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Heather Laird: Decentring the Irish
Land War: women, politics
and the private sphere

The dominant Irish historical narrative, at its most basic, sees the history
of Ireland since the beginning of the nineteenth century as a series of
revolts and risings which posed a direct challenge to the colonial state
with lulls in between.This narrative is underpinned by a narrow notion of
the political, with events and actions only considered historically signifi-
cant if they affect the structures of organized politics relating to the
sphere of the state. The historical writings which seek to challenge the
parameters of this dominant narrative by focusing attention on what
James C. Scott refers to in Weapons of the Weak as ‘everyday’ forms of
resistance are generally considered to belong to social as opposed to
political history.' For the Indian historian and postcolonial scholar Ranajit
Guha, a distinction between ‘political’ resistance, which directly impacts
on the state,and ‘social’ resistance,which operates outside the domain of
the state, is symptomatic of a state-centred historiography that condemns
certain sectors of the population to political and historical insignificance.?
The Subaltern Studies Collective, of which Guha is a founder member,
believe that such suppressed histories can only be restored if the political
arena is extended outside the structures of the state.

in historical accounts of Ireland in which the political is defined purely
in terms of that which directly affects the state, and historical change is
believed to be powered by these narrowly defined political forces, women,
who were for the most part excluded from formal male political culture,
tendto be assigned a marginal role.State-centred histories,in other words,
are invariably patriarchal histories. One of the means employed to coun-
teract this marginalization is to seek out examples of ‘exceptional’ women
who did operate in the arena of the state, or close to it,and focus atten-
tion on them.This strategy, which most commonly takes the form of the
biographical study,® could be categorized, with reference to the feminist
historian Gerda Lerner, as ‘compensatory history’ in that it is concerned
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with inserting ‘notable women’, who have ‘achieved’ in the same way men
who are deemed ‘notable’ have achieved, into the ‘empty spaces’ of main-
stream historiography.* While scholarship of this kind reminds us of the
impressive contribution that women like Constance Markievicz made to
Irish society, it fails to challenge the values and structures of the historiog-
raphy it is supplementing. In this chapter, | will demonstrate, with reference
to women and agrarian unrest in the 1880s land agitation, that an historical
framework which decentres familiar notions of power and the political
and, consequently, expands the category of the historically relevant brings
women in from the margins of Irish history.

In state-centred Irish historiography, the impetus for the transforma-
tions that took place in the Irish land system in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries is traced, in its nationalist variations, to the
words and actions of the nationalist leadership and, in its revisionist
variations,® to the words and actions of the colonial government.
Nationalist and revisionist historiographies, therefore, while ideologically
opposed, are both based on the assumption that the driving forces of
historical change are to be found within the realm of public power. That
some of those working within the field of Irish women’s history share this
assumption is evidenced by Margaret Ward’s claim that members of the
Ladies’ Land League who were denied ‘prominent positions in [...] political
circles’ were ‘denied access to the “front’™ of the LandWar. It would appear
that the ‘front’ of this war for Ward, as for many nationalist and revisionist
historians, is to be situated in the public sphere of organized politics.

Contemporary accounts of the Land War suggest, however, that its
‘front’ may be more accurately located within the domain of everyday life.
In November [881, the Leinster Leader reported on a series of events in
County Carlow that followed the refusal of a member of the Clonmore
branch of the Land League, James Carty, to pay his rent. Having been
informed that Carty’s crops were to be confiscated and sold,” three thou-
sand women and men, many of whom had to be turned away, are said to
have gathered in the fields to save his potatoes and turnips.When the work
was completed, this ‘army’ of labourers are reported as having ‘marched in
processional order to Clonmore, a distance of two miles’, shouldering
‘their forks, shovels, and spades, as if they were weapons of defence’?

