
University of Windsor University of Windsor 

Scholarship at UWindsor Scholarship at UWindsor 

History Publications Department of History 

2008 

Ireland, Radicalism and the Scottish Highlands, c. 1870-1912 Ireland, Radicalism and the Scottish Highlands, c. 1870-1912 

Adam Pole 
University of Windsor 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/historypub 

 Part of the History Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Pole, Adam. (2008). Ireland, Radicalism and the Scottish Highlands, c. 1870-1912. Victorian Studies, 50 
(4), 725-727. 
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/historypub/62 

This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of History at Scholarship at 
UWindsor. It has been accepted for inclusion in History Publications by an authorized administrator of Scholarship 
at UWindsor. For more information, please contact scholarship@uwindsor.ca. 

https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/historypub
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/history
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/historypub?utm_source=scholar.uwindsor.ca%2Fhistorypub%2F62&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/489?utm_source=scholar.uwindsor.ca%2Fhistorypub%2F62&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/historypub/62?utm_source=scholar.uwindsor.ca%2Fhistorypub%2F62&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarship@uwindsor.ca


	 725

summer 2008

depiction of the boy’s cultural, if not racial, hybridity. Simmons pays little attention to 
class here, and Kim’s Irishness in no way seems to interfere with the universality of a 
British sense of superiority.

Simmons’s final chapter concerns Karen Blixen, the Danish author who 
published under the pseudonym Isak Dinesen. Blixen is the only female writer in The 

Narcissism of Empire, and Simmons’s analysis goes to great pains to turn Blixen into a 
kind of patriarch both on her African farm and through her use of chivalric tropes. It 
is disturbing, then, that the one chapter on a woman assigns blame to the writers them-
selves for the evils of imperialism: Blixen, Simmons states, “never recognizes that Euro-
peans like herself have been responsible for driving millions of people from the land 
that has contained their past, roots and identity . . . She does not grasp what has been 
done to Africans—what she herself has done to them—because her entire attention is 
taken up, obsessively, with what has been done to herself” (113–14).

The Narcissism of Empire ends with an afterword comparing the events of 1857 
in India and those of September 2001 in the US. Astonishingly, Simmons takes it as fact 
that the cartridges that ostensibly sparked the “uprising” actually were greased with pig 
and cow fat (120). “In both,” she writes, “the countries attacked were stunned and 
bewildered by the ferocity of hatred that could prompt such acts; many concluded that 
only ‘pure’ evil—and in particular the evil of one individual mastermind—could be 
responsible” (115). Aside from making the egregious suggestion that it is Britain that 
was under attack in 1857, this statement shows an inattention to Indian views on the 
so-called Mutiny. This inattention to the insights of postcolonial writers and scholars is 
especially disappointing in a work dedicated to Jamaica Kincaid. Unfortunately, this 
dedication reminds readers of the book’s most significant flaw: the flattening out of 
different perspectives in favor of a single, unified “favored self-image” (124) on the part 
of a world neatly divided into the colonizer and the colonized.

Ross G. Forman

National University of Singapore

Ireland, Radicalism and the Scottish Highlands, c. 1870–1912, by Andrew G. Newby; 
pp. viii + 224. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007, £45.00, $75.00.

In September 1881, a Highland newspaper claimed that an Irish priest, Father O’Kelly, 
was profiting from a Hebrides land agitation to convert local crofters to Catholicism. 
Although a fabrication, the episode captures some of the fear and paranoia surrounding 
the land agitation in the Scottish Highlands during the 1880s, especially the suspicion 
of a nefarious Irish connection. Opponents of Scottish land reform often framed the 
crofter agitation, which opposed evictions and demanded rent reductions, as essen-
tially linked with the lawlessness of Irish activists and agitators. As Andrew Newby 
explores in this study, Irish land and nationalist politics were vital to spur, if not neces-
sarily to maintain, the Scottish agitation.

Irish involvement in the 1880s Highlands land agitation followed from what 
could be seen as either the success or the failure of the Irish Land War of 1879–82. 
While W. E. Gladstone’s 1881 Irish Land Act essentially quelled the agitation and 
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provided what most small farmers wanted—security in their lands at reduced rents—it 
fell far short of the demands, such as land nationalisation, that more advanced activists 
like Michael Davitt demanded. While mainstream Irish nationalists followed the lead-
ership of Charles Stewart Parnell away from the land question to the national question 
of Irish home rule, Davitt, British radicals, and the American economist and social 
reformer Henry George turned to Scotland for the realisation of a more progressive 
land reform and social justice movement. Scotland, not yet distracted by home rule 
politics, appeared to present an untainted political environment for land agitation and 
social reform.

While the Irish connection to the Scottish agitation is undeniable, Newby 
contends it has been overemphasized and that the Scottish campaign relied on local 
leaders such as John Ferguson and Angus Sutherland to arouse and sustain the crofter 
agitation. These urban radicals were well aware of the danger posed by an overly Hiber-
nian agitation and sought to downplay direct Irish intervention, instead emphasizing 
the native nature of the campaign. Along with re-assessing the figures involved, Newby 
convincingly demonstrates that studies of the agitation’s geography have been skewed. 
Urban areas such as Glasgow, where migrant Irish and Highlanders formed bodies 
such as the Glasgow Land League, were as important to the agitation as Skye, where the 
evictions, protests, and press coverage took place. 

