929 that ‘I have plenty of educated Catholic
friends who were in terror lest the paper should stop and they worked very hard to keep it alive.
They hate the censorships and the secret sectarian societies — Catholic masonry — and like me to
fight their battles for them’. At least at this stage of the proceedings, AE was still resolved to
carry on, joking that ‘I want to stick here until I am deported or starved out....Quite a number of
journalists live by attacking my heretical ideas. I would deprive them of a living if I left’.”® Yet
within a year, he had changed his mind. This was the second libel action the Statesman had been
through, and the time and money required to fend off legal assaults were taking their toll. There
had also been a conflict with some of the American sponsors as to the extent of their financial
commitment to the paper, and by February 1930 AE made it clear to Judge Campbell, the
secretary of the Statesman’s American committee, that he did not wish to try to wrangle another
infusion of cash out of it. Moreover, he felt that the journal had played its allotted part and that
changing conditions in the country had made this a logical time to stop: ‘I think the paper did
good work. It helped to stabilize opinion at the start of the Free State and I think Ministers realize
the help it gave and were grateful. It was at first the only paper which gave the Free State a
reasoned support. Now the press has come round and what the ministers want is a party organ to
back them up right or wrong. I could not do that’.'®

News of the Irish Statesman’s demise elicited predictably impassioned responses.
According to Austin Clarke, among those who had come to see the Statesman as a corrupting
force, ‘a howl of primitive delight greeted its disappearance’.'*' On the other hand, there were
those like Ivor Brown who, writing in the London Observer, mourned the loss of a paper which

‘in times of tumult...has given a sounding-board to the quiet and considered voice’.'”? The

' British Library, Add. MS. 50548.198 (Shaw Papers): G.W. Russell to G.B. Shaw, 21 Feb. 1929.
"% PF (Irish Statesman Papers): G.W. Russell to Richard Campbell, 20 Feb. 1930.

'Yl W R. Rodgers, Irish Literary Portraits (London, 1972), 200.

"2 Observer 6 Apr. 1930, 16.
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Statesman’s end likewise symbolized for Irish intellectuals the general sense that, despite their
best efforts, the Free State was slipping irretrievably into a rut of provincialism. So James
Stephens would complain to Sir William Rothenstein in 1930 that ‘one lives very much off the
track here in Dublin’.'"*’ Yet even as his own public career was coming to an end, AE retained a
remarkable eagerness to find signs that the Irish were gaining intellectual confidence. He
confided to Bernard Shaw: ‘I have been astonished to find the fierce anticlerical spirit growing up
here among the educated Catholics. I think there will be an explosion of this within the next few
years. There are so few Protestants now in the Free State that by the nature of things an internal
fissure in the predominant religion is necessitated’.'** It would, of course, be much longer than
he predicted before any such fissure manifested itself clearly. And the old certainty that he was
somehow the beloved heretic of Catholic Ireland was no longer possible to take for granted. A
sort of Catholic triumphalism had set in, the fierceness of which he had not fully appreciated
before.'*® Regarding this shift AE would lament to Yeats that ‘Ireland seems to be in my eyes
like a lout I knew in boyhood who had become a hero and then subsided into a lout again’.'*®
After his wife’s death and a trip to the United States, Russell went to England to rest and seek
medical attention. In his sickbed in Boumembuth, he turned to the older poets for comfort,

T Despite surgery his condition continued to

particularly the Anglican divine George Herbert.
worsen, and in mid-July 1935 he died in his sleep.
The genuine love many had for AE is illustrated by the glowing tributes that appeared

after his death.'*® But a reaction against him set in quickly as well. Denis Devlin made it clear to
g q

Thomas MacGreevy that he had always remained wholly unconvinced by Russell, whom he

' Harvard, b MS Eng 1148.1430.1 (Rothenstein Papers): James Stephens to William Rothenstein, 3 Aug.
1930.

' British Library, Add. MS. 50548.198 (Shaw Papers): G.W. Russell to G.B. Shaw, 21 Feb. 1929.

15 Terence Brown, Ireland: A Social and Cultural History, 1922 to the Present (Ithaca, NY, 1985), 99-100.
146 AE, Passages from Letters to Yeats, 62.

"7 C.C. Coates, Some Less-Known Chapters in the Life of A.E. (George Russell). Being the Substance of a
Lecture Delivered at Belfast, November, 1936 (Dublin, 1939), 7.

'8 As just one example among many, see the tributes by Alice Milligan, H.F. Norman, P.S. O’Hegarty, and
T.A. Finlay, in the Dublin Magazine 10 (Oct.-Dec. 1935), 1-7.
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referred to as ‘that awful methodist illuminé hot-gospeller AE!""'* The bilious Sean O’Casey was
similarly unsympathetic, later dismissing the worth of both his literary efforts and his social
activism.!® More overtly sectarian critics were pleased by what they saw as the necessary
‘destruction of the idol’ that was now underway."”' As early as 1921, the Catholic convert Aodh
de Blacam had condemned publicly Russell’s spiritualism as a ‘neo-paganism which...has led
more than one promising intellect to disaster and counts its fruits in bodily and spiritual evil’.!*?
Resuming the campaign to discredit Russell after his death, de Blacam explained that through AE
the Irish Statesman had given ‘almost unpardonable offence’ to Catholic readers because it
subscribed to the ‘theory of unbounded liberty of utterance’. This supposed denial of all restraint
was a natural by-product of Russell’s willingness to see the spirit at work ‘in every man’s
ungoverned desires’. From here de Blacam makes the extraordinary assertion that ‘such is the
natural end of Protestant subjectivity. When Dr. Rosenberg in Nazi Germany insists that history
shall be rewritten to suit the Nordic theory, he is at one with AE in the Protestant position, that
what you want to believe you may believe; facts no longer are stubborn things’.'” De Blacam’s
attempt to link AE to Nazism via ‘Protestant subjectivity’ is nothing short of bizarre. AE’s
mystical belief in earthly existence as a symbolic order was never invoked as a spiritual or moral
justification for any explicit political programme, nor did he ever identify any such programme as

the culmination of that order.’** Moreover, his long-held commitment to the integrity and

efficacy of the individual conscience was antithetical to the mob mentality he observed taking

149 TCD, Ms. 8112/9 (MacGreevy Papers): Denis Devlin to Thomas MacGreevy, 15 Mar, 1936.

150 Harvard, b MS 1787.41 (Reynolds Papers): Sean O’Casey to Horace Reynolds, 15 Mar. 1950.
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153 Aodh de Blacam, ‘AE As I Knew Him’, Irish Monthly 63 (Sept. 1935), 609-11. See also Michael
Tierney, ‘A Prophet of Mystic Nationalism — A.E’. Studies 26 (Dec. 1937), 568-80.

154 The old co-operator Harry Norman addressed this point after Russell’s death. While he recognized that
AE’s Co-operative Commonwealth bore “at least a superficial resemblance to the Corporative State’, he
argued that AE had ‘anticipated fascism only to turn away from its overbearing claims upon a policy whose
highest virtue is spiritual spontaneity’. H.F. Norman, ‘George Russell’, Horace Plunkett Foundation (ed.),
Year Book of Agricultural Co-operation: 1936 (London, 1936), 22-3.
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shape under the fascist regimes, leading him to reaffirm his repudiation of fascism in the
foreword to Joseph O’Neill’s 1935 novel Land Under England.'”

So however troubled AE’s liberalism may have been at times or however strong his thirst
for social stability within the Free State, the implication that he advocated some kind of
Protestant-inflected authoritarianism does not stand up to even cursory examination. What seems
to have irritated some of his Catholic contemporaries more than anything is the degree of
confidence he brought to his advocacy of certain ideas, and indeed, to the process of public

debate itself,!*®

With his happy faith in the National Being and his vision of a ‘civil religion’ that
would liberate the Irish from sectarian strife, his eloquent testimony to the virtues of the Anglo-
Irish past and his colourful evocations of a future ‘co-operative commonwealth’, AE’s legacy
proved more powerful and lasting than he himself could dare to hope. His name, like those of
O’Grady and Plunkett, was to resonate in the pages of the writers who insisted on complicating
the public discourse throughout the following decades. In a country obsessed with acts of
consolidation and exclusion on all sides, they, like Russell himself, wanted their differences to
matter only insofar as they helped Ireland to grow. A correspondent writing in the columns of the
Irish Statesman in 1929 summarized their position well when he asserted that
In the eyes of the world, the inhabitants of the Free State are not Gaels or Anglo-Irish,
Roman Catholics or Protestants, Nationalists or Unionists, but Irishmen all, and to the
world, judging critically of the worth of Irish literature, or any portion of it, those
differentiations of race, religion and politics matter only in so much as they illumine the
point of view which the individual writer chooses as a pivot of orientation."”’
It is armed with this more generous criterion for assessing the nature of Irish cultural

contributions that one may approach Hubert Butler and those other young Southern Protestants

whose own intellectual lives began in earnest after 1930.

'3 AE, ‘Foreword’, in Joseph O’Neill, Land Under England (London, 1935), 6. Henry Summerfield also
notes how at the end of his life AE bemoaned how the twentieth century was an ‘age of power’ preoccupied
with the organization of the state. Henry Summerfield, Myriad-Minded Man, 280.

1% Margaret O’Callaghan, ‘Language, nationality and cultural identity in the Irish Free State, 1922-7: the
Irish Statesman and the Catholic Bulletin reappraised’, IHS 24 (Nov. 1984), 236ff.

T1S 31 Aug. 1929, 510.



Two: Nationalism, Cosmopolitanism and War, 1930-45

[T]hat literary men and men of thought are still impelled to leave the country in order to
‘find themselves’ may be taken in association with a statement which is sometimes made,
that Ireland has not as yet emerged properly out of the Middle Ages. To speak candidly,
if cosmopolitanism be a fault, it has not always been the fault of these gifted sons of
Ireland, from the time of Scotus Erigena, that they have become cosmopolitan, since
they, as a rule, have remembered that they were Irishmen, while the mother-country has
never had the heart to take much pride in pure intellectual achievement.

~ John Eglinton, ‘The De-Davisisation of Irish Literature’.'

% 3k %k ok

1. Cosmopolitanism for a small nation

‘Expatriation is the badge of all the tribe of Anglo-Irish literary men’, wrote Daniel
Corkery in his 1931 book Synge and Anglo-Irish Literature, ‘and in nearly all cases it is a life
sentence’. He then lists by name those whom he considers ‘wild geese of the pen’, Irish writers
who have left Ireland since Independence. Most of those he mentions are from a Protestant
background, and their steady departure during the 1920s only confirms for Corkery his conviction
that these people were never really Irish at all. Rather, he concludes, they are merely the latest —
and it would seem, the final — manifestation of a culture that had always been transitory and self-
contained.> While it is certainly true that a large number of Protestant writers and intellectuals
did leave Ireland after 1922, their experiences and motivations were rarely so straightforward as
Corkery suggests. The process by which those who did eventually sever their ties with Ireland
was often a long and slow one, while others who went abroad did so only for a time and then
returned to settle. In his eagerness to dismiss the very reality of Anglo-Irishness, Corkery ignores
the complex attitudes these writers held not only toward expatriation but to foreign exposure in
all its forms. Yet these attitudes constitute a significant and revealing aspect of post-Revival

Protestant culture in particular and of post-revolutionary Irish intellectual life in general.