Men and women like those who marched to Clonmore carrying their
farming implements as if they were rifles dictated the terms by which the
Land War would be fought and ensured that the British army spent much
of that war performing what army superiors considered to be inappropri-
ate tasks. In the case of a tenant farmer like James Carty who was refusing
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to pay his rent, British army units might be involved in the confiscation of
animals and crops.Troops were called on in Queen’s County (now County
Laois) in May 1881, for example, to prevent a crowd of over 400 people
disrupting the seizure of a herd of cattle.’ In Ireland under the-Land League,
Clifford Lloyd, who in 1881 had been assigned to the newly established
position of special resident magistrate, described a week-long expedition
for the seizure of stock.Included in the expedition were an agent, a sheriff,
‘sixty men of the 48th, under Captain Bell, sixty men of the RIC, thirty
horses, and six army service-wagons, carrying the bedding, food, and nec-
essaries for the week’.'’ Lloyd tells us that as soon as they were seen
approaching,church bells were rung and the cattle they had come to seize
were hidden in old sheds or driven up the sides of mountains. On some
such occasions, the expedition was forced to retire, ‘amidst the jeers of
the groups of men and women who had collected in the fields’.!' According
to Lloyd, a sheriff embarking on this task in Kilmallock requested a force
‘made up of a squadron of the Greys, detachments of the 25th, 48th, and
57th Regiments and Transport Corps, which, with about 200 of the RIC,
make a total of about 500 men’.'?

On the occasions when farm stock was successfully seized, army units
might be drafted in to help transport the confiscated stock to a sheriff’s
sale and to ensure that the sale itself proceeded unimpeded. Soldiers
attempted to confiscate vehicles to transport crops and animals to a
sheriff’s sale near Edenderry at the beginning of January 1882, for exam-
ple,but found their efforts thwarted as ‘drivers escaped by galloping at full
speed’.'® By the end of 1881 and the beginning of 1882, sheriff’s sales had
become one of the main ‘battlefields’ of the Land War. The Freeman’s
Journal, reporting on a sheriff's sale that took place on Lord Mayo’s estate
in December 1881, stated that there was a ‘large assembly of people, and
their numbers were momentarily increased by the ringing of chapel bells
in the district and the blowing of horns’."* Amidst the haycocks, ‘deco-
rated with pictures taken from the Weekly Freeman of Davitt, Parnell and
Dillon’, that were put up for auction, a woman ‘opened a bag of feathers
and [...] thickly coated the uniform of the police’.”® In the same month,
there were no bidders for cattle belonging to Mary Cole at a sheriff’s sale
held in Trimblestown that was heavily attended by members of the Ladies’
Land League. The sale was subsequently adjourned.'®

British army units, in other words, spent much of the LandWar engaged
in duties that under ordinary circumstances would have been considered
within the realm of the civil forces."” As pointed out by Donal O’Sullivan
in his history of policing in Ireland, it was not uncommon at this time to
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see ‘two neat, well-turned-out Guardsmen, in white jackets, deep in the
mountains of Kerry, protecting a herdsman on an evicted farm'.'®
Moreover, according to one contemporary commentator, the RIC as
they operated in Ireland during the period of the Land War were not
policemen in the conventional sense of the term: ‘They are armed and
drilled soldiers; armed with muskets, buck-shot, and bayonets, and under
military discipline’.!” The British government’s appointment of an auxil-
iary force drawn mainly from the army reserve in December 188} to
assist the RIC in the day-to-day policing of rural lreland was a tacit
acknowledgement that the Land War was being fought in the civil domain.
Consequently, the arena that Margaret Ward has argued women’s activi-
ties were for the most part confined to during the Land War was in
actuality the site of the ‘front’ of the war.

