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Preface to the 1998 Reprint
I began this book, which was first published in 1992, by arguing that
while much of Ireland in the 1790s has been scrutinized and
rescrutinized, it nonetheless remained a largely undiscovered country.
Two years later another historian characterized late eighteenth-century
Irish politics as a field that ' - despite some significant recent
publications - [is] perhaps thirty years behind its English counterpart in
terms of intensity of cultivation'. Happily, as the addendum to the
bibliography in this edition shows, significant publication has continued
(and looks set to continue) steadily. And if there is a broad trend to 1990s
versions of the 1790s it is surely to do with the investigation of popular
politics, both radical and conservative; although no one, I think, would
suggest that enough is known about 'high politics', and in particular the
history of the Irish parliament, to justify their neglect.
This is a corrected not a revised edition. A revised edition would
certainly have different emphases. It would for example, pay greater
attention to those men of no property who were also men of no popery,
that is to the militant loyalism, or 'vulgar conservatism', of the early
Orange Order. It would also have to take into account Sean Connolly's
powerful argument in Religion, law and power, the making of protestant
Ireland, 1660-1760 (Oxford, 1992) that eighteenth-century Irish society
enjoyed a political and social stability which conformed to European
patterns. Ireland, according to Connolly, was not exceptional. I agree that
it was less exceptionable than I argue here, but in its sectarian divisions
and in the divisive force of a contested past in its politics, it was
exceptional nonetheless. I have decided therefore to let the argument
stand.
NOTRE DAME, 1997
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A Note on the Title
Irish readers (and others) will recognise the phrase 'the men of no property'
as a quotation from the journals of Theobald Wolfe Tone. The passage from
which it is taken was written by Tone on 11 March, 1796, when he was
in Paris negotiating for a French invasion of Ireland. 'My life is of little
consequence ... ', he wrote,
Our independence must be had at all hazards, if the men of property will
not support us, they must fall: we can support ourselves by the aid of
that numerous and respectable class of the community, the men of no

property.l

In the politics of historical quotation this passage is rivalled only by
Tone's other celebrated statement about uniting catholic, protestant and
dissenter under the common name of Irishman. The Young Irelander,
John Mitchel, adopted this phrase as the motto for his paper, The United
Irishman, in 1848. To Patrick Pearse in 1916 these words revealed his
hero as 'the greatest of modem Irish democrats'. Four years later during
the civil war, Limn Mellows wrote from his cell in Mounyoy prison, 'We
are back to Tone- and it is just as well- relying on that great body "the
men of no property". The "stake in·the country" people were never with
the Republic.'2 And since Mellows's time a number of left-wing writers,
notably T. A. Jackson, Peter Berrisford Ellis and Sean Cronin, have used
the phrase to emphasise the social-radical character of Tone and the United
Irishmen.3 Moreover, its use, we have been warned, 'is on the increase' ,4
It was inevitable, perhaps, that sooner or later the professional historians
would get around to 'demythologizing' such a well-known quotation. Thus
it has been argued that the passage did not reflect Tone's true sentiments so
much as his political desperation by 1796, and that the phrase 'men of no
properly' has been misunderstood. According to the first argument, Tone,
despairing of support from the country's 'natural leaders', turned to the
poor as a last resort. According to the second argument he didn't turn to
the poor at all, that by 'property' he merult, in typical eighteenth-century
fashion, 'landed property', and by 'men of no property' the middle
class.s According to both views the quotation has been wrenched from
its historical context and put to work for later polemical purposes.
Is it still permissible, then, to use Tone's phrase in the straightfoward,
X
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pre-revisionist, sense in which it was used by Mellows or by C. S.
Andrews?6 Two points should be made here. Firstly, the revisionist interpretations may be more thoughtful than the older 'populist' one, but, as the
existence of alternative readings demonstrates, they cannot be considered
definitive. Secondly, irrespective of what Tone did or did not intend, his
words have subsequently assumed a life and a commonly-understood
meaning independent of their author. That commonly-understood meaning
might be a popular misconception, and as such may irritate austere
historians, but, whether they like it or not, that meaning is now contained
in tradition. Irish readers will not only recognise 'the men of no property' as
a quotation from Tone, tltey will also almost certainly read it as a reference
to the propertyless, the poor, the common people. And these are, indeed,
the people to whom the title refers.

IRELAND by courtesy of the Umversity of Wisconsin Press from Clark and
Donnelly, Irish Peasants: Violence and Political Unrest, 1780-1914.
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