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CHAPTER SIX

‘Like a Phoenix from its Ashes’

United Irish Propaganda and
the Act of Union

MANUELA CERETTA

¢ here is already a living argument in the face of every United Irishman
in Ireland. The gloom of the past discomfiture has been exchanged for
the smile of anticipated success. You know they are ready to run riot with
joy.'! With these words Thomas Goold, a friend of Edmund Burke and a
former Irish MP who wrote against the Union, commented on the United
Irishmen’s involvement in the propaganda war that preceded the Act of
Union. Goold’s testimony was just one of many indications that United Irish
propaganda against the Union gave rise to considerable anxiety in official
circles. The Dublin Castle under-secretary, Edward Cooke, felt it necessary to
attack the views of the Catholic United Irishman William James MacNeven
in his pro-union pamphlet.2 Moreover, on 19 December 1798, the MP and
leading Orangeman, John Claudius Beresford, wrote to the chief secretary,
Lord Castlereagh, that the Union has given to ‘the almost annihilated body
of United Irishmen new spirits, and the society is again rising like a phoenix
from its ashes’.? In particular, Beresford considered the anti-union pamphlet
written by Denis Taaffe,* a Catholic priest who claimed to have fought in
Wexford in 1798 and was clearly sympathetic to the ideals of the United
Irishmen, a ‘pretty specimen’ of the troubles the movement was making.’
The reaction to the Act of Union was described by James Bentley Gordon,
Anglican clergyman and author of the History of the Rebellion: Ireland in 1798
(1801), in terms similar to those used by Theobald Wolfe Tone to delineate the
impact of the French Revolution in Ireland. Just as Tone noted that the ‘French
disease” had divided the nation ‘into two great parties’,® Gordon wrote: ‘the
nation became divided anew into two parties: the unionists and the anti-
unionists, in each of which were indiscriminately ranged royalists, croppies,
Orangemen and Catholics’.” Like the debate on the French Revolution, the
question of the legislative Union between Britain and Ireland was both
extensively debated and deeply polarising, even at times among those of the
same party, sect Or movemert.

g4
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However, the extent of the debate on Union, amounting te about 300
pamphlets, only partially explains why the United Irishmen were so deeply
involved in it, despite their recent failed attempt at revolution.® Given that the
Union was the most momentous constitutional change in Ireland since the
Glorious Revolution, it encompassed questions of fundamental importance
for the United Irish movement, such as political independence, Catholic
emarncipation and the problem of the relationship between the autonomy of
the Irish parliament and the liberty of the Irish citizens.

I

Even before the foundation of the Society of the United Irishmen the idea of
union had been treated as a matter of considerable importance by persons
who later became members of the movement. The radical Presbyterian
polemicist William Drennan, in a letter dated 1785, claimed that the only true
options Ireland had were, in reality, ‘a commercial treaty’, ‘union’ or
‘disunion’, and added: 1 hope in God that a short time will show the
expediency, necessity and sublimity of the last choice, without which Ireland
will never become a great or a happy people’.” In November 1790, Wolfe Tone
and the small committee of the College Historical Society set up in Trinity
proposed to discuss whether “a union with England would be of advantage to
this country’.*°

Aside from these early allusions, there are numerous references to a union
in the writings of the United Irishmen, both as individuals and as members
of the society, long before the intense debates of 1798-1800. In Idem sentire,
dicere, agere, the anonymous prospectus containing the first idea of founding
the United Irishmen, written by Drennan in June 1791, we see among the
issues to be confronted by Drennan’s ‘brotherhood of affection’, the question
of whether there is ‘any middle state between the extremes of union with
Britain and total separation, in which the rights of the people can be fully
established and rest in security’.!!

In September 1792, Captain Edward Sweetman, who formally became a
United Irishman two months later, linked with typical United Irish rhetoric
the Catholic question, the liberty of the people of Ireland and the prospect
of union. Speaking on behalf of the electors of the Catholic convention, he
put the attainment of civil and political rights for the Catholics and the
creation of a nation made of citizens as the only alternative to a country
inhabited by slaves and at the mercy of England. He warned Protestants:

it you refuse that mercy, and withhold this justice, you should prepare for
a union: Things cannot remain in their present situation; you must either
give freedom to the Catholic or abdicarte it for yourselves . . . A union will
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be advantageous to the Catholic . . . The Catholic would not be raised to
the Protestant, but the Protestant would be levelled down the Catholic,
and sunk into a slavish acquiescence in the will of a country accustomed to
despise him.'?