Anti-eviction agitation

Contemporary and subsequent writings on the 1880s land agitation point
to the centrality of women to one of the Land War’s key combat zones:
evictions and their disruption. Verbal taunts, scalding water, boiling gruel,
burning turf, manure, mud, rocks and sticks were some of the weapons
employed by rural women against process servers armed with eviction
notices and protected by the police and military. In the early stages of the
Land War, it was reported that a process server in County Mayo ‘had a
narrow escape’ at Newton Clogher, when he was chased by ‘about one
hundred’ women armed with ‘tongs, sticks, stones, etc’.? Around the same
time, a land agent to Sir Arthur Guinness was ‘warmly received by a young
woman named Noonan, who, it appears, was not content with giving him
the contents of a bucket of boiling water until she let the empty vessel fly
at his cranium’?' In The Fall of Feudalism in Ireland, Michael Davitt gave an
account of events he witnessed during a trip to the village of Carraroe in
County Galway in January 1880. These events, which have since being
termed the ‘Battle of Carraroe’, centred on an attempt by a local process
server, who was accompanied by Sub-Inspector Gibbons and a contingent
of police, to serve eviction notices on tenant farmers living on Thomas
Kirwan’s estate.When the process server,a man named Fenton,approached
the home of Mr Faherty, he was ‘set upon by the women and the process
snatched from his hand and torn to pieces. A skirmish ensued in which a
few bayonet wounds were received by boys and women, but the body of
men, who marched as “lookers-on,’ took no part in the first onset’. Fenton,
still accompanied by the police, subsequently attempted to serve a process
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on Mrs Mackle, who ‘succeeded in throwing a shovelful of burning turf
upon Sub-Inspector Gibbons, and thereby driving him from the house’.??

When David Sears, a local process server with a bodyguard of |7 con-
stables, attempted to serve eviction notices the following September on
tenant farmers on an estate near Lough Mask that was owned by
Lord Erne and managed by Captain Charles Boycott, a woman named
Mrs Fitzmorris, who refused to accept the writ that Sears was presenting
to her,waved a red flag to warn the inhabitants of the nearby cabins of his
approach. The women who gathered as a result of this signal are said to
have ‘descended on David Sears and the constabulary, pelting them with
mud, stones and manure, stopping them from serving the remaining
notices and eventually driving them to seek shelter in Lough Mask
House’.2® According to Joyce Marlow, Captain Boycott, who was out for
the day, returned in the evening to find ‘Sears and the constables still
sheltering in the house’ and talking ‘of the howling ladies’.?* That night,
Sears’ wife is reported to have received a visit from ‘a woman of the
parish of Neale’ who informed her that

the women had found out that a process-server had no legal right to nail his
writs on a cabin door, unless it was closed against him, nor to take in a con-
stable unless he was resisted, and that they had determined to leave the
doors partly open and not to fight him until he should enter,‘and, then, every
woman of them’ll have a kettle of hot water handy, and fling it in his face’.?s

Not surprisingly, David Sears resisted Boycott’s demands that he deliver
writs the following day. It was this series of events that inaugurated the
infamous ‘Boycott Affair’.?

That the employment of flags to warn of an approaching process server
was not particular to the women on Lord Erne’s estate is suggested by a
series of interviews held with the American reporter and political activist,

James Redpath:

In some parts of the West of Ireland the peasantry have a secret code of
signals. By waving a flag (you may call it petticoat if you like) of a certain
colour, the neighbours come to a cabin to assist the signalling party [...]. If |
remember rightly, the red flag means that the process-server has come. These
signals caused all the women and girls in the neighbourhood to assemble.?”

When asked by the interviewer whether the men also gathered at the
signal, Redpath stated that the assembling women ‘won’t allow the men to
resist the process-server because they are sent to jail so long for doing
5o, and, besides, these women think they can take care of the process-

server themselves’. 28
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Awvailable evidence confirms that women who resisted evictions were
less likely to be arrested than men engaged in similarly confrontational
behaviour.”” Nonetheless, some of these women did face possible impris-
onment for their actions, as is evidenced by Adam Mitchell’s contribution
to a House of Lords’ report on Irish jury laws:

There was a very bad case | prosecuted not long ago in Tullamore at the
petty sessions, in which nine women were charged with violently beating
a process server, taking the processes from him and throwing them into
the canal. They battered his face. There were nine charged, and the magis-
trate convicted six out of the nine, and sentenced them to a month's
imprisonment.*

In the later Plan of Campaign, 43 people, most of them women, were
arrested on charges of assault and obstruction when 200 soldiers and
between 300 and 400 policemen were drafted into County Clare to evict
tenant farmers on Colonel O’Callaghan’s Bodyke estate?' The journalist,
F J. Higginbottom, who witnessed the events, claimed that notwithstand-
ing these arrests, it took ‘a whole fortnight to dispossess the tenantry,
amid scenes of excitement and strife’.>> Among those arrested were pos-
sibly the woman who ‘threw an iron hoop at one of the emergency men’
and struck a district Inspector of Constabulary instead, and the three girls
who threw ‘bucketful after bucketful of [...] boiling gruel’ at emergency
men holding umbrellas.*