! John Eglinton, Bards and Saints (Dublin, 1906), 36.
2 Daniel Corkery, Synge and Anglo-Irish Literature (1931; Cork, 1966), 4-7.
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As a Protestant intellectual coming of age at the time of Independence, Hubert Butler was
acutely aware of how expressions of Anglo-Irish internationalism would inevitably be bound up
in that group’s historic associations with British imperialism. As a nationalist he was critical of
his community’s ongoing preference for ‘imperial horizons’ in favour of the more immediate
concerns of their own land. Their tradition of service to the Empire had left them with a view of
the world out of step with their new status as citizens of a small modern state. But he also
regarded the majority’s devotion to the universalist claims of Roman Catholicism as an equally
unhealthy and distorted basis for an Irish worldview. Irish Catholics, he felt, should focus less on
their membership in a global church and more on their unique spiritual abilities and problems. To
Butler, therefore, it seemed that ‘the whole island was tilted eastwards’ towards London and
Rome (EA 1). The challenge facing his generation of intellectuals was to re-conceive Ireland’s
place in the world beyond these inherited supranational allegiances. In looking back on the task
he and others had undertaken, he reflected that ‘the old strands of affection and loyalty had to be
unravelled and woven tenderly into a new pattern’, one which would dispense with British
imperialism and Catholic universalism alike, as well as with the racialist ideas that tended to
proceed from them (E4 150). Of course, both these allegiances were perpetuated in part by
Ireland’s compulsion to compare itself to England, another aspect of Irish international thinking
that he abhorred. He thought instead the country ought to assess itself alongside the Succession
States, to which it was much more analogous in terms of size, resources and development than it
was to Britain and the other western powers. The real test, then, was to remain fully Irish while
also engaging in the world fully and fruitfully at the same time.’

Clearly some of the ideas Butler was to develop about how to be both Irish and
internationalist were refinements and elaborations on the thinking articulated by the Revivalists

whom he so revered. Yet his admiration for his predecessors did not blind him to ways he felt

3 Relevant here is Stephen Howe’s reappraisal of Ireland in the context of the Succession States in Jreland
and Empire: Colonial Legacies in Irish History and Culture (Oxford, 2000), 153-4.
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they sometimes failed to balance their nationalist and internationalist aspirations. In the case of
Bernard Shaw, for example, Butler felt that while he was a perceptive satirist of petty-minded
nationalism, the dramatist fell prey to the opposite affliction of ‘pseudo-cosmic thinking’. He
explains that ‘those who practice it are like men in a submarine who scan the ships but ignore the
sharks and the swordfish, the coral and anemones a few yards away from them’. Butler
concludes of Shaw that during his career he developed ‘the stigmata of the deraciné’ and cites his
ill-fated campaign for international spelling as the work not of a cosmopolitan but of a man who
simply became de-nationalized. He believed other Irish writers resembled Shaw in developing a
‘rootless, expatriated sound’, exemplified by ‘Joyce’s learned gibberish, O’Casey’s staccato
Stalinism and Yeats’s intercourse with yogis’. As great as these writers’ work was, Butler
nonetheless wonders: ‘Were these really serious experiments in literature, art, politics and
religion? Or were they just the symptoms of a wild, nervous recoil from the narrow loyalties of a
country which criminally failed to give nourishment to their tremendous talents?’ Even Ireland’s
most brilliant minds could not always achieve the intellectual equilibrium they sought between
their personal need for cultural stimulation and their country’s jealous demands on their
affections (LN 234-6).

Of course, the Irishman who struggled most with this dilemma was not a Protestant at all,
but his example of conflicted exile was to become emblematic for Irish intellectuals, regardless of
their background. The purposeful way in which James Joyce repudiated Ireland and then
continued obsessively to dissect both his love and hate for it made him a symbol of the unhappy
and seemingly irresolvable condition in which internationally-minded Irishmen found themselves.
So Elizabeth Bowen could claim when Joyce died in 1941 that ‘the shy thin man with the thick
spectacles belonged to us, and was of us, whefever he went’, even as she lamented how ‘in

Ireland we breed the finest of natures, then, by our ignorance, our prejudice and our cruelty drive
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those finest natures from our shores’. When considering why Joyce decided to abandon his
native land for permanent exile, Hubert Butler offered a more dispassionate explanation: ‘As a
young man Joyce had a clearly conceived ideal — he believed that Ireland could realise itself by
becoming more European[,]...and the choice must have presented itself to him frequently of being
a European in Ireland or an Irishman in Europe. The second alternative was chosen only when it
was clear that it was the least impossible of the two’. Although he clearly admires Joyce’s
integrity and independence, Butler is not deceived as to the price he ultimately paid for his
choice: ‘an exile is a maimed and mutilated being’, he states flatly, adding that ‘Joyce clung too
closely to his past to create for himself a new social personality in the land of his banishment.
Austria, Italy, Switzerland, and France had no place in his art except as neutral tinted countries
from which the fierce and coloured emotional conflicts of his native land could be observed and
described in detachment’.’

Returning to Daniel Corkery, then, it is important to recognize that his statement about
the departure of Anglo-Irish writers was made in a context in which neither living in modern
Ireland nor leaving it was considered an easy or obvious solution for the creative intellect. His
determination to interpret the departure of Protestants as evidence of their ‘false’ Irishness
ignores the degree to which the strictures of cultural nationalism had made life in independent
Ireland difficult for all intellectuals, regardless of background. It also implies that the outside
world had nothing to offer Ireland at this critical moment in its development, a self-destructive
notion that continued to plague nationalist thinking long after political freedom was achieved. At
the root of such xenophobia and insularity was an ongoing preoccupation with England and the
urge to develop an Irish identity undefiled by English influence. This in turn engendered an

obsession with cultural authenticity which, in its extreme form, perceived almost any expression

4 Elizabeth Bowen, ‘James Joyce’, The Bell 1:6 (March 1941), 49.

> MH (Ms.): ‘James Joyce in Trieste’, 3-4 [9pp., undated]. For discussion of the same issue, see “The
European Joyce’, in Denis Donoghue, We Irish (Brighton, 1986), 89-99. See also John McCourt, The Years
of Bloom: James Joyce in Trieste, 1904-20 (Dublin, 2000).
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of cosmopolitanism as either self-hatred or imperial complicity. So Desmond Fennell could
argue as late as 1959 that ‘the Irish become exiles but seldom travellers, except in the service of
England, when they have already come to feel themselves as Englishmen’.° The perception that
going forth to see the world was by definition a habit of the imperial English rather than of the
nationalist Irish clearly would not encourage patriotic young people to try it.” Fennell’s remark
also highlights the deeply negative historical associations many Irish people had developed with
leaving the country, since venturing forth had more often than not been under terms of economic
duress and frequently meant permanent emigration.® Thus, the more thickly the Irish spread to
the four corners of the earth, the more zealously did nationalist rhetoric emphasise nativism as an
index of true Irishness. Nor would the residue of this logic drain away overnight. Writing in
1937, for example, journalist Mairin Mitchell made the familiar case that ‘if Ireland was late to
think internationally it was because she was for so long repressed nationally’.” Although it is
plain that Ireland’s relationship to England did dominate the formation of its world-view
historically, it is less clear how long and to what degree this factor may be judged an actual
inhibition of Ireland’s positive interaction with other cultures after Independence.

Thus the mistrust some Irishmen displayed towards cosmopolitanism in the post-
revolutionary period grew out of a heritage of both ideological and material constraints.
Meanwhile, however, other parts of Europe had likewise been undergoing radical changes
through the democratizing process brought about by the end of First World War. The creation of
the Succession States from the rubble of the old empires, combined with the rapid improvement
in communications and transport, meant large numbers of people across the continent were

exposed to other cultures to an unprecedented degree. It was in recognition of this reality that an

® Desmond Fennell, Mainly in Wonder (London, 1959), 9.

7 Apposite here is a comment made by Professor R.B. McDowell, that some thought there was ‘something
rather English’ in Hubert Butler’s interest in foreign peoples and his desire to help them in their distress.
Interview with R.B. McDowell, Dublin, 11 Sept. 2001.
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ageing Horace Plunkett observed in 1929 that ‘hitherto, “the nation” has been the few who could
afford to get into touch with the many of another nation....Now all is changing’.'® The
autonomous people of the Irish Free State demonstrated an ambivalent and uncertain attitude to
this new situation: they were clearly a product and beneficiary of the post-war pattern, but not
surprisingly remained deeply suspicious of the freer and more wide-ranging cultural exchange
that came with it. Thus an Anglo-Irish Protestant like Hubert Butler, possessing both nationalist
convictions and cosmopolitan values, had a unique perspective to offer at this stage of Irish
inteliectual development. If, as F.S.L. Lyons insisted, the whole objective of the Anglo-Irish
Revivalists had been to fashion a culture which ‘would avoid equally the extremes of abject
servility to alien modes and complacent contemplation of native modes’, then surely young
Protestants like Butler were well placed to carry on their work."'

Paradoxically, not the least of their qualifications was that so many of them had enjoyed
an English education. They understood England from the inside and were for the most part
inoculated against the extreme emotions with which many of their Catholic compatriots
approached it."> The other advantage enjoyed by this generation of English-educated Irishmen
was their exposure to the atmosphere of confidence and certainty the Empire had engendered
among its ruling classes. Many of the inter-war British elite were more unapologetically cultured
than their parents had been, and the pastime of travel developed an almost cultic status among

" In such a social environment, a young Protestant intellectual like Butler could develop a

them.
wide range of interests married to an assumption of immediate possibility. Yet for all these
marks of English belonging, and even though his people had been a comerstone of the imperial

tradition that had made his privileges possible, the young Anglo-Irishman abroad could never

forget his fundamental difference. He could never fall prey to the unconscious chauvinism of

' PF (Plunkett Papers): Notebook, ‘Notes for book’ [undated (c.1929)].

"' F.S.L. Lyons, Culture and Anarchy, 172.
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which Ethel Mannin accused the average Englishman abroad, who remained always incapable of
realising that it is he who is the foreigner’.'* Given this feeling both at home and abroad that they
did not entirely belong, the Anglo-Irish Protestant community produced individuals in an
excellent cultural position to mediate between Ireland and the outer world during this period of
major international changes. While certainly in many other analogous settings such a ‘mediating
potential” was to be lost or squandered in the decolonization process, it was just this sort of
potential Hubert Butler believed was his to offer and which he hoped his countrymen would
someday come to accept."’

It was out of this conviction that he also turned to the past and found inspiration in the
example of an Anglo-Irish predecessor like James Bourchier. Bourchier was a late nineteenth-
century journalist, whose years of reportage in Eastern Europe led him to champion the unpopular
cause of Bulgarian freedom. In a tribute essay, Butler admires Bourchier’s international
engagement precisely because it was not that of a political partisan but that of ‘a warm-hearted
and intelligent foreigner, an Irishman who rose above the prejudices of his nation, his class and
his profession, and who tried always to speak the truth about Bulgaria even when it made him
enemies’. Both the man’s individual integrity and his willingness to place his sympathies at the
service of a small people whose fortunes were considered inconsequential lend him heroic status
in Butler’s eyes. He concludes that while Bourchier may have been a ‘spiritually isolated’ figure
as a result of his views, this was a noble isolation, inevitable for anyone ‘at war with the cynical

imperialism of the great powers to which small peoples like the Bulgars were continually

sacrificed’ (G 151, 154).

' Ethel Mannin, A/l Experience (London, 1932), 263.

