Genocide

Irish Fam ne
Unit VI

VI
Genocl de

Per f or mance Obj ecti ves:

The student will weigh the opinions of historians and attenpt to cone
to a conclusion about genocide in Ireland during the Geat Fam ne.

Teachi ng/l earning Strategies and Activities:

Students will study the opinions of historians and conpare themwth
definitions of genocide provided.
Activity 1. Students wll read "Genoci de", answer questions
foll ow ng the readi ngs and di scuss the issues raised.

I nstructional Material s/ Resources:

"CGenoci de" (see footnotes for sources)
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Genocide

Irish Fam ne
Unit Vi
Activity 1
GENQOCI DE

The Anerican Heritage Dictionary defines genocide as: "The
systematic, planned annihilation of a racial, political or cultura
group. "

The United Nations Convention on CGenocide, adopted by the U N in
1948 lists this as one of the acts which qualify: "deliberately
inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about
its destruction in whole or part.”

Richard L. Rubenstein in his book The Age of Triage: Fear and Hope in

an Overcrowded Wrld offers yet another definition. He states, "...a
governnment is as responsible for a genocidal policy when its

of ficials accept mass death as a necessary cost of inplenenting their
policies as when they pursue genocide as an end in itself."” (1.)

BRITISH, | RISH AND AVERI CAN VO CES:
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| MMVORAL SELF- | NTEREST

Oxford history professor Janes Anthony Froude, who once wote that
Irish folk were "nore |ike squalid apes than human bei ngs" wote the
followng in his book, English in Ireland : "England governed Irel and
for what she deenmed her own interest, making her calculations on the
gross bal ance of her trade | edgers, and | eaving noral obligations
aside, as if right and wong had been blotted out of the statute book
of the Universe." (2.)

Dr. GRAY

In his essay, " lIdeology and the Fam ne", Belfast-born and
Canbri dge- educated historian Peter Gay wote that:
"It is difficult to refute the indictnment nade by one
humani t ari an Engli sh observer in the | ater stages of the
Fam ne, that am dst 'an abundance of cheap food...very many
have been done to death by pure tyranny'. The charge of
cul pabl e negl ect of the consequences of policies leading to
mass starvation is indisputable. That a conscious choice to
pursue noral or econonm c objectives at the expense of human
life was nade by several mnisters is al so denonstrable.™

Prof essor Gray concl udes, however, that British governnment policy
"was not a policy of deliberate genocide", but a dogmatic refusal to
admt the policy was wong and "anmounted to a sentence of death to
many thousands." (3.)

PROFESSOR CLARK

Dennis Clark, an Irish-Anerican historian, wote in The Irish in
Phi | adel phia that the famne was "the cul m nati on of generations of
neglect, msrule and repression. It was an epic of English colonia
cruelty and i nadequacy. For the | andless cabin dwellers it neant
emgration or extinction... (4.)

The di nensions of the calamty can hardly be delineated by sinple
statistics. England had presided over an epochal disaster too
nonstrous and too inpersonal to be a nmere product of individua
ill-will or the fiendish outcone of a well-planned conspiracy. It was
sonet hi ng worse: the cunul ati ve antagoni sm and corruption of the
English ruling class was visited with crushing intensity upon a

| ong-enfeebled foe. It was as close to genocide as col onialismwoul d
come in the nineteenth century.”

About the 50,000 evictions that took place during the Fam ne, C ark
wote: "The British governnent's insistence on 'the absolute rights
of landlords'" to evict farners and their famlies so they could
rai se cattle and sheep, was a process "as close to 'ethnic cleansing
as any Bal kan war ever enacted." (5.)