A month later, the Dublin Society of the United Irishmen, in a letter
addressed To the Friends of the People, at London, dated 26 October 1792, made
clear that the object of the movement was ‘a real representation of the Irish
nation’ in parliament, but the letter specified that the parliament in question
was ‘an Irish parliament’ and in order to eliminate any doubt the Society
wrote: ‘As to any union between the islands, believe us when we assert that
our union rests upon our mutual independence. We shall love each other, if
we be lefi to ourselves™.'?

Repeatedly in 1792, in 1793, and even more after Fitzwilliam’s dismissal in
1795, the United Irishmen showed clearly their awareness that Pitt and the
British government had not abandoned the project of union, heralded by the
introduction of the commercial propositions in the mid-1780s.'* The measure
with which the ‘country will be lost indeed’!” was prophesied in March 1793
by Drennan, who in March 1795 let his brother-in-law know that ‘the report
of this day is that Catholic emancipation is to be the price of an union’.'* On
4 May 1795, during the discussion of the Catholic bill introduced by Grattan,
the future United Irishman Arthur O’Connor addressed the House of
Commons with the following words: 'you who shall vote on this night for the
rejection of this bill will appear in the eyes of the Irish nation, not only as a
man voting in obedience to the British ministers, against the voice of the
people, but as a man voting for an UNION WITH ENGLAND.”*” In 1796, the
United Irish propagandist William Sampson asked in his Advice to the rich: ‘Do
you think you are not driving on to a UNION with England, and that upon a
footing which will make you poor indeed?’'®

The United Irishmen were not only aware of the prospect of the Union, but
were also quite apprehensive about the means which a British government
would use to obtain it. Aware that in time of war security considerations could
be used to justify almost anything, they suspected that the British gov-
ernment was deliberately attempting to provoke a crisis in Ireland to prepare
the way for a union. In fact the possibility of revolution in Ireland seems to
have convinced Edmund Burke, formerly an opponent of union, that even
this ‘bold experimental remedy’ might be ‘justified, perhaps called for, in
some nearly desperate crisis of the whole empire.”!” Drennan, for example,
was adamant that union would sooner or later be presented as a necessary
measure to prevent republican revolution. In September 1796, he claimed
that the fear of an invasion ‘will be an excellent pretext for putting the
country into a sort of barracks and garrisoning it with Englishmen,
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preparatory, perhaps, to a forced union’.*° Drennan believed that this crisis
would be the pretext with which Pitt would attempt to carry the Union, and
he evaluated in this light the repressive measures against the United Irishmen
begun in 1793. Sampson considered the dismissal of Fitzwilliam and ‘the
subsequent treatment and provocation’ as evidence of the government’s
intentions and later recalled that with the Advice to the rich he “endeavoured
to show, that the government were stimulating the nation to rebellion for
that end [Union].”?!

In the opinion of the United Irishmen, repression, revolution and union
were the steps that the government was trying to make to obtain, in Drennan’s
words, a “forced marriage” and would have the effect “of turning fornication
into adultery’.** His views were echoed by Arthur O’Connor, who described
the Union as a measure that would ‘everlastingly reduce’ the country ‘to the
state of an abject province’. Sampson summed it up as a ‘COLONIAL UNION’
useful to cement ‘a despotism . . . by means of a strange soldiery and
standing army’;** while MacNeven claimed that under the Union the Irish
would have been governed “as a conquered people, deprived of the power to
change the system of legislation according to the times and needs”.**

1

Despite this early awareness of the project of union, it was only in the final
years of the century that members of the United Irish movement began
systematically to debate the Union, in pamphlets and anonymous handbills
that can be attributed to them with a certain degree of confidence. Apart
from the exception of Samuel Neilson, who wrote from the prison of Fort
George in Scotland in June 1799, that