' Mary Louise Pratt speaks of the ‘mediating potential’ of a figure like Albert Camus, who as the product
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Anglo-Irish intellectuals. Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London,
1992), 223. Similarly, Anglo-Irishman and colonial servant Randal Sadleir, having stayed on in the 1960s
as a transitional figure in the newly established Tanzanian government, later speculated that his friendship
with his Afro-Arab boss derived partly from their shared sense of hybridity. Randal Sadleir, Tanzania:
Journey to Republic (London, 1999), 276.
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It was because Butler believed he occupied a similar position and had the potential to
play a role similar to Bourchier’s that he did not apologize for his privileged social background.
Rather, he tried to exploit it in ways that he thought would prove ultimately beneficial to Irish
life, recognizing that the outlook his education and opportunities had given him was not
something his less fortunate Catholic counterparts would develop overnight. What he later
argued regarding the old Croatian nobility in Yugoslavia was clearly a logic he wished to apply to
his own community: ‘Only an educated minority, whose patriotism is reinforced by sensibility or
pride, has the power to assimilate foreign culture without being overwhelmed or corrupted by it’
(GW 171). He rejected the Gaelic Catholic recipe for Irish nationality for many reasons, but
certainly chief among them was its total inability to conceive of cosmopolitanism as a positive
trait or to afford the cosmopolitan citizen a legitimate national function. In his masterful 1941
essay ‘The Barriers’, he confronted this issue and articulated in philosophical terms why people
equipped to partake in positive foreign interactions should be recognized as exercising a patriotic
service, not accused of disloyalty or inadequate Irishness. ‘A nation cannot be created negatively
by elimination or strategic retreats into the past’, he writes. Rather,

it must crystallize round the contemporary genius that interprets it. The interpreters will

be those who can see the national life as well as live it. To acquire this detachment, they

will need to have access to other forms of society, so that they can see their lives
objectively and in totality from the threshold, and unless they can obtain from their own
country this approach to other civilizations, by spiritual channels or by personal contact,

their allegiance either to their country or to their interpretative mission will weaken. (GW
33)

Here is a summation of why cosmopolitan values mattered so much to Butler as an Irishman
dissenting from the dominant nationalist definitions of identity. Particularly important is that he
does not limit ‘access to other forms of society’ to what he calls ‘personal contact’. He also
speaks of contact through ‘spiritual channels’, a deliberately vague term connoting the myriad

ways Irish people might encounter and appreciate foreignness without actually leaving their own
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land. True internationalism therefore does not consist solely of foreign travel.'® Moreover, he
insists that those individual members of Ireland’s ‘contemporary genius’ specially prepared to
fulfil the cosmopolitan’s national function must be permitted the freedom to maintain the delicate
balance between their ‘allegiance’ and their ‘interpretive mission’. Through imaginative
engagement with the vices and virtues of his own inheritance of Anglo-Irish ambivalence, Butler
emerges here with an eloquent case for why any modern Irish intellectual should be encouraged
to engage fully with the world at large.

His own long and diverse engagement with foreign cultures began slowly and was not
without its frustrations. Though he was to make his first continental tour in 1925 as the tutor and
companion to an English admiral’s son, it was not until the autumn of 1927 that Butler finally
succeeded in setting out on his own. On this trip he made his way through Italy before setting sail
for Egypt, where he had secured a post teaching English.” Although he appears to have found
this experience something of a personal disappointment, life in the British Middle East made him
conscious for the first time of the many subtle ways imperial domination could express itself. In
notes he took either during his stay or sometime not long after, he reflected on how consolidating
economic, political and social control over a subject people was only part of the process of
dehumanizing them:

Later on, of course, come the museums and the excavations, the professors and the

scholars, but still the natives view with contempt and suspicion the foreigners, who

rummage superciliously in their dustbins but are bored by their everyday domesticities.

The new imperialism may be more insidiously sterilising than the old one. Its instrument

is not the bayonet but the surgeon’s needle. Its policy is not to terminate but to embalm
the corpses of Eastern culture, of the pharaohs and rajahs and mandarins with still a trace

' Butler expanded on this point many years later when writing to his brother-in-law, Tyrone Guthrie.

“You travel a lot[,]...and so you have come to think of the “man of the future” as a sort of cosmopolitan
spaceman’, he told Guthrie. Yet to Butler, given his experiences of Irish provincialism, it was important to
be both sensitive and realistic about how most people might best become acquainted with other points-of-
view: ‘The present day problem is how to bring knowledge and broad views and interests fo people without
completely dislodging them and disorientating them. It’s no good bringing people to the idea, you have to
bring the idea to the people’. TCD, Ms. 10304/597/700 (BP): HMB to Tyrone Guthrie, 25 June 1955.

'7 In determining the chronology of Butler’s life in the 1920s, I am indebted to Eleanor Burgess’s work-in-
progress, ‘Hubert Butler of Maidenhall’ (2001).
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of colgur and shape, preserved indefinitely in the sharp vital fluid that has drowned
them.

At a very early stage, then, Butler recognized a trend that would preoccupy him the rest of his
life, whereby modern scholarship, with its growing emphasis on specialization, both encouraged
and was susceptible to the bureaucratizing tendencies of the modern age. Instead of acting as a
bulwark against the impersonal and the anonymous, professional learning all too often
collaborated with the political ideologies exploiting them. Such seemingly innocuous co-
operation would later strike him as deeply complicit in the most horrific crimes committed
against humanity in the twentieth century.

Having failed to discover in Egypt what he was looking for, Butler travelled on to Cyprus
in early 1928. There he made the acquaintance of fellow Irish Protestant Monk Gibbon. Gibbon,
the son of a Dublin clergyman, had recently spent two years teaching at the Ecole Anglaise at
Chéateaux d’(Ex in Switzerland and was coming to the end of a year spent travelling with his
friend Alister Mathews.' During their stay in Cyprus, Gibbon, Mathews and Butler agreed they
would travel together in Greece, an interlude Butler refers to in the opening paragraphs of his
essay ‘Return to Hellas’. It was to prove a bittersweet moment for a man who had studied the
classics since boyhood; as he said of it in retrospect, ‘I had never enjoyed anything so much, but I
felt very angry that my education had been back to front. Here was the jam at last after I had
stuffed myself to repletion with dry bread’. The intuitive feeling his Irish country childhood had
given him for the immediate and the local was finally vindicated by the very place his education
had made so abstract: “‘Had I known of all this before, the fragrance of myrtle and mule-
droppings, the memory of roast sucking-pig and retsina would have reconciled me to knowledge,
which till then had flowed in a contrary direction to my curiosity’ (E4 220). Intellect and
experience might now come together in his life in a way they had not done before. He and his

companions were fortunate that in Greece ‘it was still the days before mass tourism’, so that

'* MH (Notebook): ‘Some notes on trip to Russia’ [late 1920s/early 30s].
' Gibbon recounts his and Mathews’s adventures in his book Mount Ida (London, 1948).
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much of their travel was done on foot and even further enhanced by the hospitality of Greek
villagers who would take no payment for the shelter and wonderful meals they provided the
young men along the way.”’

After returning to England and Ireland, Butler set off again in the spring of 1929, this
time to Vienna in order to learn German and to work on his writing, which during this period took
the form of fiction and plays.*> While there he also began to correspond with Susan Margaret
[Peggy] Guthrie (1906-96), sister of his Oxford friend Tony Guthrie. After staying in Austria for
some time, Butler described to Peggy how his sense of foreignness had started to recede: ‘I’'m
gradually losing the abroad feeling and take things for granted — this is rather sad in ways — i.e.
one doesn’t now think people just wonderful because they have badger’s tail in their hat’. This
loss of novelty had its compensations, however. As his German improved and he became more
confident, Butler delved deeper into the subjective realities of the society around him. While
staying at a resort outside Vienna, he came across some surviving members of the Austrian
ancien régime, among them a retired colonel and his wife, an insurance director, and some elderly
aristocrats. As they sat around reminiscing about the First World War, Butler was enthralled. He
told Peggy that ‘it was so exciting hearing all the “noble” answers back to Nurse Cavell and [the]
Lusitania, because they were just the equivalent of English Insurance Directors and Colonels and
Frau Molligs down even to the details, only all upside down and back to front’.*> One wonders
how many Englishmen at the time would have been able to appreciate this inversion, or how
many Irishmen at the time would have even tried.

The advantages of being a cosmopolitan from a small country were daily becoming
clearer to Butler. He relished the freedom from all the assumptions, positive and negative, to

which the British traveller was frequently subject. Yet just as the Irish themselves tended to

% Jrish Times 6 Nov. 1987, 15.

21 Although this study is restricted to Hubert Butler’s non-fiction writing, abundant manuscript material
survives in the form of stories and plays and is located both at TCD and at Maidenhall.

22 TCD, Ms. 10304/625/204/4 (BP): HMB to Peggy Guthrie, undated [late 1920s].
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assume travel was an English pastime, so people in other countries sometimes had difficulty
grasping that an Irishman in their midst was not simply some variant Englishman, nor wanted to
be. In his 1933 travelogue Raggle-Taggle, for example, Walter Starkie (1894-1976), tells of
meeting a man who assures him he will be popular among the Hungarians of Debrecen because
he is English: ‘I hastened to assure him that I was not English, but Irish, but he did not understand
the distinction, though he acquiesced in calling me British’. Butler stubbornly resisted any such
compromises; the nationalist in him insisted on fully asserting his Irishness abroad. He recounted
later how when travelling through small towns in Yugoslavia, he would often meet local people
who had organized themselves into various xenophile associations. ‘When I said I was Irish,
sometimes my new friends looked interested, sometimes perplexed and disappointed. Those with
cosmopolitan aspirations...were mystified by this unnecessary flaunting of provincialism when I
could have passed myself off as an Englishman’. He explains that ‘they themselves were often at
pains to explain to me that they were only Yugoslavs by some accident of geography, spiritually
they belonged to some great centre of culture and civilisation, Chicago, Vienna, London’. And
yet, he concludes, ‘those who were contentedly Yugoslav accepted me readily as an Irishman and
for my part the more provincial they were the more I liked them. I was glad that I belonged to an
insignificant nation’.** If such a statement sounds idealistic, there was a also hard logic
underpinning it which Butler had derived from observing how large and small peoples got along
in the world. He concluded that coming from Britain or any powerful country encouraged its
citizens to be normative in their judgments ana reconciled them more easily to the mass culture
which the educated individual must assiduously combat. In contrast, coming from a smaller
nation like Ireland was a blessing to be relished: ‘the citizen of the small state may find it easier

to be a humanist and a cosmopolitan than the citizen of a state whose language and whose

2 Walter Starkie, Raggle-Taggle: Adventures with a Fiddle in Hungary and Roumania (London, 1933),
147. See also Spanish Raggle-Taggle: Adventures with a Fiddle in North Spain (London, 1934).