PROFESSOR DONNELLY
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Prof essor Janmes S. Donnelly Jr., a historian at the University of

Wsconsin, wote the followwng in Landlord and Tenant in

Ni net eent h- Century Irel and:
"I would draw the followi ng broad conclusion: at a fairly
early stage of the Great Fami ne the governnent's abject
failure to stop or even slow down the clearnaces (evictions)
contributed in a major way to enshrining the idea of English
st at e-sponsored genocide in Irish popular mnd. O perhaps
one should say in the Irish mnd, for this was a notion that
appeal ed to many educated and di scrim nating nen and wonen,
and not only to the revolutionary mnority..."

But Donnelly concludes otherwise: "And it is also ny contention that
whi |l e genoci de was not in fact conmtted, what happened during and as
a result of the clearances had the | ook of genocide to a great many
Irish..." (6.)

COW SSI ONER  TW SLETON

When the Irish Poor Law Conm ssioner, Edward Twi sl eton resigned in
protest over lack of relief aid fromBritain, the Lord Lieutenant of
Ireland, the Earl of O arendon, wote the followng to British Prine
M ni ster Lord John Russell

"He (Twisleton) thinks that the destitution here [in Irel and]

is so horrible, and the indifference of the House of Comons

is so manifest, that he is an unfit agent for a policy that

nmust be one of extermnation.” (7.)

In 1849 Twisleton testified that "conparatively trifling suns were
required for Britain to spare itself the deep disgrace of permtting
its mserable fellow subjects to die of starvation.” According to
Gray, the British spent 7 mllion Pounds for relief in Ireland
bet ween 1845 and 1850, "representing | ess than half of one percent of
the British gross national product over five years. Contenporaries
noted the sharp contrast with the 20 mllion Pounds conpensati on
given to West Indian slave-owners in the 1830s." (8.)

LORD CLARENDON

The Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, the Earl of C arendon wote a letter
to Prime Mnister Russell on April 26th, 1849, expressing his
feelings about lack of aid fromthe British House of Commons:

"I do not think there is another |egislature in Europe that

woul d di sregard such suffering as now exists in the west of

Ireland, or coldly persist in a policy of exterm nation."

(9.)

PROFESSOR SENI OR

Nassau Senior, a respected econoni cs professor at Oxford University

said that the Famne in Ireland "would not kill nore than one mllion

peopl e, and that woul d scarcely be enough to do any good." (10.)
EDWARDS AND W LLI AMS

Page 4



Genocide

In The G eat Fam ne: Studies in Irish History 1845-52 Editors R
Dudl ey Edwards and T. Desnond WIIlians wote:
"The political comentator, the ballad singer and the unknown
maker of fol k-tales have all spoken about the G eat fam ne,
but is there nore to be said? If man, the prisoner of tineg,
acts in conformty with the conventions of society into which
he is born, it is difficult to judge himw th irrevocabl e
harshness. So it is with the nen of the fam ne era. Human
limtations and timdity dom nate the story of the G eat
Fam ne, but of great and deliberately inposed evil in high
positions of responsibility there is little evidence.” (11.)
JOHN M TCHEL

John Mtchel , | eader of the Young Ireland Movenent, wote the

followng in 1860:
"I have called it an artificial famne: that is to say, it
was a fam ne which desolated a rich and fertile island, that
produced every year abundance and superabundance to sustain
all her people and many nore. The English, indeed, call the
fam ne a "di spensation of Providence;" and ascribe it
entirely to the blight on potatoes. But potatoes failed in
i ke manner all over Europe; yet there was no fam ne save in
Ireland. The British account of the matter, then, is first, a
fraud - second, a blaspheny. The Al m ghty, indeed, sent the
potato blight, but the English created the famne." (12.)

OTHER | RI SH NATI ONALI STS

In 1848, Denis Shine Law or suggested that Lord John Russell was a
student of the poet Spenser, who had i nhumanely cal cul ated "how far
Engl i sh col oni zati on and English policy mght be nost effectively
carried out by Irish starvation.” (13.)