I see a union is determined on between Great Britain and Ireland. I am glad
of it. In a commercial point of view, it cannot be injurious; and I can see no
injury the country will sustain from it politically . . . If I had possessed the
means, I would have published my sentiments on this subject in a short
nervous pamphlet; so deeply I am impressed by its national utility,*

the United Irishmen declared themselves against the Union, sometimes
repeating or clarifying ideas already expressed, sometimes expounding new
arguments. What stimulated and broadened their reflections, without
changing their fundamental features, were the main arguments used in
favour of the Union, in particular, the claims made by Pitt, called the ‘British
Machiavel *® by Taaffe, and the thesis advanced by Edward Cooke in his pro-
union pamphlet, which in MacNeven's opinion showed ‘ignorance and
insolence at every line”.?’
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From an examination of the arguments employed in the pro-union pam-
phlets, it is easy to recognise some very old topics, but there are also new
ones that appear to have been written purposely to cope with United Irish
propaganda of the 1790s. Among the old arguments used by Pitt, in his speech
of 31 January 1799, was that of presenting the Union as an easy task to
accomplish: ‘England speaks the same language and her laws, customs and
tradition are the same as Ireland, but carried to a greater degree of perfection’.?®
Not only did Pitt display an air of superiority that the United Irishmen cannot
have appreciated, but he used exactly the same words in favour of the Union
that almost one century before were adopted by the republican thinker Henry
Maxwell. In 1703, in fact, Maxwell declared that the "happy wedding™® of the
two parliaments would have been easy to create, because the language, the
tradition and the laws of the two countries were identical.*® As Maxwell had
done at the beginning of the century, Pitt chose to ignore the fact the language
and the traditions of the two countries were not identical. He did not take into
public consideration the plurality of which the people of Ireland was made,
echoing the Orangeman who wrote in 1799 of ‘the Protestant as the nation’.3!

In briefly mentioning another old Protestant commonplace - the role of
“divine providence’ in saving the country - Pitt turned to something that for
centuries had been considered a pro-union argument: the desirability of
having a Catholic minority in the realm.’> This was a thesis that he had
defended more forcefully some years previously in a letter where he described
the Union as a guarantee for the ‘Protestant interest’ because it would create a
Protestant majority in parliament and a Catholic minority in the empire.’? A
similar sectarian arithmetic was also used by Edward Cooke in his famous
pamphlet in 1798, when he noted that the proportion of Catholics to
Protestants under the Union would change to 3 to 14,’* and by the loyalist
propagandist Sir Richard Musgrave, who noted that In a menacing tone, the
papists have told us for some years “we are 3 to 1”. With the Union, we may
retort “we are 11 to 3777

In engaging with the United Irishmen, who made their appeal to the nation,
Pitt’s rhetorical strategy was to appeal to the empire. On behalf of the empire,
Pitt wrote that "a mistaken sense of national pride is so likely to operate in
judging the Union.”® Instead of persisting in seeking an independence that
Ireland would be unable to maintain it had to be acknowledged that union
‘tends to the general prosperity of the empire’, “will benefit every member of
the empire’, is ‘calculated to produce mutual advantages to the two king-
doms’, and will give to Ireland ‘its due weight and importance as a great
member of the empire’.?”

Cooke used the same argument, affirming that in evaluating the measure
people should not reason in ‘terms of national dignity and national pride.”?8
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The word ‘nation’, that in Thomas Goold’s opinion had an almost ‘magic
force’ in the hands of the United Irishmen, had become a dynamic political
weapon.’” In the past, the word nation had been an instrument for broad-
ening or underlining already existing divisions in Irish society. First, it was
used in its political meaning and attributed only to Protestants, and second it
was used in its plural form to describe the anomalous situation of ireland,
The United Trishmen gave a new meaning to an old word, convinced as they
were that the word nation could be declined only in its singular form,
Founding the concept of nation on individual rights and public interest they
took possession of it and of other related political ideals such as popular
sovereignty, liberty and political participation. From Pitt’s point of view,
America and France had already proved that the ideal of the nation was a
dangerous weapon, and for this reason it had to be destroyed by recourse to
the concept of the empire.

