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What M. de Tocqueville Saw: Ireland After Union and Emancipation

I. Tocqueville’s Grand Investigation
Alexis de Tocqueville arrived in Ireland in the summer of 1835 near the end of a grand investigation into the character and prospects of aristocracy, democracy, and the emergence of the modern political state. With lifelong collaborator Gustave de Beaumont, Tocqueville had spent nine months in the United States in 1831-32. He visited England in 1833 to investigate the impact of the First Reform Act on the nation’s political system. In 1835, he returned there with Beaumont and in the midst of this second English sojourn they traveled to Ireland for six weeks to look into political and social conditions in this isolated part of the British realm. J.P. Mayer, editor, Alexis de Tocqueville: Journeys to England and Ireland (Transaction Publishers, 1988), pp. 13-19. 
Both men came from families with aristocratic pedigrees; both had come of age (Beaumont was born in 1802, Tocqueville in 1805) in a society roiled by the aftermath of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars; and both were trained in the law. Beyond a shared background, they also shared an interest in political science, held liberal views, and “were passionate admirers of Anglo-American representative institutions and constitutional traditions.” Gustave de Beaumont, Ireland: Social, Political and Religious, edited and translated by W.C. Taylor; introduction by Tom Garvin and Andreas Haas (Harvard University Press, 2006), p. vi.  This interest led eventually to a journey to the United States in 1831-32 to study the American penal system; the trip eventually led to celebrated publications by both men and established their reputations as insightful observers of politics and society. 
Tocqueville’s specific interest in England was how the country would weather the passage from aristocracy to democracy. Tocqueville’s examination of England and its politics in the early 1830s had persuaded him “that the English people would be able to make the transition peacefully.”Alexis de Tocqueville’s Journey in Ireland, July-August 1835, translated and edited by Emmet Larkin (Catholic University of America Press, 1990), p. 1. (Hereafter abbreviated as Journey in Ireland.) It was with this conclusion in mind that Tocqueville and Beaumont traveled to Dublin in July, 1835.
II. Ireland in Transition
As England was in political transition, so too was Ireland. Over the previous half-century, the English government had undertaken a series of steps that sought to fundamentally change political and civil affairs both within Ireland and between Ireland and England. In 1782, the government began the process of formally relaxing the Penal Laws that had suppressed the property and civil rights of Ireland’s Catholic majority for nearly a century. Following the island-wide rebellion of 1798, England acted to bind  Ireland more tightly into the British national entity through the Irish Act of Union (1800).  A third major step was passage of Catholic Emancipation in 1829, granting Ireland’s majority the right to vote (a franchise impaired, however, by simultaneous enactment of a more onerous property requirement for electors) and the right to hold most offices. 
Nullifying the Penal Laws and enacting Union and Emancipation were part of an attempt, begun under Prime Minister William Pitt, to liberalize political conditions for the Catholic majority and find some grounds under which Ireland could exist less fractiously, and eventually peaceably, under the Crown. These developments and others—for instance, the creation in 1831 of a system of national, nonsectarian schools in Ireland that in theory opened the way for Protestant-Catholic co-education—formed the backdrop for Tocqueville’s 1835 visit to Ireland. 
III. Tocqueville in Ireland
Although Tocqueville’s 1835 trip to Ireland was his first, he arrived in Dublin well acquainted with conditions on the island through his friendship with Nassau Senior, an English economist. A month before Tocqueville set out on his journey, Senior introduced him to John Revans, secretary of a government commission studying poverty in Ireland. Revans gave a stark summary of conditions: Ireland was extremely poor. It was afflicted by a problem of surplus labor and a flawed system of land tenancy. Most of those who worked the land subsisted on potatoes. The island was bitterly divided by religious animosity, with the Catholic majority not only resenting the historically inferior position into which it had been cast but loathing its duty to the established, and privileged Church of Ireland.Journey in Ireland, pp. 19-22. 
Upon arriving in Dublin, Tocqueville and his companion, Beaumont, bore (and probably added to) a sheaf of introductions to two categories of potential informants in Leinster and Munster (eastern/southeastern and southwestern Ireland, respectively): on one hand, barristers (what Americans would call lawyers), and on the other clergy, both Catholic and Protestant. Both groups held a special place in the society Tocqueville would travel through. 
Tocqueville, trained in the law himself, regarded members of the legal profession as constituting “a somewhat privileged intellectual class. 
The exercise of their profession daily reminds them of this superiority; they are the masters of a necessary and not widely understood science; they serve as arbiters between the citizens; and the habit of directing the blind passions of the litigants toward the objective gives them a certain scorn for the judgment of the crowd.” Tocqueville, Democracy in America, J.P. Mayer, ed., George Lawrence, trans. (Harper & Row/Perennial, 1988), p. 264. (I was alerted to Tocqueville’s view of the elite place of the legal profession by David Spring, “An Outsider's View: Alexis de Tocqueville on Aristocratic Society and Politics in 19th Century England, ” Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, Vol. 12, No. 2. (Summer, 1980), p. 125.) 