That same year a Cork Gty Councilor naned Brady told his audi ence
that the British Prine Mnister had "viol ated every pl edge previously

made on arriving at place and power... a mllion and a half Irish
peopl e perished, were smtten and offered up as a hol ocaust, whose
bl ood ascended to the throne of God for redress..., but the pity was

that the mnister was permtted to act so with inpunity.”

On April 1, 1848, an editorial witer in The Nation said, "It is
evident to all men that our foreign governnment is but a club for
grave-diggers...we are decinmated not by the will of God but the wll
of the Wigs." (14.)

WOODHAM - SM TH

At the end of The Great Hunger, Cecil Wodham-Sm th concl udes:
"These mi sfortunes were not part of a plan to destroy the
Irish nation; they fell on the people because the governnent
of Lord John Russell was afflicted with an extraordinary
inability to foresee consequences. It has been frequently
decl ared that the parsinony of the British Governnent during
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the fam ne was the main cause of the sufferings of the
peopl e, and parsinony was certainly carried to remarkabl e
| engt hs; but obtuseness, short-sightedness and i gnorance
probably contributed nore."(15.)

"Much of this obtuseness sprang fromthe fanatical faith of

m d-ni neteenth century British politicians in the economc
doctrine of l|aissez-faire , no interference by governnent, no
nmeddling with the operation of natural causes. Adherence to

| ai ssez-faire was carried to such a length that in the m dst
of one of the major fam nes of history, the governnment was

per petual | y nervous of being too good to Ireland and of
corrupting the Irish people by kindness, and so stifling the
virtues of self reliance and industry."

"In addition hearts were hardened by the antagonismthen felt
by the English towards the Irish, an antagonismrooted far
back in religious and political history, and at the period of
the famne, irritation had been added as well...It is

i npossible to read the letters of British statesnen of the
period, Charles Wod and Trevelyan for instance, w thout
astoni shnment at the influence exerted by antagoni sm and
irritation on governnent policy in Ireland during the

fam ne."

"It is not characteristic of the English to behave as they
have behaved in Ireland; as a nation, the English have proved
t hensel ves to be capabl e of generosity, tolerance and
magnani mty, but not where Ireland is concerned. As Sydney
Smth, the celebrated witer and wit, wote: 'The nonent the
very nanme of Ireland is nentioned, the English seemto bid
adi eu to common feeling, conmon prudence and conmbn sense,
and to act with the barbarity of tyrants and the fatuity of
idiots."" (16.)

CHRI STI NE KI NEALY

the end of The Geat Calamity, Christine Kinealy wites:

"While it was evident that the governnment had to do sonething
to help alleviate the suffering, the particular nature of the
actual response, especially follow ng 1846, suggests a nore
covert agenda and notivation. As the Fam ne progressed, it
becane apparent that the governnent was using its information
not merely to help it fornmulate its relief policies, but also
as an opportunity to facilitate various | ong-desired changes
within Ireland. These included popul ati on control and the
consol i dation of property through various neans, including
em gration...

Despite the overwhel m ng evidence of prolonged distress
caused by successive years of potato blight, the underlying
phi |l osophy of the relief efforts was that they shoul d be kept
to a mnimalist level; in fact they actually decreased as the
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Fam ne progressed."” (17.)
BRI TI SH COLONI AL PCLI Cl ES

Cecil Wodham-Snmith, an Englishwoman, wote that "It is not
characteristic of the English to behave as they have behaved in
Ireland.” The follow ng historical record offer contrary evidence.
Briefly consider five issues: British treatnment of American prisoners
during the Revolution, British domnation of the slave trade, British
gover nnent - backed "Opium War", British concentration canps used
during the Boer War, and the 1943 mass starvation in British-ruled
Bengal , I ndi a.

1. BRITI SH STARVED AVERI CAN REVOLUTI ONARY WAR PRI SONERS

During the American Revolution the British put captured rebe
soldiers, sailors, and civilians onboard floati ng dungeons call ed
"horrible hulks." According to Albert Martin in The War for

| ndependence, "They were worse than any prison ashore.”