However, the logic of the empire brought with it a cultural dimension, as
illustrated by Pitt’s quotation given above which spoke of England’s laws,
customs and traditions being ‘carried to a greater degree of perfection’ in
their country of origin.*® To be part of the empire meant to be blessed by
British civilisation and, through proper conduct, this was a blessing to which
the Irish could aspire. Pitt, for example, noted that Irishmen ‘deserved’ the
name of ‘Britons’ for the part they played in the suppression of the 1798
Rebellion.*! Edward Cooke went a step further, arguing that the time had
come for the Irishmen to acknowledge reality and to proclaim ‘our defects in
civilisation and policy’.%> With an imaginative metaphor, Cooke supported
his idea of the Union as a civilising mission saying:

if any person has a son uneducated, unimproved and injured by bad habits
and bad company, in order to remedy these imperfections, would it not be
his first endeavours to establish him in the best societies and introduce him
into the most virtuous, the most polished and the most learned company?
... What can any sanguine Irish patriot wish for his country, but that its
inhabitants should attain the same habits, manners and improvement
which made England the envy of Europe?*

Like Pitt, Cooke referred to a key topic of traditional Protestant rhetoric,
that the Catholics offered allegiance to a foreign king, but, unlike Pitt, he
supported this claim with an appeal to the powerful lesson of history.** The
cultural and political inferiority of Ireland was, he claimed, the product of its
‘disgraced’ history, made of conflicts, massacres and divisions within Irish
society that nobody, not even those bathed in Enlightenment optimism such
as the United Irishmen, could deny. To these arguments, dominated by the
logic of the empire, by the necessity of a Catholic minority, by the exigency
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of protecting the Protestant interest and the need to preserve ‘the Protestant
religion and establishment as a fundamental article’, the United Irishmen
responded vigorously, claiming to uncover a false or perverse thesis advocated
by the supporters of union.*

T

First, the United Irishmen argued that the empire was simply a mask under
which England concealed her interests and claimed that union with Britain
would have “annihilated Ireland for the good of the empire’ ¢ Several years
previcusly, in Idem sentire, dicere, agere, Drennan had excluded from the right
of membership of the brotherhood of affection ‘those that are bound down
by obedience to that wizard word empire, to the sovereignty of two sounding
syllables™.*” At the beginning of the 1790s, Tone wrote: ‘the good of the empire!
Let us substitute “England” for “the empire” and see if it be not nearer the fact
and truth’.*® In MacNeven’s opinion, ‘the disastrous but instructive conse-
quences of the subjection to a foreign power’ should clarify to the Irishmen
‘the measure of their duties toward Great Britain.”*

In the place of empire the United Irishmen looked to a world composed
of nations. For the United Irishmen, a nation had a political dimension; it was
the product of a shared civil and political condition and was capable therefore
of encompassing all Irishmen whatever their religion, culture and language.
Applying the categories of political contractualism not only inside political
society but also outside, they claimed that the so-called empire was just an
"English necessity’ that should be replaced by sovereign nations and by a ‘law
of the nations™? to protect the weakest ones. Such contractualist theories
served to deny any claims against Irish independence grounded on precedent.
Dispensing with this precedent, the United Irishmen argued that ‘every
connection between free and independent nations should be of its own
nature a voluntary act; and . . . connections that are not voluntary, are chains’;**
they added that “the connection between nation and nation is cemented and
strengthened by its being placed on the basis of justice and reciprocal benefit.
It is a bond founded on interest; and when that is violated, all bond of
connection is broken. *?

Second, there were also those who dispensed both with the logic of empire
and of nation and treated the Union in terms of sectional interest. As the
Catholic archbishop of Dublin, John Troy, reported after a meeting of
influential Catholics on 24 December 1798, “the general opinion . . . was that the
Catholics as such ought not to deliberate on the Union as a question of empire
but only as it might affect their peculiar interest as a body’.”? The dangers of
such a sectional approach were highlighted by William James MacNeven who
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warned Catholics ‘not to exchange the liberty of Ireland for the Catholic
liberty’.”*