% MH (Ms.): ‘Yugoslav Clubs’, 12 [16pp., undated (c. late 1940s)]. Portions of this piece were published
under the title ‘Friendship: Personal or Official’, Peace News 22 July 1949, 4.
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influence stretch over continents. It is harder for him to change his skies without also changing
his mind when he travels. It is essential for him to be supple, receptive, empirical’.* These were
precisely some of the qualities that Butler had been cultivating during his sojourns in the 1920s
and which he would apply during the most important period of his travels, the 1930s.
II. In Russia and Eastern Europe

Hubert Butler and Peggy Guthrie married in early June 1930 and shortly thereafter set off
for a honeymoon at the Latvian resort of Riga Strand. Butler had been learning Russian for the
last few years with the help of some London friends and had repeatedly attempted to get the
necessary visas to enter Russia, but without success. Efforts to secure permission during their
stay in the Baltic States were to prove equally unsuccessful, yet in the meantime he became
fascinated by Riga Strand itself. Once a chic watering-place for the pre-war Russian elite, it had
since lost much of its glamour, but in Butler’s eyes it took on a renewed significance as a site
where the old and new Europes now met each other. In what appears to be his first full-length
essay, entitled ‘Riga Strand in 1930°, he explains that what makes the resort interesting is its
status as ‘the holiday ground not only for Letts but for all the newly liberated peoples of the
Baltic. There one may meet Estonians and Finns, Lithuanians and Poles, bathing side by side
with Germans, Russians and Swedes, who were once their masters’. As a post-revolutionary Irish
Protestant he possessed an acute sensitivity to the cultural politics at work between former ruling
classes and their erstwhile subjects, regarding the processes of social adjustment taking place in
the various Succession States as naturally analogous to those the Irish were undergoing in the
Free State. He makes the comparison explicit when he notes the similarity between the triangular
relationship of the English, the Ascendancy and the Irish peasantry in Ireland and that of the
Russians, the Baltic Barons, and the native Letts in Latvia (CD 4-3).

What he writes here is not primarily about the past, though, nor is it intended as an

exercise in sociological abstraction. What matters most to Butler in this and subsequent essays is

% TCD, Ms. 10304/168/7 (BP): ‘An Irish Council’ [undated (c.late 1945/early 1946)].
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how larger-than-life social and political changes — the stuff of history — affect the everyday
existence of people living through them. Recalling the splendour of Riga Strand in tsarist times,
he asks rhetorically: ‘“Where now are her wealthy St Petersburg patrons, where is St Petersburg
itself?” The colony of Russians residing at Riga Strand in 1930 consisted of those once wealthy
patrons who had managed to escape the Bolsheviks but in so doing had lost forever their life in
Russia. Butler explains that under the circumstances such people ‘have to be thankful for a
refuge from their own countrymen among a people they have always despised, and to get jobs in
Latvia they set themselves to learning Lettish, a language they have always regarded as a servant
patois’. One hears in these lines the emergence of that style that characterizes all Butler’s
writing, an authorial voice that is calm and direct in its assessments, yet somehow manages never
to lose sight of the pathos or humour that pervades nearly every human situation. As was the case
when he had met the old aristocrats in Austria the previous year, he is obviously capable of
sympathy for these people, who strike him as the sad human detritus of a crumbled empire. He is
not blind to their snobbery or their occasional cruelty, but neither does he reflexively condemn it;
rather, he seeks to evoke something of the psychological confusion that impels it. ‘Life is very
hard but they contrive often to be gay and self-confident and outrageous. They still take short
cuts across flower-beds if they belong to Jews, and are condescending to Letts at tea-parties.
They are ingenious at finding ways to restore their self respect’.

The Jews at Riga Strand are equally compelling to Butler as an extraordinary
manifestation of the new European dispensation. In the pre-war days they were not even
permitted at the resort; but now, he says, since ‘the fashionable specialists have no prodigal
Caucasian Princes to diet in their sanatoria, they have to haggle with Jewesses about mud-baths
and superfluous fat. The disinherited have come into their own, and the Jews have descended like
locusts on Riga Strand’. Again the essayist demonstrates his ability to capture in just a few lines
the competing emotions at work in this time and place: the congratulatory phrase ‘the disinherited

have come into their own’ clashes squarely with the panicked rejoinder that ‘the Jews have
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descended like locusts’. The conflicting sentiments expressed here may too reflect a certain
ambivalence in Butler himself about the general societal upheavals of which he was both observer
and participant. He concludes the essay with the particularly potent image of a group of Jewish
boys sitting around a bonfire one night on the beach, their faces lit up by the firelight.
‘Persecution has hardened them and given them strength to survive war and revolution and even
to profit by them and direct them’, he muses. ‘Perhaps it is they in the end who will decide the
future of Riga Strand’ (CD 8, 10-11). As he was to learn firsthand before the decade was over,
there was a terrible and unexpected irony latent in these words.”®

After their trip, the Butlers returned to the Guthrie family home in Co. Monaghan, where
Peggy could look after her mother and Butler could finish a translation he was making of the
Russian novel The Thief by Leonid Leonov.”’ This was a considerable undertaking, and one
which demonstrates the high level of proficiency he had already attained in his grasp of the
language.”® Writing of Leonov in 1946, he noted that he had been attracted to him not least
because his revolutionary faith appeared dependent less on soulless theorizing than on the
‘sentiment and romantic loyalties’ rooted in traditional peasant life (LN 194). The motivations
for Leonov’s work, if not its conclusions, corresponded to Butler’s own views about the
importance of local relationships as the only happy basis of society. In fact he had long been
struck by certain similarities between Irish and Russian culture and recalled half a century later
that on that basis alone ‘it was inevitable that I should wish to go to Russia’.*’ His curiosity had
also naturally been aroused by the Revolution itself and the tremendous impact it had made on
political attitudes throughout the West. Yet he admitted that upon reading Das Kapital as a

student he had found Marx ‘an out-of-date bore’ and that he left the Socialist Society at Oxford

% Terence Brown has attempted to place ‘Riga Strand’ in the wider context of Butler’s oewvre in ‘Butler
and Nationalism’, in C. Agee (ed.), Unfinished Ireland: Essays on Hubert Butler (Belfast, 2003), 94-6.
%7 Eleanor Burgess to Robert Tobin, 26 April 1999.

% Leonid Leonov, The Thief, trans. HMB (London, 1931).

® MH (Ms.): ‘Russia (autobiographical)’, 2-4 [Spp., undated (1980s)].



79

after only a short period because he knew nothing about economics.*® Through his Irish
predecessors Plunkett and Russell, Butler was eventually drawn to a very moderate form of
socialism, repudiating what he saw as the dehumanizing tendencies inherent in Marxist thought.
Besides the writings of the co-operators, he would also credit Bertrand Russell’s 1920 book The
Practice and Theory of Bolshevism with convincing him that society could be radically altered
without resorting to the violent tactics of the Bolsheviks. Of this period he recalled: ‘I fancied
myself then as I do now, as a liberal and a socialist, but I have never seen how you can form any
useful economic or political theories without turning men into units, whereas it is as independent
individuals that we express ourselves and individualism disrupts all theories’. Thus it was ‘in an
enquiring frame of mind’ he had begun to learn Russian in the late 1920s, all the while
‘remaining politically uncommitted’.*'

Butler’s detached attitude to contemporary Russian politics was not shared by the many
other would-be visitors to the Soviet Union. With the ideological popularity of Communism in
the twenties and thirties, going to Russia became a kind of pilgrimage for the western
intelligentsia. This was the heyday, in the words of Irish journalist Denis Ireland, of ‘those
feminine-looking young men in dirty flannel trousers’ who enforced socialist orthodoxy within
London literary circles.’® It was probably due to his reluctance to abide by the established pattern
for touring Russia, that of signing up with an Intourist group excursion, that Butler had
encountered so many difficulties securing a visa. Kate O’Brien complained of these package
tours that they were ‘not tours with the old meaning. Their impulse is newly projected. They are
a gesture towards our future uniformity, not an escapist search for novelty, individualism or the

past. They are a busman’s holiday of sociologists and moralists, not pleasure-trips for idle

% TCD, Ms. 10304/642/241 (BP): HMB to the Editors of the Irish Times and The Bell, 13 Oct. 1947. The
letter was never published.

*' MH (Alpha): HMB to James Forsyth, 18 July 1976.

32 Denis Ireland, ‘Reflections on the Death of a Novelist’, Envoy 3:8 (July 1950), 36.
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pleasure-seekers’.> Book after book issued forth from these outings, and by 1930 the trend had
become so well known that Liam O’Flaherty prefaced his own, I Went to Russia, with the candid
admission that he had visited purely in order to collect material for a political study: ‘It pains me
to admit it, but it is the truth. I set out to join the great horde of scoundrels, duffers and liars who
have been flooding the book markets of the world for the past ten years with books about the
Bolsheviks’.**

Another intellectual eager to see the great Soviet experiment in action was Archibald
Lyall, and this he did upon the invitation of Butler, who was finally prepared to yield to Intourist.
After having at last managed a brief foray to Moscow by himself in the spring of 1931, he then
arranged that he, Peggy and Lyall should embark together on one of its group tours in early
autumn 1932. In his account of this adventure, Russian Roundabout, Lyall relates how he and the
Butlers called first at Leningrad, then proceeded with their party to Moscow and other cities.”
Not surprisingly, Lyall represents Butler’s reaction to the U.S.S.R. as far from simple. Conscious
of the liberation that the Revolution has ostensibly brought to the masses of Russian people,
nonetheless Butler instinctively mourns the passing of the old regime, so rich in associations, that
has been necessary for this transformation to take place. When, for example, the trio of travellers
observe working families relaxing in the gardens of the Winter Palace, Lyall attributes to Butler
the Gibbonian comment that ‘it would have made me rather sad, I think, to see the golden-haired
barbarians sitting on the ruins of the Capitol at the end of Rome, even though I knew Rome was

thoroughly decadent and the barbarians in the end were to build up a better civilisation

* Kate O’Brien, Farewell Spain (1937; London, 1985), 3.

3 Liam O’Flaherty,  Went to Russia (London, 1931), 9.

¥ In Lyall’s book the Butlers are given the name “Curtis’. Archibald Lyall, Russian Roundabout: A Non-
political Pilgrimage (London, 1933), 2-23. During his stay in Russia Butler would likewise meet the writer
Pamela Travers, whose book Moscow Excursion similarly evokes the mood among western visitors to
Russia in the early thirties. Travers was to become one of the Butlers’ closest friends. See P.T. [Pamela
Travers], Moscow Excursion (London, 1934).
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themselves’.* Here the classically-minded Anglo-Irishman is represented as reacting to the scene
with an instinctive emotional conservatism, but a conservatism in tension with an intellectual
honesty which recognizes the necessity and even ultimate advantage of social change.

Butler himself would describe the inevitable dismay he experienced when the Leningrad
of his imagination, one derived from the great Russian novels of the nineteenth century, came
into direct contact with the present-day reality. Walking along the streets of the city, he writes, ‘it
is impossible for the bourgeois visitor to avoid sentimentalising as he elbows his way along,
however proletarian his sympathies. He wonders whether Nevsky does not cry for rattling
carriages, shining horses and lovely ladies. As he passes under the arcade of the Gostiny Dvor],]
richly dressed phantoms linger among the arches and flutter past him into discreet shops. Closer
inspection will reveal the shops to be displaying a few white cabbages on doubtful linoleum
swarming with flies’. And yet, he adds with heavy irony, ‘sentimentalists can ignore such trifles
of fact’.’” That Butler did not pretend to transcend his own liberal middle-class values out of
solidarity with the Soviet cause means his writing about Russia is blessedly free of the political
rhetoric that mars much western commentary from this period. This lack of pretence also
relieved him of the need other intellectuals had to locate in Russia a justification for the
ideological commitment they had made to Marxism, and later it spared him the deep
disillusionment that those same people underwent when Stalinism proved so brutally corrupt. At
the end of his life he thus reflected that ‘I was born a bourgeois and this, like being born an
Irishman or a Frenchman, a Protestant or a Catholic, is, I believe, an indelible experience. It is
something you cannot shed by adopting a new set of ideas’. In acknowledging that he never
moved very far from his own social group, he continues: ‘I am proud that I found this out very
early, because it helped me to enjoy Russia. I went there as a bourgeois, worked there as a

bourgeois, and returned as a bourgeois through the same door which I went in. In the meantime, I

*¢ Archibald Lyall, Russian Roundabout, 41. See Edward Gibbon, Memoirs of My Life and Writings, eds.
A.0.J. Cockshut and S. Constantine (1796; Hartnells, Bodmin, 1994), 170-1.
7 MH (Ms.): ‘A Stroll Around Leningrad’, 2-3 [7pp, undated (c.early/mid-1930s)].
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had been very happy and interested and have never had any of those bitter feelings towards
Russia in which many once-passionate communists, who have “lost their faith”, indulge’.*® This
lack of bitterness was to play a significant part in Butler’s attitudes later on, during the Cold War,
when some of the most vitriolic attacks on Communism einanated from those who had once been
its passionate apologists.