Furthermore, women who resisted evictions were not exempt,by vir-
tue of their sex, from violence on the part of the authorities. Following
Fenton’s failed attempt to serve the process on Mrs Mackle in Carraroe,
a‘fierce fight’ is said to have broken out between the women present and
the bayonet-wielding constabulary who had accompanied the process
server.** It was only after some of the women had been injured that the
previously docile men entered the fray, surrounding the constabulary and
attacking them with ‘stout blackthorns and stones’?* Women who
attempted to disrupt evictions on Hans Browne’s estate near Claremorris,
in the same month as the ‘Battle of Carraroe’, were reported in the
Connaught Telegraph to have been stabbed with bayonets, hit with fists and
clubbed with the butts of rifles. One young woman named Mary Fahy
‘received a terrible gash on the back of the hand, another what looked
very like a bayonet stab in the arm, whilst several were knocked down,
trampled upon, their faces blackened, and their garments torn’* In
September 1880, women who resisted evictions on George Moore’s
estate are said to have received ‘rough handling’ from ‘one or two old
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grisly veterans’?” The following year, six women, one of whom was preg-
nant, who were part of a crowd comprised mainly of women and children
that confronted a process server near Kiltimagh in County Mayo, were
set upon by the policemen accompanying the process server and beaten
with fists, kicked and struck with the butts of rifles. Shots were then fired
at the crowd, and one of the women present, |7-year-old Kate Beirne,
was badly wounded.*

Women's engagement in the kinds of anti-eviction agitation outlined
above has tended to be interpreted by historians and cultural commenta-
tors working within the field of Irish women'’s history as an extension of
their domestic role. Janet K. TeBrake, in ‘Irish peasant women in revolt’,
proposes that ‘the large numbers of women participating in this form of
social protest did so because the peasant community considered it a
woman’s traditional responsibifity not only to take care of the home but
also to preserve it’.* Margaret Ward, in her work on the Ladies’ Land
League, asserts that ‘political agency for peasant women in rural Ireland
was confined to defence of land and home from the demands of the land-
lord. That agency was a product of their domestic role and community
acceptance of their participation was rooted in that understanding’.*’
Niamh O’Sullivan, in her analysis of attempts to deny women access dur-
ing the Land War to what she refers to as the ‘revolutionary public space’,
states that ‘women saving homes was, apparently, acceptable, women
saving Ireland was not’*' In the work of the latter of these commentators,
attention to drawn to Michael Davitt’s assertion in The Fall of Feudalism in
Ireland that Irish women ‘could not be better employed’ than in [t]he fight
[...] to save the homes of Ireland — the sacred, domestic domain of a
woman’s moral supremacy in civilised society’*

Given this perceived link between women’s disruption of the eviction
process and a gender ideology that proclaimed the rightful place of woman
to be the home, the confrontational behaviour of the women on Thomas
Kirwan's and Lord Erne’s estates can be interpreted as reinforcing as
opposed to undermining the public/private dichotomy. As stated by
Margaret Ward, ‘[w]hile [women’s] resistance to evictions was expected
(and could take the form of physical attacks and rioting) there was never
any suggestion that the gendered separation of spheres was being
breached’.®® In response toWard, it could be argued that the notion of a
clear female-private/male-public sphere divide is based largely on the expe-
riences of middle-class women in ‘advanced’ metropolitan countries and,
consequently, may not be as applicable to other locations and classes.”
Moreover, even if we are to accept Ward’s thesis that women's anti-eviction
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activities operated largely within the private sphere and ultimately failed to
transgress the public/private boundary, we must also question Ward’s
aforementioned notion of the public sphere as the location of the ‘front’ of
the Land War.