As the United Irishmen did not consider Catholic emancipation as a ‘Catholic
grievance but the grievance of the nation’,” so they regarded liberty notas a
protestant, Catholic or Presbyterian concern but as a national concern. The
problem for them was to create, obtain and maintain a ‘national freedom™® in
debates with those who defended the idea that liberty had religious distinctions.
This commonly-held view was made clear by the earl of Clare, the lord
chancellor, who in a speech on the Union to the House of Commons claimed
that every attempt to weaken the connection between the two countries was a
threat to ‘Protestant liberty’. Clare warned Protestant MPs that:

the only security for your liberty is your connection with Great Britain, and
gentlemen who risk breaking the connection must make up their minds to
a union. God forbid I should ever see that day; but if ever the day on which
separation shall be attempted may come, I shall not hesitate to embrace a
union rather than a separation.”’

Third, the United Irishmen, in attacking the very idea of British civilisation,
broadened the range of their propaganda to encompass cultural factors. In the
pamphlets written in response to Cooke and the Union there are some of the
few charges levelled by the movement against the destruction of the Irish lan-
guage, the abuse of the cultural differences and Anglocentrism. Commenting
on the effects of colonisation on Irish culture, Denis Taaffe had the Anglo-
Irish John Paddy ask England:

Have we not faithfully and assiduously co-operated with you in devising
such laws as might reduce them to a state of poverty, barbarity and
ignorance . . .> Could you contrive more effectually to accomplish this, than
by the suppression of printing and instruction in the national language?
Well knowing that before a whole people can master a strange idiom, and
renounce their vernacular tongue, many generations must pass away.”®

This manoeuvre was again presented as operating under the guise of a
civilising mission. Taaffe accused England and her ally, the Protestant
ascendancy, of undermining the cultural identity of Ireland, but he also
reflected on their abuse of religious and cultural differences. He made clear
that the supposed superiority of the Protestant religion and of the English
language was a matter of convenience: ‘black men, and white men, and red
men will answer the purposes of the old tyrannical policy, divide et impera, as
well as religion’.’® For the same reason Taaffe, ignoring or pretending to
ignore the part played by Protestantism in forging British identity, asked:
‘what then has entitled Protestants to the disgraced partiality of British -
policy, and qualified them to be the undoers of the land of their birth?’. His
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answer was: ‘the single circumstance of being the minority’.*® Equally, Drennan,
in his Letter on the Union addressed to Pitt, criticised the Anglo-centrism of Irish
society, though without proposing to substitute it with a Hiberno-centrism.
He invited his country men ‘instead of looking at the world through Britain,
to look at Britain through the world’.¢!

In arguing against the shrewd appeal to the past made by Cooke and
against the politics of fear that had served governments so well throughout
the eighteenth century, the United Irishmen drew attention to the divide et
impera strategy. They noted that — not surprisingly — this strategy was at work
in the propaganda in favour of the Union, where it was inconsistently presented
as a benefit for every sect of the society and as a benefit incompatible with the
well-being of the other sects.®® But apart from that, they made clear that the
massacres evoked by Cooke were not the product of an ‘unnarural union’
among incompatible persons but were the fruit of the divide et impera
strategy. Carrying on a theme previously addressed in the early 1790s, they
did not try to forget the past but attempted to interpret it differently, putting
forward new explanations to those facts that they could not deny. They
asserted that 'nations as persons are the product of education’.®® This enlight-
ened opinion could have paved the way to a different future but it also could
have formed a solid barrier to make it different from the past. The United
Irishmen were convinced that even if hate was a “stranger to the country it
had infected’, as MacNeven wrote, it could be instilled.®*

If in the past, religion was called down ‘from heaven to sow dlscord on
earth’,” iin the present, it was the alliance between the ascendancy and
Orangemen that continued to have the same perverse effect. Convinced of the
existence of collusion between government and Orangemen, the United
Irishmen were acutely aware of the disastrous consequences it could have on
Irish society;*® but they were not prepared to accept union as a remedy for
neutralizing both the ascendancy and Orangeism, notwithstanding the
authoritative opinion of an impartial observer of the Irish situation, William
Ogilvie. The Scottish thinker was in fact convinced that the very existence of
the Orangeism was a reason in favour of the Union. To counter the claims of
Orangemen (whom he termed ‘state criminals’) who opposed the Union
because they were convinced they had “an exclusive right to public professions
and salaries’, Ogilvie maintained that a fusion of the British and Irish parlia-
ments was the best way to destroy the privileges claimed by the Orangemen,
arguing that only under a legislative union would it be possible to concede
emancipation to Catholics without putting the ascendancy in danger.®”