It was upon returning to Leningrad from the guided tour that Butler decided to accept an
offer from his acquaintance Nikolai Mihalitch Archangelsky to remain for a time as an English
teacher. Archangelsky, who had studied at Reading University with Butler’s cousin Willy de
Burgh, had returned home out of political conviction to live in Leningrad with his widowed
mother. Butler thus said goodbye to Peggy and Lyall, who boarded the ship back to London, and
took up residence at the Archanglesky flat. He was welcomed into his host’s teaching brigade, a
loose affiliation of English instructors who shared out pupils and jobs. The members of his group
all came from wealthy families and found themselves teaching languages as a result of the
changes wrought by the Revolution. With the help of his brigade, Butler quickly assumed
responsibility for a group of private pupils, as well as for teaching nightly classes at the Techmass
and Goskurs Institutes. In his 1984 essay ‘Peter’s Window’ he notes that, as the last of the
tourists disappeared from the city at the end of the season, ‘I felt like a privileged member of the
audience who goes home with the actors after the play’ (E4 313).

Of course, what made his extended stay possible was his fluency in Russian, an ability
coveted by other westerners who perceived that the official tours presented only a sugar-coated
view of Soviet life.** This obsession with locating authenticity was part of the larger rebellion
against the uniformity and banality of tourism itself, but ironically, as Butler was quick to notice,
this attempted defiance could sometimes take on an acquisitive and grasping quality. His own

first published account of his time in Russia, the 1946 piece ‘The Teaching Brigade’, received

% MH (Ms.): ‘Russia (autobiographical)’, 1 [Spp., undated (1980s)].
% Ethel Mannin, Forever Wandering (London, 1934), 173.
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special praise from Anthony Powell, who remarked that it ‘should be read by all who enjoy
chunks of Soviet life as it is lived’."’ In literary terms this piece suffers by comparison to the later
and better-known ‘Peter’s Window’, but even so, it makes a unique contribution to the overall
picture of Butler’s experience in Leningrad which ought not to be ignored. Writing shortly after
the end of the war, Butler’s treatment is less wide-ranging and impressionistic, focusing primarily
on the ways totalitarianism was slowly suffocating each of his highly individualistic friends. To
this end the essay takes as its centre of gravity not Nikolai Archangelsky but rather the army
officer Dmitiri Kardin. Kardin assumes the role of protagonist in ‘The Teaching Brigade’
because he is the quintessence of what Butler would later call the ‘Organization Man’, that
amoral figure whose capacity to subsume his personality to any ideology or hierarchy, however
arbitrary or cruel, means that inevitably he will thrive. In keeping with this appraisal, Butler
remarks of Kardin that ‘each time he appropriated from me a new English phrase I felt as if I had
been pickpocketed. It had ceased to be mine, and belonged to the Military Academy, where he
was an instructor.” Elsewhere he relates how when they first met, Kardin was busily revising a
pre-revolutionary grammar of English conversation, so that the tourist’s average questions were
no longer about theatres and laundries but about workers” wages and factories.

Butler also reveals that as time went on, he realized he could have seen none of his
acquaintances regularly without the consent of the G.P.U. (the secret police) but suspects
probably only Kardin would have bothered keeping a record of their uneventful encounters. ‘I
had to admire the insight of the G.P.U. in employing him’, he writes. ‘The horror and efficiency
of Gestapo and G.P.U. lie in the use they make of ordinary people, whom we meet everyday, the
busybody, the village gossip, and above all the officially-minded person, like Dmitri, who will
obey any order given by a superior rather than consult his humanity or intelligence.” Even so, he
concludes that Kardin meant no harm and that his presence probably enabled the brigade to carry

on unmolested. ‘If I have made him sound unworthys, it is because I am thinking of my other four

% Anthony Powell, ‘Periodical Prejudices’, The Spectator 8 Nov. 1946, 488.
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companions in the Teaching Brigade, who had so much greater integrity and courage than he had,
and whose voices I do not believe I shall hear again’. He consoles himself at the end of the piece
with the conviction that these ‘were not ordinary people’ and ‘ordinary probabilities do not affect
them’, but has to concede ‘in any country under any government, the man who thinks for himself
suffers, the Dmitri Kardins flourish’.* By contrast, the end of ‘Peter’s Window’ does not
emphasize the triumph of the ‘Organization Man’ but instead eulogizes his victims. It recalls
Butler’s brief return to the U.S.S.R. in 1956, during which he managed to visit Leningrad in order
to search for his old companions. His inquiries yielded only vague information suggesting most
of them probably died during the Purges: ‘I had learnt very much what I had expected to learn,
which was nothing. I was sad not only for my friends but for anyone who leaves the world
anonymously, surrounded by hostile or uncaring people’ (E4 337). The anger and defiance
underpinning the earlier piece has been replaced here by a more modest lament for the individual
sufferings of those he had come to know and love personally.

‘Peter’s Window’ owes much of its immediacy and coherence to Butler’s appreciative
portrait of his host Archangelsky, whom he fittingly refers to by his family nickname, Kolya.
Building the piece around his daily life in the Archangelsky flat means that he himself enjoys a
stronger presence in the narrative, but it also helps him achieve an overall intimacy of tone
missing from ‘The Teaching Brigade’. The piece is studded with moments of domestic humour
that add to its atmosphere far more effectively than any number of descriptions of crowded trams
or barren shops could manage. Appropriately, then, Butler represents as the crisis point in
‘Peter’s Window’ the row he and Kolya eventually have over their living arrangements. Their
differences were never overtly political, he insists, for topics of conversation were always too
firmly rooted in the realm of the mundane: ‘These were the things we talked about in Leningrad
in 1931 [sic]: spoons, buttons, macaroni, galoshes, macaroni again. Idon’t believe I ever heard

anyone mention Magnetogorsk or the liquidation of the Kulaks or any of the remote and

‘' HMB, ‘The Teaching Brigade’, in R. Greacen (ed.), Irish Harvest (Dublin, 1946) 15, 19-20, 25.
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monstrous contemporary happenings to which by a complicated chain of causes our lifestyle and
our macaroni were linked’.* That said, he does speculate that the intensity of Kolya’s reaction to
his domestic complaints stems from deeper misgivings he has about being an educated,
Anglophile Russian who has chosen to live in the squalor of Stalinist Leningrad. Butler recalls
how at one stage Kolya stayed up all night reading Forster’s 4 Passage to India only to announce
despairingly at breakfast that ‘I’'m Aziz. I’m an Asiatic’.* Their argument is severe enough that
Butler storms out into the winter cold, only to discover that he cannot find a hotel room
anywhere. At last he resorts to calling late at night on the British Consul, Reader Bullard, whom
he had met previously. Although Bullard graciously takes him in, Butler nonetheless considers
seeking refuge a failure to live by his own principles: ‘I could easily persuade myself that I had an
official claim on him, but I loathed going to him, as I would to the GPU. I thought I had the
courage and skill to treat most human problems as personal ones, but the moment I appealed to
authority to help me out I was like a man on a tightrope who thinks of falling’.* The image is an
important one, registering the symbolic weight Butler has attributed to the whole enterprise.
However kind Bullard has been to him, he cannot but regard the consul as simply a more pleasant
manifestation of the bureaucratic world he has consciously sought to escape through the difficult
yet genuine relationship with Kolya (£4 323-6, 330).

Butler goes back to the flat the next day. Although he and Kolya formally make peace,

he knows that he ‘would never be forgiven that night at the consulate’, and indeed, their

“2 In another, unpublished piece about Russia, Butler remarks that ‘Russians themselves do not discuss
Communism in the home and are surprised at the interest and enthusiasm or the horror of the foreign
visitors. They are as bored as an Englishman would be should a party of foreigners come over to find the
exact workings of the national government. Why do all these people, I was repeatedly asked, want to see
our bakeries, our creches? Have they none at home?” MH (Ms.): ““Those Russians™, 4 [21pp., undated
(1930s)].

* In writing elsewhere about Dostoevsky, Butler would credit the novelist with drawing attention to the
‘burdensome sense of inferiority towards the West which makes the Russian sometimes too meek,
sometimes insanely proud and suspicious’ (LN 176).

* Bullard’s recently published diaries corroborate Butler’s version of these events. He records first
meeting Butler on 6 September 1932 and then how on the night of 23 October, Butler appeared at the
consulate late at night seeking shelter. R.W. Bullard, Inside Stalin’s Russia: The Diaries of Reader
Bullard, 1930-34, eds. J. and M. Bullard (Charlbury, Oxon, 2000), 135, 146.
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relationship is never the same again. Having decided to leave Russia when the term ends, Butler
agrees with Kolya to finish his time at the flat but notes that ‘I was a foreign critic now not a
friend and he would step coldly from argument to argument, like rungs on a ladder....He was
never unfriendly but he had become a different person, conscientious, informative and rather
dull’. The personal rapport he has worked to foster has dissolved, and though the essay does not
end for a few more pages, Butler manages to convey that the guiding spirit of his adventure has
deserted him. What is left is the process of disentanglement and farewell. Before he leaves, he
does manage to witness a major procession commemorating ‘the Fifteenth Anniversary of
Socialist Construction’, which by its very nature returns him to the Russia of impersonal
exteriors. Yet because those he has come to consider friends are all participating, Butler eagerly
watches the rows of marchers filing by: ‘I wanted to see if there was anyone I knew, and how
they were affected by this performance. Organized in processions, those whom we have known
as complex individuals shed colour and character. Also there is some unconscious tabu that we
violate every time we look at our friends in their public moments, which are often the moments of
deepest privacy’. Ultimately his frustrated attempt to reconcile the warmth of those he has
encountered individually with the total effacement they have undergone in this totalitarian setting
provides a more telling indictment of Communism than any political argument ever could (£4
331-3).