	Tocqueville’s decision to seek out lawyers and courts of assize in Ireland reflected a belief that he would find, among the former, uniquely well-informed views of affairs and among the latter a window into social realities. The intention to meet with bishops, priests and ministers reflected an awareness of the history that continued to shape Irish consciousness: the prolonged suppression of Roman Catholics and the establishment of a Protestant state church. 
	In the course of his visit, Tocqueville’s informants would take on a role beyond that of giving testimony to their own experience and opinions. Those excluded from Tocqueville’s group of witnesses by chance, necessity, or simple lack of opportunity were the major protagonists in the scene he traveled through: the Protestant aristocracy and the Catholic peasantry. Thus the lawyers and clergy Tocqueville met may be seen to some extent as proxies: the Protestant barristers and ministers speaking for the absent aristocrats and the Catholic clergy, especially, speaking for the silent peasants. 

IV. What Tocqueville Saw
	In England, Tocqueville believed he had seen a balanced and largely stable social and political order that, despite challenges such as political volatility, class hostility, and poverty, would likely achieve democracy without a violent revolution. From the very moment he set foot in Ireland, he saw something very different and was unsparing in his descriptions and judgments of it. In Dublin, he contrasted the “hideous and disgusting” conditions among the destitute inmates of the city’s poorhouse with the “immense and magnificent” state of Protestant-run Trinity College. He concluded by sounding a theme to which he would return repeatedly as he made his circuit of the island: “If you wish to know what the spirit of conquest, religious hatred, combined with all the abuses of aristocracy without any of its advantages, can produce, come to Ireland.” Journey in Ireland, pp. 25-26. 
	Abject poverty and a feckless aristocracy were not the only maladies besetting the Ireland Tocqueville saw. His interviews with Protestant laymen and Catholic clergy alike yielded a portrait of the country’s vast rural population as lazy, dissolute and occasionally violent (and also patient, generous, and steadfast); more serious, economic desperation and social disaffection among the masses in the countryside had led to a general disregard for the law. He admired the Catholic clergy’s dedication to its people and its determination to secure their civil rights; but he was concerned that they might wield undue political influence among an awakening Catholic majority and searched for ways to dampen that effect. He viewed the Protestant religious establishment as an unjust burden on a society struggling survival. The defects of each religious party aside, Tocqueville was also disturbed by the rampant evidence of a deep, enduring enmity between the Catholic and Protestant camps. 
	Despite the challenges all these factors posed for Ireland’s future, Tocqueville returned to poverty and the conduct of the Irish aristocracy as the island’s paramount problems. 
	Tocqueville’s observations along the road to Carlow on the day he left Dublin are typical of what he reports for the next several weeks: 
Most of the dwellings of the country very poor looking. A very large number of them wretched to the last degree. Walls of mud, roofs of thatch, one room. No chimney, smoke goes out the door. The pig lies in the middle of the house. Journey in Ireland, p. 39. 

More or less dire scenes are repeated throughout the journey, climaxing with his visit to Newport (County Mayo), when he and Beaumont were swarmed by hundreds of hungry people waiting for the rumored arrival and distribution of oatmeal. The priest in Newport explained:
Most of them have not eaten since yesterday. Since this morning they are waiting there fasting. These men are small farmers paying a rent. The potato harvest partially failed last year, the scarcity since last March has begun to make itself felt. … For several months these unfortunates whom you see have been constantly therefore on the point of starving. They never eat their fill. Most of them have been forced to dig up the new harvest and feed themselves on potatoes as large as nuts, which make them ill.  Ibid., p. 131. 

	Watching this scene, Tocqueville asked the priest about what the large, wealthy landlords in the neighborhood were doing to relieve the suffering. The answer—“These great landlords give nothing, do nothing, to prevent this unfortunate population from dying of hunger”—was much in keeping with the view of the aristocracy Tocqueville had already formed. Virtually every Catholic informant he encountered and some of the Protestants described a situation in which absentee landlords  extracted exorbitant rents from their tenants (often through agents), failed to take any steps to improve their holdings (or allow tenants to do so), or evicted tenants wholesale to create more profitable pastureland. The net effect, Tocqueville reports, is the extraction of wealth from a society ill able to afford it. In Tocqueville’s view, the nature of this “bad aristocracy” arose from the circumstances surrounding its creation and history: born of a alien conqueror’s culture, promulgating a religion that sought to violently supplant the one  professed by the natives, supported by a regime that through force and statute sought to extinguish the majority’s rights. As a result, Tocqueville said, 
You will certainly have a frightful state of society, a state in which the aristocracy will have all the faults and maxims of oppressors, the people all the vices of slaves. Where the law will serve to destroy what it ought to protect; violence to protect what it seeks elsewhere to destroy. Where religion will draw strength only from the passions that it ought to combat, and exists only to prevent the hatreds from being forgotten and men from establishing among themselves the brotherhood that it preaches unceasingly to them.