For their part, instead of the Union of the Irish and British parliaments,
the United Irishmen put forward the concept of union among Irishmen and
exhorted their countrymen: ‘hope not from any union but your own’ and
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‘embrace as a friend, and a brother, every man of any sect or party (whatever
his past errors) who shall take arms in his country’s cause, and make her
[lreland’s] interest his religion.*®

I United Irish opinion, hate could be injected through historiography and
social practice. Historiography never let Irishmen forget the memories of the
past and it never seriously tried, in the opinion of the United Irishmen, to
establish the true motivations of the conflicts that had ‘disgraced’ Irish
history.®® Social practice also played its part in broadening the divisions of
Irish society. Drennan wrote in 1795:

our eyes and ears by custom grow callous to what our heads and hearts
condemn. The remembrance of civil war is still perpetuated from year to
year, by the puerility of a flower or a ribbon; and we see hatred, and unfor-
giveness, commemorated and sanctioned, with the parade of a procession, or
what in this case, may be called the savage sociality of a public dinner.”

‘[n a similar vein, the United Irishman Thomas Russell observed that “there
was no national spirit in Ireland - on the contrary the anniversary of those
events which led to degradation of were celebrated, strange as it may appear,
by Irishmen with martial pomp and festivity”.”*

Despite the evidence that the people were not inclined to forget or reassess
the past — as shown by the Armagh outrages and the growing number of
increasingly triumphalist Orange parades from 1796 onwards — the United
Irishmen were not prepared to accept union even as a remedy for the
divisions of the society. Such an opinion had been put forward in 1776 by the
impartial voice of Adam Smith who wrote in the Wealth of Nations, that
‘without a union with Great Britain, the inhabitants of Ireland are not likely
for many ages to consider themselves as one people”.” In contrast, the
United Irishmen argued that the only way to destroy those ‘brazen walls of
separation’ that prevented the “separate nations’ of Ireland from ‘mingling’
and kept them ‘convened’ as an ‘incoherent mass of dissimilar materials,
uncemented, unconsolidated like the image of Nebuchadnezar’” was the
union of the people of Ireland under the common name of Irishmen, as the
words written by an anonymous United Irish propagandist show:

Now my countrymen, let me exhort you to persevere in forwarding that
untoN on which depends your eternal welfare, and which all the powers of
hell with which your enemies are invested, shall never be able to dissolve.
On your UNION depends your victory over tyranny and oppression; — In
your UNION lies all strength, importance and foundation of your future
happiness. Then let the UNION be always uppermost in your thought; let all
animosity between parties or individual cease; forgive trifling injuries, and
heart and hand become ONE PEOPLE.””
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The content and the exhorting tone of the writings of the United Irishmen
are quite indicative: a people had still to become a reality and they still needed
to be convinced to make the effort to constitute themselves as a nation. The
events of the second half of the 1790s did not cause the United Irishmen to
change their mind, but they did dampen their optimism and deeply damaged
their faith in their countrymen. Despite the ‘loaves and fishes’”* distribution
and the political manoeuvres employed by the government to secure support,
the movement was convinced that the Irish people must accept a large part
of the responsibility for the passage of the Act of Union. As Drennan wrote,
in his last public letter on the Union, a letter that he considered his “political
will and testament’,”® it was not the British Machiavel’, nor the perverse
principles of the ascendancy nor the Orangemen who were solely responsible
for the Union. The Irish people themselves with their old prejudices and fears
were to blame for it, because they were ‘not yet been able to become
members of the same body, having the same friends and the same foes.”””

These words reflected the disillusionment of the leadership of the United
Irishmen who looked on in despair as the Union was opposed only by small,
self-interested groups, and the majority of Irish people meekly acquiesced in
its passing. Such an outcome underlined the failure of United Irish propa-
ganda against the Union and, more generally, the failure of the United Irish
nation-building project as a whole.”®
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