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There are at least three sets of intellectual issues

with which Nally engages in his book on the Irish

Famine of 1845–1852. In the first place, Nally looks

at how disasters are explained. Following the work

on the social distribution of vulnerability (Blaikie

et al., 1994; Sen, 1982), Nally looks at the longer-

term effect of the colonial administration of Ireland

and at the shorter-term management of the famine

itself. In broad terms, Nally accepts that while the

presence of a potato blight was to some extent an

event from the realm of, admittedly humanly reorga-

nized, nature, the famine itself was instead a matter of

social and political choices, for grain that could have

been used to feed humans was exported, or was used

in distilling, or was fed to animals. Nally uses modern

discussions of food security and food sovereignty to

raise questions about the relations between commo-

dification and food distribution.

Nally next takes up a debate within Irish history.

In Irish history, one group of historians has tried to

take the emotive charge out of Irish historical writ-

ing and develop instead a more dispassionate

approach. This approach termed itself revisionist

and sought to replace bias with objectivity. Thus

Edwards and Williams (1956) produced a collection

of essays based upon primary research. The overall

argument of the book was that the British manage-

ment of the famine was limited by the prevailing

ideas of the time in ways that made intervention

almost literally unimaginable. To criticize the Brit-

ish for what they failed to do would be to judge them

in the anachronistic court of modern conceptions.

Objective history should, it was argued, conduct

itself quite differently with a greater sensitivity to

historical context. Ironically, one of the finest expo-

sitions of emotive history was published some years

later when Cecil Woodham-Smith (1962) published

a scathing account of the British indifference to Irish

suffering during the Famine. The revisionist posi-

tion ran the danger of censoring from Irish history

any material that might be used to stoke anger

against the British since it was feared that such emo-

tive history found its most ready consumers among

the folk who condoned, funded, or practiced violent

republicanism. Nally follows Donnelly (1993) and

Gray (1995) in providing a contextual and compara-

tive reading of the Famine that is unafraid to

acknowledge that it was actually novel to cultivate

such extreme indifference to famine suffering in the

name of economic liberalism.

A third set of issues that Nally raises relate to

Foucault’s analyses of governmentality (Dean,

1999) and subjectivation (Foucault 1988 [1984]).

Foucault noted a way of governing that involved the

management of populations through producing

forms of self-reflection for individuals that led them

to take care of themselves in ways which responded
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to contexts for behaviour that were under political

control. This is a central theme in Nally’s book for

he is concerned with the ways that the famine was

produced through the British attempts to civilize the

Irish on British terms, and then how the famine itself

was used to deepen and further these projects of

civility.

It is colonialism which links these three sets of

intellectual tasks together. The colonial character

of British administration produced the vulnerability

of the Irish poor as a corollary of a certain structur-

ing of the economy for the greater efficiency of the

British economy. It was the colonial character of Irish

society that the revisionist historians were so anxious

to deny. Finally, it is to legitimate colonial rule that

civility is required and cultivated. The commentaries

below take up all these issues with Weis and Carmody

having most to say about the production of social vul-

nerability, Kinealy and Cronin having most to say

about revisionist historiography, and Samatar having

most to say about projects of civility.
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The Great Irish Famine: The Thomas Davis Lecture

Series. Cork: Mercier Press, 86–103.

Sen A (1982) Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitle-

ment and Deprivation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Woodham-Smith C (1962) The Great Hunger: Ireland

1845–1849. New York: Harper and Row.

Fear and loathing in Ireland: How
politics contributed to the Great
Famine

Reviewed by: Christine Kinealy, Drew University,
USA

Clearly, this book is a valuable addition to Famine

historiography. Placing the Irish Famine in a theore-

tical framework – primarily famine theory and post-

colonial studies – is still rare and exciting. I also

welcomed the fact that Nally places the tragedy in

the context of colonization – ‘occupation, confisca-

tion and displacement’ – a factor that had been

denied by an early generation of Irish Famine

historians – and within a comparative context. I par-

ticularly like the positioning of what Nally calls the

‘colonial experience’ as central to the responses to

the Irish poor prior to and during the Famine.

Perhaps, however, there could have been more dis-

cussion on the paradox of Ireland’s place within the

British Empire. Many early nationalists were, after

all, supporters of the Empire (one book by Richard

Davis, 1998, on William Smith O’Brien is entitled

Revolutionary Imperialist).

Nally’s comparative approach works well in

showing that for centuries governments and rulers

had been acting to prevent famines through food

importation, the imposition of maximum prices and

punishing those traders who sought to benefit

from the shortages. What these actions had in com-

mon was the desire to supply food to the people,

which was in stark contrast to some of the policies

introduced in Ireland after 1845. In terms of the

comparative dimension, I wonder if more attention

could have been paid to what was happening in

Scotland during the Highlands Famine of c. 1846–

1848?

The response of the British government has been

a central focus of much research on the Famine.

Nally shows how prior to 1845 a major concern of

British politicians was to make Ireland more

governable and, more generally, to centralize state

Book review forum 77

 at National Univ. of Ireland on May 8, 2013dhg.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://dhg.sagepub.com/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