Butler thus returned home from his Russian sojourn armed with a far clearer picture than
most foreigners of real life in the Soviet Union, coupled with an emphatically non-ideological
affection for the individuals he met there. What he did not return with were either horror stories
or triumphant anecdotes, for these he believed would only compound rather than mitigate the
isolation which their system had already inflicted upon the Russian people. So he noted that ‘we
think of all the struggles of the Russians on an economic plane, we imagine them wrestling with
percentages, tustling with the tractor output and the five year plan — seen through a fog of

statistics they seem rather an abstract people, and yet life in a Soviet city is actually as varied as
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in any other part of the world’.* He knew that the prevailing mood would not make it easy to
persuade most westerners that the Russians had a human face. Rather, he characterized the
situation as one in which increasingly ‘Russia and Communism are established as levers in the
political life of other countries and topics of conversation in every home. Exotic, eastern bogies,
they haunt the most peaceful suburbs and it is too late now for mere argument to exorcise them’.**
Confronted by this mounting anxiety and irratjonality, what other means was there to lend Russia
the humanity he himself had seen so well? One opportunity presented itself the following year
when he undertook a new translation of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard for his brother-in-law
Tyrone Guthrie to stage at the Old Vic. When it appeared in October 1933, the production,
starring Charles Laughton, proved a resounding popular success.”’ Introducing the translation in
its published form in 1934, Guthrie praised Butler’s attempt to convey ‘the behaviour, as well as
the language, of these Russians of thirty years ago in such a manner as to make them seem
recognizable, natural, lovable human beings, as little as possible removed from ourselves because
remote in time and place’.*. In this sense, The Cherry Orchard served as a salutary reminder that
the uniquely Russian contribution to the humanist tradition ought not be forgotten amidst political
rivalry or national estrangement. As Butler himself comments in ‘Peter’s Window’ regarding the
legacy left by figures such as Chekhov, Tolstoi and Dostoevsky in the age of Bolshevism: ‘I do
not believe that the creations of genius die without issue or that, because of a change of
government, cities start to breed a different type of man. They dress differently and feed
differently, and that is all’ (E4 325).

With his obvious talent for languages, in 1934 Butler next managed to secure a

scholarship from the School of Slavonic Studies in London that sent him to Yugoslavia. He spent

“ MH (Notebook): ‘Some notes on trip to Russia’ [late 1920s/early 1930s].

% MH (Ms.): ““Those Russians™’, 4 [21pp, undated (c.1930s)].

¥ The production was enthusiastically reviewed: see The Times 10 Oct. 1933, 12; Daily Telegraph 10 Oct.
1933, 10; and Evening Standard 10 Oct. 1933, 20.

*8 Tyrone Guthrie, ‘Introduction’, in Anton Che[k]hov, The Cherry Orchard, trans. HMB (London, 1934),
3.
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much of the following three years there, teaching at the Anglo-American-Yugoslav Society in
Zagreb and travelling extensively, and in the process became fluent in what was then known as
Serbo-Croat. How he first developed this interest in the Balkans is not exactly clear, though a
few of his acquaintances appear as likely catalysts. One possible spark to his curiosity may have
been his cousin Theo Butler and Theo’s Oxford friend E.R. Dodds. As he relates in both ‘The
Auction’ and ‘Divided Loyalties’, Butler held these two young men, just slightly older than he, in
deep admiration for their outspoken Irish nationalism and their sceptical attitude in 1914 towards
the British war effort (GW 23-4, E4 95-6). In his memoir Missing Persons Dodds himself later
described the pressure he and Theo had been put under to enlist and how instead they volunteered
as medical orderlies at the British Eastern Auxiliary Hospital in Belgrade, where an outbreak of
typhus had taken hold.* Given the influence his cousin and Dodds exercised over the young
Butler’s imagination, it is not unreasonable to suppose that stories of their Serbian adventures
planted a seed in his mind that would bloom in later years.

A much more recent inspiration for Butler’s interest may have been his friend Archie
Lyall, who before accompanying him to Russia had travelled in Yugoslavia and produced the
1930 travelogue Balkan Road as a result. If, as Cyril Connolly would later fatuously claim, the
region was something their generation had ‘discovered’, then certainly this increased interest
derived partly from the common belief the Great War had been triggered by inscrutable Balkan
forces culminating in the Sarajevo attentat of 1914.°° Maria Todorova speaks of the ‘balkanist
discourse’ that developed during the interwar period, in which the region was characterized by
stereotypes of extreme violence and racial infériority in order to explain its role as the source of
the worldwide hostilities.”* This reputation for savagery was sufficiently commonplace that Lyall

felt it necessary in his book to reassure readers that the Balkans were not any more dangerous for

“ E.R. Dodds, Missing Persons: An Autobiography (Oxford, 1977), 36-52.

30 Cyril Connolly, The Evening Colonnade (London, 1973), 23.

3! Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (New York, 1997), 123. Arguably other forms of ‘balkanist
discourse’ had been established long before the First World War: see Mark Mazower, The Balkans
(London, 2000), 1-16.
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visitors than elsewhere: ‘The natives only shoot their friends and acquaintances, and they seldom
interfere with strangers’.”> In her monumental Black Lamb, Grey Falcon: A Journey through
Yugoslavia (1942), Rebecca West observed another longstanding aspect of the ‘balkanist
discourse’, whereby well-meaning English people ‘constantly went out to the Balkan Peninsula to
see who was in fact ill-treating whom, and, being by the very nature of their perfectionist faith
unable to accept the horrid hypothesis that everybody was ill-treating everybody else, all came
back with a pet Balkan people established in their hearts as suffering and innocent, eternally the
massacree and never the massacrer’.”” It was against such side-taking and caricature regarding
Yugoslavia that Butler was to strive for the next half-century, working through his many Balkan
writings to extricate and identify certain patterns of experience from the morass of history and to
place them alongside the contemporary realities he witnessed during his visits there.

One of his most memorable essays seeking to evoke this bond between past and present
in the Balkans is ‘The Last Izmirenje’. In it he relates how in the spring of 1937 he ventured into
the mountains above Kotor in Montenegro to attend an izmirenje, a traditional reconciliation
ceremony by which a blood feud was to be ended. Although the murderer in this particular case
had served a criminal sentence passed down by the Yugoslav courts, this punishment had not
pacified the family of the murdered man. Only this elaborate ritual of repentance and
forgiveness, the first to be held in a generation, would fully satisfy them. Later, in a more general
piece entitled ‘Yugoslavia: The Cultural Background’, Butler explained why he still attributed so
much significance to the event. Arguing analogically that Montenegro was ‘the Gaeltacht of
Yugoslavia, where the last traces of a southern Slav culture survive’, he believed that its

patriarchal society ‘is doomed as surely as is the Gaeltacht’, and therefore some sort of record of

*2 Archibald Lyall, The Balkan Road (London, 1930), 157-8.

3 Rebecca West, Black Lamb, Grey Falcon: A Journey through Yugoslavia (1942; Edinburgh, 2001), 20.
Butler and West crossed paths briefly during their respective Yugoslavian sojourns. Butler wrote to his
wife that he had met West and her husband, and that ‘she, like so many others, is writing a book about
Jugoslavia, or rather she says “Me in Jugoslavia’>’. MH (‘Letters Home, 1910-1939’): HMB to Peggy
Butler, undated [1936?]. West also mentions the meeting, referring to Butler simply as ‘an Irish friend’.
Black Lamb, Grey Falcon, 285.
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the proceedings had been imperative. With ‘The Last Izmirenje’, written shortly after the event,
he sought to provide a record not only of the actual goings-on but also one which reflected their
symbolic meaning, for he believed the experience ‘revealed some of the spiritual torment of
Yugoslavia’ (GW 164). He begins by acknowledging that the murderer, Stevo Orlovich, who
‘was evidently in an agony of shame and embarrassment about the ceremony he was going to
have to go through’, nonetheless ‘was sufficiently collected to make it clear that he wasn’t
pleased to see us’ (EA4 265). There is no anthropological pretence in Butler’s account; throughout
the narrative he is visible as a self-confessed interloper whose own presence will, he knows, only
contribute to the likelihood of the tradition’s demise. The inherent conflict here between an
outsider’s identification of a cultural phenomenon as ‘authentic’ and the survival of the organic
environment which made such a phenomenon possible in the first place is one Butler cannot
deny, and indeed, he regards such a conflict as one manifestation of Yugoslavia’s broader crisis
of modernization.**

Yet it is not the presence of outsiders that Butler considers primarily responsible for this
transitional crisis. Increasingly the Montenegrins themselves have learned about and begun to
explore the world beyond their own hills and pastures. While waiting for the ceremony to begin,
he meets one of Stevo Orlovich’s relations, who has learnt to speak English while working in the
copper mines of Montana. When Butler tells the man that he is Irish, the response comes:
‘Montenegrin mans should do like Irishmans...raise hell, holler!” (£4 265). The moment has its
obvious comic value, but it also epitomizes the particularly subtle form of intrusion to which this
traditional culture finds itself subject. In order to articulate his instinctive sense of commonality
with another small European people seeking to assert itself, it is ironic that the Montenegrin

resorts to a medium of expression defined by the American experiences of mobility and

* By the same logic, Butler would later praise the political dissident Milovan Djilas’s account of his
Montenegrin boyhood in Land Without Justice for its intimate yet dispassionate portrayal of ‘a primitive
society in violent collision with the sophistication of the West’. HMB, ‘Tito’s Marxist Heretic’, review of
Milovan Djilas, Land Without Justice, in Peace News 21 Nov. 1958, 6.
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assimilation. More surely than any foreigner could, it is natives returning from Montana and
elsewhere whose influence will slowly but irretrievably alter the outlook and vocabulary of their
people from the inside. In the 1937 piece ‘In Dalmatia’, Butler observes an even more extreme
case of this process by which the immigrant returns to his ‘backward’ homeland as the agent of
modernity. He recalls meeting an engineer who, after having emigrated to the U.S.A., comes
back to Herzegovina to visit his parents: ‘He was shocked to find that his sisters wore “silly
clothes” and he had spoilt all his four suits in the mud on his father’s farm’. Psychologically, the
engineer has become a stranger to his own people, and in a final irony, Butler implies that some
day the engineer’s descendants may well come in search of the very ‘authenticity’ he now spurns.
He remarks how just when the new American was bemoaning his family’s condition, ‘the same
day a Cunarder had landed in Ragusa [Dubrovnik], and its passengers had ransacked the town for
“silly clothes” which, in Ragusa, it has already become profitable to fake’ (LN 87). In pointing
out such paradoxical situations, Butler attempts to evoke the ways in which the peoples of
Yugoslavia must now wrestle internally with cultural disjunctions more insidious and threatening
to their traditional social structures than anything previously imposed upon them during
successive centuries of colonial rule.

Despite his awareness of the subtle ways in which the authority of the old Balkan
customs is being eroded, once he has witnessed the izmirenje, Butler is sure that the blood feud
has in fact been settled for good. He believes this because the ceremony continues, at least for the
moment in this particular place, to be relevant‘ to the scale and nature of the relationships it has
always been intended to mend. The ritualized repentance of Stevo Orlovich in the presence of the
assembled families has given the injured party a power that no prison sentence in an anonymous
court could provide: an opportunity to grant forgiveness. ‘Most European law is based on
compensation and punishment’, Butler reflects, while ‘Montenegrin custom on the other hand
takes into account forgiveness which English law ignores, and because of that, when izmirenje

passes away, as pass it must, an important element of justice will have gone with it’ (E4 269). In
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a peasant society still based on longstanding and intimate social bonds, this personal quality of
justice-through-forgiveness cannot be replaced by the more impartial and therefore largely
impersonal notions of justice that the West has evolved. And while he recognizes that the
reconciliation ceremony must inevitably die out as these local intimacies loosen, Butler plainly
regards this prospect as a loss to be mourned, a diminishment of humanity which western culture
has already experienced as a result of its developmental choices.