‘Charitable’ activities

As is the case with women’s participation in anti-eviction agitation, the
erection of Land League huts by the mostly middle-class membership of
the Ladies’ Land League could be interpreted as reinforcing the public/
private dichotomy in that it involved providing homes, even if only tempo-
rary, for evicted tenant farmers.* In addition, the role of the Ladies’ Land
League, according to Margaret Ward, was initially ‘conceived solely as one
of dispensing charitable relief’, and charity at this time was a well-
recognized element of the female sphere of activity.* Indeed, female phi-
lanthropy tended to be viewed as ‘an extension of the maternal role’ with
the ‘charitable woman [...J conventionally seen as offering to the poor and
needy a care comparable to that which she gave to her own family within
the home’.¥” A description of the housing of evicted tenant farmers that, in
its nurturing undertones, is suggestive of relatively straightforward charity
work was published in Sinn Féin on 16 October 1909. In this article, Jennie
Wyse Power, a prominent member of the Ladies’ Land League and the first
president of Cumann na mBan, tells of a journey she made to Hacketstown,
a village on the borders of Wicklow and Carlow, where fifty families were
being evicted for non-payment of rent. These families, Power states, ‘were
to be sheltered and looked after’.*® The evening before the expected evic-
tions, Power ‘went abroad to see what could be done to house the families
about to be evicted,and took on myself to hire and repair a large disused
house, sufficient to shelter three families’.** In The Tale of a Great Sham,
however, Anna Parnell puts forward an analysis of the erection of Land
League huts that draws attention to the strategic and symbolic importance
of this activity. Land League shelters, according to Parnell, gave the tenants
‘a chance of following the counsels contained in the No Rent manifesto’
and functioned as a ‘permanent sign and symbol that all power did not lie
with the foreign enemy in possession of the country’®

Anna Parnell’s reflections on the erection of Land League huts clearly
indicates that the ‘charity’ work performed by the Ladies’ Land League,
while possibly an extension of the domestic role of its members, differed in
one key respect from the benevolent ventures associated with ‘charitable
women’ in England and Ireland. As pointed out by Sara Mills, philanthropy
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was designed to alleviate poverty without challenging the status quo.*' The
‘philanthropic’ works performed by the Ladies’ Land League, by contrast,
were primarily designed to challenge the status quo, with the alleviation of
poverty of secondary importance. Indeed, an article that was published in
the Freeman’s Journal in December 1881 suggests that the erection of Land
League huts were on some occasions transformed into public displays of
disaffection with the colonial state. Following the loading of materials for
Land League huts on ten carts in Carrick-on-Shannon, County Leitrim,
members of the Ladies’ Land League are said to have ‘decorated the horses
with green ribbons’.When these preparations were completed,‘a proces-
sion was formed’ and the carts were paraded through the town.*? That the
erection of Land League huts was viewed by the authorities as more than
the mere alleviation of poverty is clearly evidenced by their concerted
efforts to prevent this activity from taking place. Jennie Wyse Power, in the
aforementioned article published in Sinn Féin, outlined attempts made by
the police and military to deny members of the Ladies’ Land League access
to the site of the eviction.®® Hannah Reynolds, a member of the Ladies’
Land League, was arrested in west Cork at the home of Catherine Murphy,
a tenant farmer facing eviction, following a speech in which she urged ten-
ant farmers on the estate of the Earl of Bantry not to pay their rent and
reassured them that the Ladies’ Land League would build huts for them if
they were evicted.** Anna Parnell, who in TheTale of a Great Sham referred
to the arrest and imprisonment of workmen whom the Ladies’ Land League
had employed to erect such shelters, is reported to have angrily confronted
the Lord Lieutenant as he rode down Westmoreland Street in Dublin over
the government’s decision to prevent the building of Land League huts.*
In the aftermath of the Protection of Person and Property Act of 188,
various organizations (the Political Prisoners’ Fund, the Ladies’ Prisoners’ Aid
Society, the Political Prisoners’ Aid Society, the ‘Irish World’ Prisoners’
Aid Society, the Political Prisoners’ Sustentation Fund, the Commercial
Men’s Political Prisoners’ Aid Society and the Suspects’ Sustentation Fund)
appealed for food and funds for those who were being detained without
trial.*®* One of the principal functions served by the Ladies’ Land League
was the collection of such funds.Among the resolutions passed at a meet-
ing that took place in November 1881 to establish a Rathangan branch of
the Ladies’ Land League was the following: ‘that we should comply with
Miss Parnell's request, and place two or three collecting boxes in the
town, the total amount to be forwarded to Miss Parnell every month’.%’
In the same rnonth, it was proposed by the secretary of the Maryborough
branch of the Ladies’ Land League that ‘ladies in businesses put boxes in
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their shops in order to receive subscriptions in aid of [the] Prisoners’
Fund and ladies in country districts get a list of probable subscribers and
call on them to aid in the good work’.*® The Ladies’ Land League also col-
lected funds for those who had been evicted for non-payment of rent.

