
















to the erection of a temporary workhouse in Dingle since the poor were ‘perfectly unable’ 

for the 30-40 mile journey east (NLI, Ms. 7,860?). 

A key weakness of the system was the total reliance of workhouses on a system of 

local taxation for their upkeep.  Already in  October 1846 unions were rejecting applicants 

for the want of funds, and nearly all unions in  Connacht were in financial difficulties ‘as it 

was almost impossible to get any one to pay 1s. of any rent or tax’.  The Commissioners 

deemed the payment of interest on funds borrowed to  finance current expenditure illegal, 

prompting poor law commissioner Edward Twistl eton to propose (in confidence) that the 

government pay the interest charges on any private borrowing (IUP1, p. 1, Twistleton to 

Gray, 26th Oct 1846).  During the Famine, indebtedness was linked to poverty.  The 

correlation between debt per head in October 1847 and average poor law valuation per 

head was -0.36 (n=130); in September 1848 it was –0.24.  Indebtedness due to heavy 

outgoings and unpaid rates severely constrained the ability of the workhouses to relieve 

the poor during the Famine. 

The sesquicentennial of the Great Famine in the mid-1990s prompted the 

publication of several excellent studies of individual workhouses (e.g. Ó Cathaoir 1994; 

Byrne 1995; Ó Canainn 1995; Murphy 1996: 60-80; MacAtasney 1997a, 1997b; Ó 

Murchadha 1997; Grace 2000; O’Brien 2000).  In addition, the main focus of the 

government-funded National Famine Research Project, which had its origins in an 

unsuccessful attempt in the early 1990s to seek funding from the British ESRC, was on a 

range of poor law unions.  The choice of unions was intended to be pragmatic rather than 

scientific, with the ob jective of representing as broad a range of ‘outcomes’ as possible.  
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Sex and Nation 

a series of High Court and Supreme Court judgements 
have made clear, very specific limitations on the right to 
freedom of information and free speech. Women, in 
everything which is specific to them as women, are quite 
obviously not citizens of the republic. 

FEMINISM AND UNIONISM 

Irish nationalism may have little to offer Irish women, but 
what can the relationship be between feminism and 
unionism? Mary Holland in an 'open letter' in her Irish 
Times column (30 May 1990) to the Unionist MP, John 
Taylor, articulated, tentatively and sceptically, what has 
long been a furtive wish of liberal forces in the south - an 
alliance between those forces and Ulster protestantism. 
Holland welcomed Taylor's intervention in the dispute 
over the future of the Adelaide Hospital, the last 
remaining Protestant hospital in the Republic. 

There have been repeated attempts to use Unionist 
opinion as a lever to put pressure on conservative 
nationalism to reform. During the divorce referendum the 
point was unsuccessfully made that a vote against divorce 
was a vote against pluralism and as a consequence a vote 
against the unification of Ireland. Since the electorate 
seems to have responded, not to such abstract principles, 
but to fear of dispersing family landholdings, it is difficult 
to make assumptions about the priority of Catholic moral 
teaching over nationalist aspirations. Nonetheless it is 
difficult to avoid the conclusion that the majority in the 
south is unwilling to concede that any form of united, 
federated or more closely integrated Ireland must also be a 
more heterogeneous Ireland. 

A second referendum on the divorce issue seems 
likely in the near future and it will be interesting to 
observe how far the southern electorate has moved 
towards a more pluralist notion of lrishness. It is unlikely 
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diseases’ were responsible for high proportions of all deaths in most unions in Connacht, 

Clare, and Kerry.  They also exacted heavy tolls in Donegal and Ballyshannon unions and, 

more surprisingly, Bailieborough and Oldcas tle. 

The regression reported below in Table 6 models PROPEPID as a function of the 

degree of indebtedness in 1847-48 per head of population (BALPOP), the death rate in 

1841-51 (DR), poor law valuation per head ( AVGPLV), and the proportion of the 

population on free soup rations on 3 rd July 1847 (SOUP).  The gaps between predicted and 

actual values of PROPEPID are then used to identify ‘outlier’ unions whose record was 

better or worse than expected.   The top half of Table 7 reports those workhouses with the 

highest and lowest shares of death due to epidemic diseases.  The bottom half lists those 

that perfor med ‘best’ and ‘worst’ after contro lling for b ackground factors.  Note that the 

sharp differences between the top and bottom panels.  The poor record of workhouses like 

Bantry or Castlebar is partly accounted for by their extreme pover ty; it is the high 

incidence deaths from epidemic disease in workhouses in relatively prosperous areas like 

Oldcastle or Dunshaughlin that is most striking in this respect. 

Also of interest are workhouses with high pr oportions of deaths from three causes linked 

directly to malnutrition: marasmus, dropsy, an d outright starvation (Table 8).  Marasmus, 

listed as the cause of 16,288 workhouse deaths, is an often fatal form of protein 

malnutrition most like ly to strike children; it s symptoms of dry, loose skin, hair loss, and 

voracious hunger are unambiguous.  Marasmus often leads to dehydration and infection.  

Dropsy, responsible for 6,530 deaths, is an obsolete term for hunger edema.  The census 

recorded only 328 deaths from starvation in work houses.  In over half of workhouses (77), 
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them rather than submit to the risks and the h ardships of indoor relief.  The stigma that 

attached to the regime ever after speaks volumes (Ó Gráda 2006: ch. 11).  This is the 

greatest indictment of the workhouse system.  At the same time, clearly there was room 

for human action at the local level.  Local case studies point to unions that were 

conscientiously run, even against great odds, and to others which were subject to neglect.  

However, the endogeneity of hu man agency in the circumstances of the 1840s is also clear.   

The goal of this paper has been to propose different ways in which workhouse 

performance might be evaluated, due allowance being made for background conditio ns.  

The correlations between performances as measured by four of our crit eria (see below) are 

all statistically signific ant, though low enough  to suggest that a judgment on the basis of 

any single criterion may be misleading.  Table 13 accordingly lists the twelve worst 

performers by three criteria.  Six unions (Castlebar, Bantry, Galway, Enniskillen, Clifden, 

and Carrick-on-Shannon) appear at least twice, and this is taken as tentative evidence for 

poor management.  Further work along the se lines would refine and, very likely, amend 

these results. 

 

 
TABLE 12. CORRELATIONS BETWEEN YARDSTICKS 

 DATEOPEN DISSOLVED BALPOP47 PROPEPID 
DATEOPEN 1.000    
DISSOLVED 0.322 1.000   
BALPOL47 0.325 0.579 1.000  
PROPEPID 0.331 0.423 0.419 1.000 
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