Scottish crofters, however, proved no more radical than Irish small farmers, 
and, as in Ireland, the agitation was largely quieted by palliative legislation. Newby’s 
discussion of the government’s policy on the Highland land question and its response 
to the agitation lacks depth and perspective. The 1886 Crofters’ Act was thoroughly 
along the lines of Gladstone’s Irish land legislation of 1881, and in both the Irish and 
Scottish cases, the aspirations of activists were deflated by the pragmatic conservatism 
of small farmers and crofters who were content with lower rents and security of land 
occupation. Land nationalisation “did not capture the imagination of the crofters 
themselves in the way that it fascinated their urban advocates” (6). 

As the crofter agitation subsided, Irish home rule superseded land reform as 
the major issue in the Highlands after 1886, and here Newby emphasizes the impor-
tance of the Irish connection and the Highland press. Though they highlighted the 
Irish connection, newspapers hostile to the Scottish land agitation failed to expose the 
divisions within Irish nationalism between the majority bloc behind Parnell and Home 
Rule, and the more radical groups focused on land and social reform. As such, Irish 
support for the crofter agitation, which helped win land reform, also helped create 
crofter support for home rule and spurred the formation of a coterie of “Crofter MPs” 
or a “Scotch-Parnellite party” at Westminster. Ireland, Radicalism and the Scottish High-

lands therefore suggests that it was not only in Ireland that a campaign for land reform 
could develop into a larger national or constitutional issue. Questions of land restora-
tion and more equitable landlord and tenant relations could be widely unifying causes 
adopted by Highland crofters and urban activists. 

Newby relies heavily on a variety of Highland newspapers. While this pres-
ents an opportunity to consider the views of a regional press, it also raises two concerns. 
One is that a greater discussion of the nature of the Highland or Scottish press more 
generally—authorship, audience, circulation—would be of interest. Second, Newby’s 
extensive use of newspaper quotations, although an important record of speeches and 
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public interpretation of the Scottish agitation, could be reduced. The book is laden 
with lengthy newspaper extracts that in many instances could more effectively be para-
phrased, particularly where there is nothing notable about the language used.

Ireland, Radicalism and the Scottish Highlands is a welcome addition to the study 
of land politics, British radicalism, and Scottish-Irish relations in the later Victorian 
period. Newby has elucidated many of the links between Scottish and Irish social 
reformers during the 1880s and, very importantly, illustrated the importance of land 
reform as a highly charged political issue throughout the United Kingdom.

Adam Pole

University of Windsor

Bernard Bosanquet and the Legacy of British Idealism, edited by William Sweet; pp. x 
+ 313. Toronto, Buffalo, and London: University of Toronto Press, 2007, $65.00, 
£30.00.

Bernard Bosanquet was one of the intellectual heavyweights of what has variously been 
termed the School of Green, the British Hegelians, or the British Idealists, and his 
interests were encyclopaedic. As with many of his colleagues his interests began with 
the universe, and man’s and God’s relation to it, and then included ethics, aesthetics, 
logic, metaphysics, education, moral and political philosophy, social policy, and soci-
ology. Because for the Idealists all experience is a unity, all of his thought was related 
and thoroughly permeated with the same principles. He was well aware of sharing a 
common sympathy with the likes of T. H. Green, Edward Caird, and F. H. Bradley and 
even confessed to expressing the thought of a common mind. In Bernard Bosanquet and 

the Legacy of British Idealism, William Sweet has collected a formidable array of scholars 
to dissect these various interests in order to discern what is living and what is dead in 
Bosanquet’s works. 

Bosanquet is best known for his political philosophy, particularly the enduring 
and much maligned Philosophical Theory of the State (1899). As one of the leading figures of 
the British Hegelians, both politically and philosophically, he became for many the unac-
ceptable face of Idealism. Even his friends and admirers agreed that his obtuse philo-
sophical style made his meaning almost impenetrable, yet he was capable of admirable 
clarity when addressing and applying principles to social questions. The conclusions he 
drew and the policies he advocated, however, precipitated a not-altogether-deserved repu-
tation for being an opponent of state intervention, an advocate of “self-help” and a free 
market economy, and of being altogether unfeeling and unsympathetic about the plight 
of the poor. Famously, he was the target of L. T. Hobhouse’s invective against Hegelian 
state absolutism in The Metaphysical Theory of the State (1917). 

Bosanquet’s reputation has been in rehab now for some years, and many of 
the authors in Bernard Bosanquet and the Legacy of British Idealism have been responsible 
for the success of his rehabilitation. Peter Nicholson, for example, has dispelled the 
myth that Bosanquet was a realist militarist in international relations, and in this 
volume he argues with reference to Essays and Addresses (1889) that the abstractness of 
the principle of state interference outlined in Philosophical Theory of the State is better 
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