In 1881, Canon Ulick J. Bourke referred to the Ladies’ Land League as
an organization through which Irish women dispensed charity to evicted
tenant farmers and their families.>® Bourke, through this description, was
perhaps attempting to defend the League’s members by equating the
work they performed with philanthropy of the sort associated with
‘respectable’ middle- and upper-class women in England and Ireland. As
pointed out by Barbara Corrado Pope, fund raising: planning and selling
tickets for balls and theatrical events, donating time and needlework to
charity bazaars, and soliciting money on the street and in churches’ was a
principal occupation of ‘charitable women’ in the nineteenth century.®
As with the erection of Land League huts, however, fundraising and the
dispensing of such funds, as performed by the Ladies’ Land League, were
not charity work in the conventional sense of the term. A central tenet
of female philanthropy was the notion that the potential beneficiaries of
charity could be divided into two distinct categories: the deserving poor,
who had regular jobs and supposedly self-help attitudes, and the unde-
serving poor, who were perceived to be lazy, drunk and rowdy. That the
Ladies’ Land League also divided into categories those who wished to be
in receipt of the funds they had collected is evidenced by their shocked
response to the discovery that the bulk of the applications for relief they
were receiving were coming ‘not from those who had obeyed League
policy and had suffered eviction for refusing to pay more than a reasona-
ble rent, but from those who had simply been unable to pay any rent at
all’®" For ‘charitable women’, the division between the deserving and the
undeserving poor was based on adherence to a set of middle-class moral
standards that underpinned the status quo. For the Ladies’ Land League,
this division was based on a willingness to partake in a campaign that
threatened the status quo.The reluctance of members of the Ladies’ Land
League to dispense funds to those who, through poverty, had found them-
selves unable to pay their rent was at least in part due to a desire to
distinguish their acts of‘charity’ from the kinds of charity work with which
Canon Bourke had sought to associate them.

Furthermore, ‘charitable women’ were unlikely to be threatened with
arrest and imprisonment for their philanthropic activities. In December
1881, Margaret Dineen, secretary of the Ladies’ Land League, wrote to
E. D. Gray, editor of the Freeman’s Journal, to inform him that notice had
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been given to the Ladies’ Land League to cease to collect for the Suspects’
Sustentation Fund. Failure to comply with this directive, she had been
informed, would result in the imprisonment of members of the Ladies’
Land League.® In her letter to the Freeman’s journal, Dineen connects the
fundraising activities performed by the Ladies’ Land League with public
displays of disaffection with official law by going on to state that the police,
under the directive of Clifford Lloyd, had warned the publicans of
Ballylanders that they would lose their licences if they continued to put
up shutters when arrests were made in the neighbourhood and did not
‘abstain in future from manifesting the least sign of sympathy for anyone

arrested under the Coercion Act’%’

Boycotting

Antipathy to an official legal system that many in Ireland associated with
the conquest of the country created a space for the establishment of
alternative systems of control that monitored and regulated the behaviour
of rural communities.** Boycotting, which was primarily directed towards
‘land-grabbers’, was one such system of control.®® What this tactic
amounted to in practice, as the following extract from a speech by Charles
Stewart Parnell makes clear, was extreme social ostracism and isolation:

When a man takes a farm from which another has been evicted, you must
show him on the roadside when you meet him, you must show him in the
streets of the town, you must show him at the shop-counter, you must
show him in the fair and at the marketplace, and even in the house of wor-
ship, by leaving him severely alone, by putting him into a sort of moral
Coventry, by isolating him from the rest of his kind as if he were a leper of
old, you must show him your detestation of the crime he has committed,
and you may depend upon it if the population of a county in Ireland carry
on this doctrine, that there will be no man so fuli of avarice, so lost to
shame, as to dare the public opinion of all right-thinking men within the
county and to transgress your unwritten code of laws.%

Boycotting was viewed with horror, not only by those on the receiving end
of it but also by members of the Irish administration and British legal
experts. William Forster’s biographer, T.Wemyss Reid, wrote of the Chief
Secretary’s conviction that official law had become virtually powerless in
Ireland, while the unofficial systems of control that were displacing it had
grown in strength.*” Justice James Stephen, in ‘On the suppression of boy-
cotting’,argued that participation in a boycott amounted to the ‘usurpation
of the functions of government’ and, consequently, boycotts should ‘be
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recognized in their true light as acts of social war, as the modern repre-"f
sentatives of the old conception of high treason’.f®

Since women were at the centre of the social networks which bound
rural communities together, a boycott’s success was largely dependent
upon their participation. Women not only took part in the more general
forms of social ostracism that comprised boycotting, they reinforced this
isolation by refusing to ‘walk out’ with or marry those who were being
boycotted.At a Land League meeting held in Waterford in 1882, a young
woman named Margaret Sheehan addressed the crowd as follows: ‘We,
the young girls of Waterford, Tipperary and Kilkenny, resolve and promise
before this vast multitude to reject with scorn and contempt any matri-
monial proposals from Michael Hickey as a punishment for his heartless-
ness to a poor labourer and his young and helpless family of seven’.®
During the later Plan of Campaign, David Sheehy, member of Parliament,
included a reference to the ‘marriage boycott’ in a speech on ‘land-
grabbing’ that he delivered in Galway, claiming that if social ostracism was
enacted in full against a ‘land-grabber’, not ‘a shopkeeper in Portumna,
Tynagh, Woodford or Loughrea would sell him as much as a ha’porth of
snuff and the ugliest woman in all Tipperary would not marry him’.”°

In September 1880, James Redpath gave a speech in County Mayo in
which he counselled those present not to ‘deal with the grocery man that
will sell [a ‘land-grabber’] provisions’.”' As women controlled the household
economy, their purchasing power was pivotal to the boycott of shopkeepers
and merchants. A successfully boycotted grocer, as stated during the later
Ranch War, had his flour ‘turn musty on the shelf’, his lard ‘remain on his
hands until it rots’,and his preserved meat ‘well tested by time’.”> Women’s
purchasing power also played a role in the ‘No Rent’ manifesto in that
women were urged by Anna Parnell‘to pay for all groceries with cash, so that

their husbands would be unable to save the money for rent payment’.”?

Conclusion

Relocating the ‘front’ of the Land War from the public sphere of organized
politics to the civil domain of everyday life reveals the centrality of women
to this episode in Irish history. Moreover, extending the notion of the
political ‘beyond the activity of a few dazzling personalities or the agree-
ments made by a handful of leaders’ establishes the women who partici-
pated in the Land War as political subjects.” In studies of Irish women’s
history, these women tend to be divided into two categories: women who
transgressed gender boundaries by engaging in formal political activities,
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such as speaking at Land League meetings, and women whose Land War
activities were an extension of their domestic role and, consequently, failed
to challenge the ‘public/private’ dichotomy. If we accept, however, that
women were central to the Land War and that, on the whole, their partici-
pation remained broadly within a recognizably female sphere of activity, we
must also question the application of a conventional notion of the private
sphere, based largely on the experiences of British middle-class women, to
late nineteenth-century lreland. The private sphere in 1880s Ireland was a
war zone, not a haven from war: In the case of the women who threw mud,
stones and manure at the process server near Lough Mask, protecting
their homes against those who sought to evict them was undoubtedly an
extension of their domestic responsibilities, but it was also intrinsic to the
I880s land agitation.The women who resisted evictions or refused to buy
groceries from a boycotted shopkeeper may not have crossed the public/

private divide, but the Land War certainly did.
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