There is an undeniable element of idealization at work in ‘The Last Izmirenje’, though it
would be wrong to assume the writer is oblivious to this fact or to dismiss the impulse as nothing
more than romantic primitivism. He celebrates the Montenegrin custom precisely because he
knows it is doomed to extinction in the mechanized world growing up all around him; the essay
thus serves as much as a warning about the future as it does as a eulogy for the past. What
travelling to this remote corner of the world brings into bold relief for Butler is how
modernization, with its accompanying bureaucratization and anonymity, will imperceptibly rob
all human communities of their unique gifts. As what he has just witnessed recedes into the
imaginative realm of utopian desire, he permits himself one wistful remark, noting that ‘by the
time our car had drawn up at the town Katana, the izmirenje at Grbalj was like something that
happened in a dream’. He immediately undercuts any drift towards sentimentality, though,
forcing himself back into a cool contemplation of the likelihood there would be no more such
ceremonies: ‘The “good men” in the Homburg hats were getting self-conscious about it and I am
convinced I heard the murderer and his brother grumbling about the journalists behind the chapel
wall. I was glad he didn’t know that someone had suggested bringing a film apparatus’. And he
adds in conclusion: ‘Nowadays, too, one can always interrupt blood feuds by going to Butte,
Montana’ (E4 269). With the erosion of communal identities were coming more and more
opportunities to elude one’s social responsibilities. It was not long before political leaders
throughout Europe were to seize upon this moral vacuum and exploit it in unimaginably

monstrous ways.
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III. Fascism and the advent of world war

The prevailing sense of helplessness and disorientation that modern life engendered in
many Europeans is one common explanation for the rising popularity of fascism and Nazism.>
As early as 1931 Butler himself had registered forebodings about developments in Germany, as
when he wrote to his mother while passing through Berlin: ‘There’s an awful feeling of
something being about to happen here. Very grave situation politically, I believe. Frightful
unemployment and hunger, and the government not able to cope with it. I think we are very
happy and lucky to live in Ireland’.*® Another Irish Protestant alert to these political currents was
the classical scholar W.B. Stanford, who in 1937 was chosen to represent TCD at the centenary
celebrations for the University of Athens. These festivities, at which some of the leading
Hellenists of Europe and North America had gathered, went on under the watchful eye of the
fascistic Metaxas regime. Inevitably this lent a strange air to the proceedings, for the Greek
government had suppressed much intellectual freedom, even to the point that professors had been
prohibited from lecturing on certain ‘subversive passages’ in ancient Greek literature. Stanford
recounts that ‘though the political tensions were perceptibly fraught’, everything managed to go
on without incident, save a minor but symbolic moment during a performance of Sophocles’s
Antigone. When the actress playing Antigone spoke the line, ‘It is in the nature of tyranny to love
base gain’, Stanford recalls that the ‘Athenians in the audience applauded and cheered loud and
long, a thrilling assertion of Greek democratic feeling, and a brave gesture against a ruthless
government’.”’

Coming to terms with fascism was not easy for Butler. Reflecting on the popularity of
Hitler’s Mein Kampf'in the mid-thirties, he could not conceal his contempt for the man or the

book, yet he recognized that both were symptomatic of a deeper issue that must not be ignored:

‘[1]t is clear that some great unhappiness is trying to express itself....It is not the cry of the

% See for example, F.L. Carsten, The Rise of Fascism (1967; London, 1970), 79-87.
MH (‘Letters Home, 1910-1939°): HMB to Rita Butler, undated [June 1931].
7 W.B. Stanford, Memoirs (Dublin, 2001), 180-1.



94

oppressed or the hungry, it is of the excluded. How else can we explain the tremendous influence
of this book which in its analysis seldom goes below superficial appearance, and which is without
intellect, charm or vision?” (GW 158). Undoubtedly Hitler had tapped into a powerful source of
German discontent, an underlying sense of deprivation that was exacerbated by but not wholly
attributable to the economic turmoil of the Weimar Republic. In an essay he wrote around the
same time called ‘Fichte and the Rise of Racialism in Germany’, Butler steps back from the
contemporary phenomenon of Nazism and examines the history of German nationalism in order
to track the logic of this collective grievance. In the writings of Fichte he identifies a moment in
German self-definition when racialism replaced nationalism and thereby set Germany on the
calamitous course it now pursued with such determination. In positing a racialist basis for
German identity, Fichte sought both to diagnose his people’s communal dissatisfaction and to
offer a remedy for it. So Butler comments that ‘Fichte’s assertion that the Germans are not “a
people” but “the people” was a stupendous attempt to create a national spirit, to dynamite a nation
out of Christendom’. The perversely retrograde need of the Germans to manufacture a racial
uniqueness they never had, he concludes, was destined to fail and in the process could only bring
chaos to Europe and further grief to the Germans themselves. Thus Hitler, ‘the man with the
basement approach to the minds of others’, might promise the Germans national greatness but
only would succeed in undermining the tower of civilization they already enjoyed (LN 76, 84).%¢
Butler believed principled people must act decisively before such destruction had been
permitted to take place. Here he looked to the example of the German pacifist and journalist Carl
von Ossietzky (1888-1938), an early and vocal opponent of Hitler who was interned at the
Esterwegen prison camp in 1935. Despite being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1936,
Ossietzky remained imprisoned. After repeated beatings and deprivation, he was transferred to a

hospital when diagnosed with tuberculosis and succumbed there to the disease in May 1938. That

*® This phrase is reminiscent of sentiments expressed by Simone Weil regarding Hitler around the same
time: see Simone Weil, Selected Essays, 1934-43, ed. and trans. R. Rees (London, 1962), 144.
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Ossietzky remained a relatively obscure figure after the war despite his courage did not surprise
Butler, who reasoned in a tribute that ‘history is written by survivors and most of those who
survived until 1939 had had to make many moral and political adjustments in order to do so’.
Ossietzky stands out in Butler’s estimation precisely because he protested publicly against that
which he considered evil at a time when it was still possible to ignore these things or to
rationalize their presence in German life. Moreover, he was not prompted by any special interest
as the basis for his actions: ‘Ossietzky was nof forced into resistance by violence like the Jews,
nor by political theory like the Communists’, says Butler. Instead he acted out of a faith in
peaceful liberal principles, or as one of his contemporaries put it, because he was a true Biirger, ‘a
civilian defending the rights of civilians’. This defiant insistence on a non-aligned
humanitarianism in the face of a regime determined to destroy the individual consciousness made
Ossietzky a lasting hero in Butler’s eyes, for he confronted not just the Nazis but the whole
tendency of the age. Yet Ossietzky had been forgotten like many people in the twentieth century
who ‘struggled in solitude against mass movements’. Indeed, precisely because they rejected the
terms of mass existence, ‘it is inevitable that the mass media, through which we now obtain the
most of our information, should ignore them’ (CD 182-4).” When Butler later became convinced
that Catholic institutional chauvinism was posing a serious threat to individual conscience in
Ireland, it was thus only partly as a member of the Protestant minority that he spoke. It was also
as a European liberal and pacifist emulating Ossietzky that he sought to assert the rights of all
people against exclusivity and domination. |

Throughout the 1930s, Irish Protestant intellectuals and intellectuals in general watched
with mounting distress as the Vatican negotiated accommodations with the fascist and pro-fascist

regimes seizing power throughout Europe. In fact the Vatican’s diplomatic efforts did little to

* Ossietzky’s posthumous reputation was to gain in stature after Butler wrote his tribute in 1964. The
Universitit Oldenburg, situated not far from Esterwegen, was officially named after Ossietzky in 1991, and
an edition of his complete writings was published in Germany shortly thereafter: see Carl von Ossietzky,
Works, 8 vols., eds. W. von Boldt et al. (Reinbek, 1994).
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prevent anti-Catholic tendencies from arising in either Italy or Germany, but much was forgiven
in the name of defeating international Communism. Such moves confirmed the opinion common
among Irish Protestants that the Roman Church was, whatever its ominous warnings about the
dangers of Marxism, irretrievably hostile to democratic values and fundamentally sympathetic to
authoritarian governments working to stamp out individual liberty. Writing in 1937 for the Irish
Christian Fellowship, the Rev. Fred Rea reasoned:
Catholicism finds itself at home with the idea of Fascism precisely because it believes
that it is more important to make men hold the truth and obey the discipline than to help
them to find it. True Protestantism believes that it is better to have self-rule than good
rule. In upholding democracy it has no illusions that thereby the country will be better
ruled than under a benevolent dictatorship. It rejects dictatorship and affirms democracy
because the former denies and the latter affirms the spiritual freedom of man.*
Irish Protestant concerns about the impact abroad of what Butler termed the ‘militant
ecclesiasticism’ of the Catholic Church was focused particularly on Spain. This was not only
because of the Civil War raging there and recent reports of Spanish Protestants being persecuted
by Franco’s forces. Their interest in the status of their co-religionists dated back to the early
support the Church of Ireland had provided the Spanish Reformed Church and the Iberian
Protestant movement in the late nineteenth century.*’ In Ireland, this specifically religious
identification inevitably assumed an oppositional edge and to some extent dovetailed with
dissident political support for the Spanish Republic. Ireland’s leftist community, with whom
Butler would make common cause when he settled in Ireland in the 1940s, was at this time a tiny

but fervent group.®? Conversely, the Irish hierarchy’s genuine fear of communist incursion is

clear from the public statements it issued throughout the thirties.® The bishops’ support for

% Fred Rea, ‘Protestantism in the New Ireland’, in Irish Christian Fellowship (ed.), Looking at Ireland
(London, 1937), 58.

*' R.B. McDowell, The Church of Ireland, 94-1.
%2 Besides well known figures such as Peadar O’Donnell, Frank Ryan and George Gilmore, one should not

forget Frank Edwards and Michael O’Flanagan, the latter of whom was virtually alone among Irish clergy
in challenging the assumption that Franco was the defender of Christianity. See Manus O’Riordan, Portrait
of an Irish Anti-Fascist: Frank Edwards 1907-83 (Dublin, 1984). See also Denis Carroll, They Have
Fooled You Again: Michael O’Flanagan (1876-1942), priest, republican, social critic (Dublin, 1993).

%3 Mike Cronin, The Blueshirts and Irish Politics (Dublin, 1997), 30.
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Franco was echoed by the general public, a fact which makes Eamon de Valera’s refusal to be
swept up in this anti-communist feeling all the more remarkable.*

One Southern Protestant who went to serve the Republican cause in Spain was Ewart
Milne, whose pieces in the short-lived Ireland To-day (1936-8) are remarkable for their highly
personalized response to the events taking place there.”’ Ireland To-day proved to be one of the
few Irish publications openly critical of Franco, a stance which ultimately led to its premature
demise.”® Meanwhile, the Irish Times had also taken a pro-Republican line on Spain under R.M.
Smyllie, who became its editor in 1934. While his personal sympathies would always remain
staunchly British, Smyllie possessed a broadly European intellectual perspective and worked hard
during these years to improve the Times’ coverage of international events. Writing under his
usual pen-name of ‘Nichevo’, for example, Smyllie himself produced a series of articles in 1938
about a trip he had recently made to the area he calls ‘Sub-Carpathian Ruthenia’, also known as
Carpatho-Russia.®” Part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire before being absorbed into
Czechoslovakia after the First World War, this remote region fascinated Smyllie with its ‘hotch-
potch of races’. He was especially attuned to the ways in which political change had left certain
types of people behind to carry on within the decaying evidence of their former glory. Telling of
a visit he makes to an old Magyar lady in her crumbling manor house, he notes that ‘in the
Republic, there are many upholders of the old régime, whose lot has fallen in stony places.