On the worst boat, H MS. Jersey, nicknaned Hell Afloat ', "Prisoners
were all owed half the Royal navy's ration, and that was food rejected
as too spoiled even for Her Majesty's seanen. Rats and verm n swarned
t hrough Jersey, spreadi ng di sease.”
"Al though the Jersey held 1,100 prisoners with nore arriving
daily, overcrowdi ng was no problem since the dying nade way
for the newconers. Each norning a Redcoat sergeant bell owed
through the bars, 'Rebels, turn out your dead. ' No fewer than
five bodies were hoisted up each day."

The only way to get off the hul ks was to change sides and enlist in

the service of King George IIl. "British officers constantly spoke of
H s Majesty's generosity toward rebels who nmended their ways. Yet
very few accepted the offer to turn traitor. Their willingness to

suffer is proof of their devotion to the cause of American
i ndependence. " Over el even thousand nen died in these hul ks, nore
than lost their lives in all of George Washinqton's battles.. (18.)

2. DURING THE 17TH AND EARLY 18TH CENTURY, ENGLAND WAS THE LEADI NG
SLAVE TRADI NG NATI ON

According to a 1980 book, The African Slave Trade , England began
tradi ng slaves in 1562 when London nerchants financed "three good
ships”™ with hundreds of nmen in their crews, to sail under the comand
of WIlliam Hawkins. In Guinea, they "got into their possession,
partly by the sword and partly by other neans to the nunber of 300
Negroes at |east." (20.)

Bet ween 1795- 1804 when English slave trade was at its height, the
foll owi ng were the clearances for ships fromthe three main English
ports:
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Port. Sl aves allowed by regulation Ships
Li ver pool 323,770 1, 099
London 46, 505 155
Bri st ol 10, 718 29

"The value of British inconme derived from(slave) trade with
the West Indies was said to be four times greater than the
value of British incones derived fromtrade with the rest of
the world. And this West India trade was in nmany respects the
i deal col onial system The trade consisted in sinple exchange
of cheap manufactured goods for African slaves, of African

sl aves for West India foodstuffs and tobacco; and of these
products, once brought to Europe, for a high return in cash.”
(21.)

3. THE BRI TI SH USED WARSHI PS AND TROOPS TO FORCE CHI NA TO ACCEPT
| MPORTED OPI UM

According to Wrld History From 1500 the British wanted Chi nese tea,
but had nothing but cash to trade for it. Their colony in India was
produci ng a good crop of opium but it was prohibited in China except
for nedical purposes. The Chinese resisted illegal British opium
trafficking, and that led to the "Qpium War". Britain used superior
firepower, ships and troops to force the Chinese to accept opium
sales. "The opiumtrade anmounted to mllions of silver dollars and
hundreds of tons of opiumannually." (22.)

4. THE BRI TI SH STARVED THOUSANDS | N BOER WAR CONCENTRATI ON CAMPS

Fifty years after a mllion Irish people starved to death under
British rule, the English fought their last great inperialist war.
Maj or - General Horatio H Kitchener conmanded the British troops
fighting the Dutch Boers in South Africa.

According to English author Thomas Pakenham, in his 1979 book The
Boer War, Kitchener hoped to defeat the guerilla forces by destroying
their neans of support. He ordered the Boer farnms burned and all the
cattle, sheep and other livestock killed. H's soldiers then rounded
up all the nen, wonen and children who were not guerilla fighters,

and put theminto concentration canps near railroad |ines.

One hundred and fifty thousand people, white and bl ack, were interned
in canps with no running water, no neat, no mlk for the children,
and little fresh fruit or vegetables. Humanitarians reported that
fever-stricken children-were dying in the dirt. Twenty to
twenty-ei ght thousand people died of malnutrition and rel ated

di seases, according to Pakenham. British "nethods of barbarisnm in
South Africa shocked the world.