The aristocracy in Ireland, he concluded, was “one of the most detestable that could ever be imagined.” Journey in Ireland, pp. 82-83.

V. The Prescription

As noted earlier, the British government’s policy for half a century had included a series of steps, taken under more or less duress, to tolerate Catholicism, quell Irish unrest by incorporating Ireland into the Union, and restoration of Catholic civil rights. The oldest of these steps, relaxation of the Penal Laws that prohibited among other things Catholic religious practice and land ownership, had had half a century to work. Ireland had been under the Union for 35 years. In both cases, it could be asked whether the policy was achieving the end of creating a stable, peaceful Ireland that might become a prosperous, dependably compliant part of a greater nation. Tocqueville’s impressions of widespread poverty, unresponsive aristocracy, lawlessness, and religious polarization suggest that through 1835, the policy had failed and enjoyed little prospect of future success. (Beaumont’s verdict, published in 1839, was blunt: “The situation of Ireland may be … summarily described—profound indigence amongst the people, permanent anarchy in the state.” Beaumont, p. 263.  
Catholic Emancipation, approved just six years earlier, was probably still of too recent vintage to judge how it might effect the equation over the long term. Tocqueville may have celebrated Emancipation for reflecting a democratic impulse, but in his brief tour, he detected a dark side in the Catholic clergy’s potential exercise of political dominance. Interviewing Monsignor Kinsely, the bishop of Kilkenny, he noted “a certain note of triumph, which indicates the head of a party who arrives in power after having been oppressed for a long time.” Journey in Ireland, p. 62. 
If these measures had failed, what might be done? 
Perhaps it was true, as one of Tocqueville’s Protestant informants told him, that “the time has passed when the evils of Ireland could be cured by gentle remedies.” Ibid., p. 72.  But Tocqueville, Beaumont, and successive British governments among many others cast about for and proposed remedies nonetheless. In his interviews, Tocqueville broaches the possibility of a temporary English dictatorship in Ireland, presumably to impose a program of reform on landowners, offer relief to the mass of nearly destitute tenants, impose order and keep the religious parties in check. Beaumont, in 1839’s Ireland: Social, Political Religious, weighs three strategies then proposed for Ireland’s rescue: an increase in industrial employment, which would relieve the problem of unemployment and underemployment and help stem poverty; a formal program of emigration to relieve the island’s overpopulation; and an improved poor law that would deliver public charity to the incapacitated and most destitute. He argues against all three ideas as unworkable because of the immensity of the population involved. Instead, he urges abolishing the aristocracy: first through administrative and legal reforms that would break its hold on political power, then through reforms of land law that would encourage sale of major estates and enable tenant farmers to become landowners. He also urges “destroying the supremacy” of the Church of Ireland by abolishing tithes and other advantages. To put the Catholic clergy on par with their Protestant counterparts and to check their political influence among the people, he suggests paying them state salaries.
Intuitively, and I hope without anachronistic resort to post-Tocqueville thinking, I agree that a solution to Ireland’s crisis may have lay in a far-reaching program of land reform. In  Tocqueville’s account, the intransigence of Irish poverty again and again is ascribed to the way land is held, the population’s uncertain access to it, and the often capricious behavior of landlords. To a greater or lesser extent, his informants agree these circumstances impoverished those who worked the land, kept much of Irish agriculture in a regressive state, and lent themselves to lawlessness. 
	It’s important to note that Ireland’s degraded state was widely known and well publicized. Whether they agreed on the causes or not, Tocqueville and his informants take the situation as a given. The British governments concern of this era also showed ongoing concern for what appeared to be an intractable problem. “During 1801-45, they launched a large number of major investigations into the problems of Irish poverty. … There was a growing realization that Ireland was not sharing in the growth and development of the British economy, and recommendations to reverse this process were made repeatedly.” Joel Mokyr, Why Ireland Starved: A Quantitative and Analytical History of the Irish Economy, 1800-1850 (George Allen & Unwin, 1983), p. 6.   
	These repeated inquiries led not to a change in Ireland’s situation, but to cynicism and a sort of fatigue. “The frequency with which commissions were set up to examine the ills of Ireland in the first half of the nineteenth century had begun to blunt the political effectiveness of this instrument. Every second year a commission was being formed, wrote the Times [of London] in 1845, alluding to the Devon Commission; this would produce a mass of paper that was a complete waste.” Martin Schaffner, “The Figure of the Question versus the Prose of the Answers: Lord Devon’s Inquiry in Skibbereen, 10 September 1844,” in Little Tools of Knowledge: Historical Essays on Academic and Bureaucratic Practices, edited by Peter Becker and William Clark (University of Michigan, 2001), p. 241. 
	Data on Ireland’s plight was in plentiful supply. But the will to act decisively—for instance, to initiate a step as bold as abolishing the Irish aristocracy as Beaumont proposed—was lacking. A sense of urgency to act, in the absence of rebellion or some other catastrophe, was nonexistent. There was another choice: to pursue a laissez-faire policy, allow nature take its course, and let Ireland and the Irish deal with the consequences.  