Although the Czechoslovak Government is meticulously fair to its minorities,...it would be too

* With the Spanish Civil War (Non-Intervention) Act of February 1937, Ireland officially declared itself
neutral and forbade Irish enlistment on either side, a stricture obviously ignored. The Act was not the
message of non-belligerent support for Franco that some Catholics had desired of their government. See
Fearghal McGarry, Irish Politics and the Spanish Civil War (Cork, 1999) 135-70. See also Robert A.
Stradling, The Irish and the Spanish Civil War 1936-1939 (Manchester, 1999).

5 See especially C.E. [Ewart] Milne, ‘Medley in Spain’, Ireland To-day 2.9 (Sept. 1937), 41-8. See also
Ewart Milne, Drums without End (Portree, Isle of Skye, 1985), 9-11.

5 See Frank Shovlin, The Irish Literary Periodical, 67-95.

% The articles were later published in pamphlet form: see ‘Nichevo’ [R.M. Smylliel, Carpathian Contrasts
(Dublin, 1938). Half a century later Butler would also write about this land in ‘A Three-Day Nation:
Alexei Gierowski and Carpatho-Russia’ (1990). In this essay Butler pays tribute to Carpathian Contrasts
(which he mistakenly refers to as Carpathian Nights) but is critical of what he considers it excessively pro-
Czech point-of-view (LN 159).
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much to expect that the Hungarians should be enthusiastic about the new order of things’. He is
quick to acknowledge the obvious parallel here between the Magyars and his own Irish Protestant
community, remarking that ‘although they live in the homes of their ancestors, they feel
themselves as strangers in a strange land. Nobody could blame them. Coming from Ireland, I
certainly could not’. Smyllie ends the passage with a remark that underlines the sympathy he
feels for these dislocated people, while it issues a general challenge to the smug or self-righteous
who might discount the upheaval they have endured: ‘Life can be very ruthless; and if you look
for such little tragedies in Central Europe you will find them in abundance’.®® Like Butler in his
encounters with aged aristocrats in Austria, exiled Russians in Riga, or the old bourgeoisie of
Leningrad, he finds in these people rough analogies which help him clarify his thoughts about the
internal dynamics of his own society.

It was out of his ongoing determination not to be complacent about the tragedies of
Europe that Hubert Butler went to work on behalf of Austrian Jews after the Anschluss took place
in March 1938. While his wife and young daughter remained in Ireland, he arranged to volunteer
at the Friends’ International Centre in Vienna, which was labouring to get as many Jews out of
the country as possible. Arriving in July, he found a city in disarray. American journalist C.L.
Sulzberger, who was there at the same time, recalled that Vienna then ‘combined the less pleasant
features of menagerie and charnel house’.*’ Butler settled quickly into the routine at the Friends’
Centre. The Quakers’ efforts to help ‘non-Aryans’ escape was part of a pattern of ‘indiscriminate
humanitarianism’ they had exercised amongst victims of political intolerance in Austria
throughout the tumultuous 1920s and 30s.”® Given his own emerging commitment to
constructive pacifism, this was a logical match for Butler. In charge of the Centre was the
American activist Emma Cadbury (1875-1965), for whom he quickly developed both admiration

and affection. He was also impressed by the Quaker-led communal life in which he was

o8 ‘Nichevo’, Carpathian Contrasts 7, 36-7.
® C.L. Sulzberger, A Long Row of Candles: Memoirs and Diaries 1934-54 (London, 1969), 41.
" Hans A. Schmitt, Quakers and Nazis: Inner Light in Outer Darkness (Columbia, MO, 1997), 89.
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partaking, ‘with our cold showers and readings from [J.G.] Whittier after breakfast and Maine
biscuits’.”' It was an ascetic existence with an unceasing flow of paperwork. Between the
invasion and the outbreak of war, the office handled 11,000 applications and successfully
facilitated the departure of 4,500 individuals.™

Butler later admitted that despite such pressure and difficulty, he had been more content
in Vienna than at any other time in his life. ‘It is strange to be happy when others are miserable’,
he mused, ‘but all the people at the Freundeszentrum in the Singerstrasse were cheerful too. The
reason surely is that we have always known of the immense unhappiness that all humanity has to
suffer. We read of it in the newspapers and hear it on the radio but can do nothing about it’. And
while he reasoned that ‘most people tied to a single job or profession die without exercising more
than a tenth of their capacities’, while he was in Vienna ‘for many months all my faculties were
engaged and I exercised an intimate control over the lives of a great many people, and I believe 1
helped them’ (CD 197). In coming directly to the aid of these particular people in this particular
place, he was also doing something to combat the dehumanizing trends afflicting all of western
society. He was a civilian trying to save other civilians from the jaws of an anonymous death.
Employing the same logic, he considered elsewhere why so many Jews themselves appeared to
share this sense of exhilaration: ‘The worst sorrows are the private, incommunicable ones, and
possibly the happiest Jews were those whose private troubles were suddenly submerged in a great
cataclysm. What had been small or squalid had all at once become public and dramatic. The
world, they felt, was watching’.73

Not long after his arrival in Austria, Butler was chosen to attend the international

conference at Evian which the League of Nations convened in July to discuss the plight of Jews

"' TCD, Ms. 10304/625/197 (BP): HMB to Peggy Butler, 10 Aug. 1938.

72 J.0. Greenwood, Friends and Relief (York, 1975), 267.

” TCD, Ms. 10304/417/2 (BP): untitled/ archived as ‘on sadnesses and happinesses’ [undated]. Certainly
news of the situation had reached the Irish Protestant community: an article appeared in the Church of
Ireland Gazette in July 1938 outlining both the plight of the Viennese Jews and the efforts being made by
the Friends and other organizations to help them. CIG 22 July 1938, 409.
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within the Third Reich. Years afterwards his assessment of the gathering was that ‘every
government had sent representatives to decide what could be done, and were all were so prudent
that nothing was done at all’.” He was especially discouraged by the attitude of his own
government’s representatives, summed up by one of them with the comment: ‘Didn’t we suffer
like this in the Penal Days and nobody came to our help’ (CD 198). Butler returned to Vienna
angry and disheartened by this failure of the liberal democracies to act. One of the practical
initiatives in which he was to have a guiding hand was the creation of the Kagran Gruppe. The
Gruppe had banded together on the premise that it would emigrate collectively to a host country
where it could then establish itself as an agricultural co-operative settlement. It was in the
context of the Gruppe that Butler became friends with Erwin Strunz, a left-leaning journalist who
had converted to Judaism upon marriage to his wife, Lisl. Strunz describes Butler at that time as
‘a tall aristocratic looking Irishman with kind blue eyes that could quite easily flash with
righteous indignation’.” In the wake of the Munich Agreement in September, Butler wrote home
in deep melancholy about all ‘the misery and horror and bullying that will now start in
Sudetenland and the hordes of new fugitives that will arrive....It is an abject historic surrender of
the great Democracies to dictatorship’.”®

Eventually most members of the Gruppe got out of Austria, but not in the way its
organizers had intended. The group settlement scheme was a decided failure. Some members
ended up in Britain, while Butler was instrumental in getting the Strunzes and many others into
Ireland.” He did so through his involvement in a body later known as the Irish Co-ordinating
Committee for the Relief of Christian Refugees of Central Europe. Launched officially in

December 1938 with Professor T.W.T. (Theo) Dillon as Chairman, the Committee was formed in

" TCD, Ms. 10304/417/6 (BP): untitled/ ‘on sadnesses and happinesses’.

” Erwin Strunz, ‘My Connection with the Kagran Group in 1938’, 2 [undated]. [Courtesy of Mrs. Julia
Crampton.]

" MH (Alpha): HMB to Peggy Butler, 30 Sept. 1938.

77 Lawrence Darton, An Account of The Work of the Friends Committee for Refugees and Aliens, 1933-
1950 (London, 1967), 49.
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an effort to pool the energies of various Irish charitable organizations working on behalf of
refugees, as well as to liaise with the Department of Justice, which oversaw the nation’s refugee
admission policy. There also remained the practical consideration of where to house refugees
once they had been admitted into Ireland. Among those whom Hubert and Peggy Butler
persuaded to provide housing for the Kagran Gruppe were Arland Ussher, Sir John Keane, Stella
Webb, Terry Trench and Phillip Somerville-Large, while many of the children were enrolled as
boarders at the Newtown School in Waterford. As their friend Elizabeth Smith recently
reminisced, the Butlers’ friends were to become accustomed to these appeals for help over the
years: “They were always collecting people — refugees — and bringing them to stay,...finding them
jobs or finding them a home and generally rescuing them’.” Other people who supported the
work of the Committee were James Douglas, Arnold Marsh, Catholic Archbishop MacRory and
Protestant Archbishop Gregg. Despite some of its successes, though, the Committee’s
effectiveness was seriously undermined by its own lack of consensus and by the government’s
determination to keep refugee numbers as low as possible.”” To what degree this niggardly
attitude was the product of coordinated anti-Semitism remains open to debate. Overt bigots like
Father Denis Fahey and the T.D. Oliver Flanagan may have been extreme in their views, but they
were certainly not alone.*® There can be no question that the government gave non-Jewish
refugees priority treatment and that the Irish never attempted to face squarely the enormity of the

problem facing Jews on the Continent. Reflecting on his experiences during 1938-39, Butler

”* Interview with Elizabeth Smith, Co. Kerry, Winter 2002.

" Two scholars who have reviewed Irish refugee policy from this period agree it was parsimonious at best,
even if one accounts for the country’s limited resources. See Katrina Goldstone, ‘“Benevolent
Helpfulness™? Ireland and the International Reaction to Jewish Refugees, 1933-9°, in M. Kennedy and J.
M. Skelly (eds.), Irish Foreign Policy 1919-66.: From Independence to Internationalism (Dublin, 2000),
130-5. See also Dermot Keogh, Jews in Twentieth-Century Ireland: Refugees, Anti-Semitism and the
Holocaust (Cork, 1998), 138. By contrast, one might point to the relative success of the Refugee
Resettlement Farm in Millisle, Co. Down, where Jewish refugees, mostly children, were settled from 1938-
48. Marilyn Taylor, ‘Millisle, County Down: Haven from Nazi Terror’, History Ireland Winter 2001, 34-7.
% The hysterical diatribes of Father Fahey about a conspiratorial relationship between Judaism and
Bolshevism commanded a steady if muted sympathy among some Irishmen in the late thirties. See Denis
Fahey, The Rulers of Russia (Dublin, 1938). After the war, Fahey would serve as the mentor to the lay
founders of the Maria Duce movement. J.H. Whyte, Church and State in Modern Ireland, 1923-1979 (2™

edn.; Dublin, 1980), 163.
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concludes in his essay ‘The Kagran Gruppe’: ‘Hitler brought into the world misery such as no
man has previously conceived possible. It had to be combated. The British were slow to observe
this. The Irish never did’ (CD 197).

As the war-clouds over Europe broke into a storm, Irish Protestant intellectuals made
widely different choices about how to respond.®’ Some chose to participate directly, while others
decided to remain in Ireland or come back upon the outbreak of hostilities. Monk Gibbon, for
example, took the latter co<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>