5. WH LE UNDER BRI TI SH COLONI AL RULE, M LLI ONS STARVED | N BENGAL,
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I NDI A

According to Dr. G deon Polya, a professor in Victoria, Australian
the 1943-44 famine that killed an estimated 3.5 to 5 mllion people

i n Bengal was "man-nmade". Dr. Polya says that "the British brought an
unsynpat heti ¢ and rut hl ess econom ¢ agenda to India" and that "the
creation of fam ne" was brought about by British "sequestration and
export of food for enhanced comrercial gain."

He says that "British disinclination to respond with urgency and
vigor to food deficits resulted in a succession of about 2 dozen
appal ling fam nes during the British occupation of India." These
swept away tens of mllions of people. One of the worst fam nes was
that of 1770 that killed an estinmated 10 mllion people in Benga
(one third of the popul ation) and which was "exacerbated by the
rapacity of the (British) East India Conmpany".

Dr. Polya wites that "An extraordinary feature of the appalling
record of British inperialismwth respect to genoci de and nass,
wor | d-wi de killing of huge nunbers of people (by war di sease and
famne) is its absence from public perception. Thus, for exanple,

i nspection of a selection of British history texts reveal s that
mention of the appalling Irish Fam ne of 1845-47 is confined in each
case to several lines (although there is of course detailed

di scussion of the attendant, related political debate about the Corn
Laws). It is hardly surprising that there should be no nention of
famne in India or Bengal."

The 1998 Nobel Prize wi nner in econoncs, |ndian-born Amartya Sen,
was a childhood victimof the Bengal famine. He said, "Any fanmine is
easy to prevent if a governnment has the incentive to prevent it. If

t he governnent generates the incone, then the market can deal wth
the supply problemvery well by noving food." Fam nes never strike
denocraci es, Professor Sen contends. "Denocracy gives a political

i ncentive for the governnment to intervene ...elected governnents feel
an obligation to intercede on behalf of constituents. Autocrats fee
no such conpunction.”

If the above historical record is true, then it is characteristic of
British officials to behave as they behaved in Ireland. However, one
cannot conclude that the ruthless actions of the ruling elite had the
conpl ete support of the British people.

THE CASE FOR GENOCI DE | N | RELAND: A SUMVARY

1. British Laws enacted over centuries, deprived the Irish of their
| and, | anguage, trade, education, vote and religion.

2. British racismagainst the Irish people has been manifest for
centuries, and has been used to dehunani ze, debase, crimnalize and
ensl ave the Irish. British racism also extended to Africans, |ndi ans,
Egypti ans and ot her conquered peopl es.
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3. The British governnent upheld the absolute right of landlords to
evict Irish famlies during a terrible fam ne even in the dead of

wi nter. Further, the Poor Law was encouraged | andl ords to engage in
eviction in order not to be bankrupted by poor rates for their

t enants.

4. The British allowed nassive anounts of food to be exported from
Ireland during the Fam ne and justified it under the doctrine of

| ai ssez-faire, or non-interference. However, British interference in
Irish trade has been prol onged and conti nuous, before, during, and
after the Fam ne.

5. The British authorities were well aware that the Poor Law nade

| andl ords nore likely to make a one-tine paynent for "coffin ship"”
passage for their tenants rather that continue to pay taxes for their
upkeep in workhouses. Canadian officials repeatedly sent reports
informng British officials of the massive nortality rates on these
shi ps.

QUESTI ONS:

« Wi ch historian or author provides the weakest argunents about
genoci de? Wi ch the strongest? Wy?

« Which, if any, of the three definitions of genocide applies to
British rule in Ireland?

« Wiy is it inportant to consider the other acts of starvation
i nposed by the British in the historical period before and after
t he Fam ne?

* Do the actions of the British governnent related to the
Revol utionary War prison ships, the slave trade, the Opi um War
the Boer War, and the Bengal fam ne influence your opinion about
whet her or not the British were capable of genocide in Ireland?
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