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EDITORIAL

In 1691, in the immediate wake of military operations across Ireland, the
Church of Ireland bishop of Derry published his major political treatise.
William King’s The State of the Protestants of Ireland was at first glance an atrocity
album. It documented in lurid detail the sufferings of his co-religionists
in the recent turmoil, and provided a historical setting for the carnage by
dwelling on previous incarnations of internecine violence in the century
preceding the War of the Two Kings (1688—91). The bleak pornography of
violence contained in its darkest pages conceal its actual purpose, however.
Nor is it to do justice to the churchman to see The State of the Protestants
as an addition to the canon of martyrologies composed by Protestant and
Catholic protagonists alike. Rather, King’s authorial purpose in compiling
this horrifying compendium was, counter intuitively, to explore the question
of social order.

In King’s case, two modes of social order were understood to be in
competition. The first, with which he identified the Jacobite supporters of
James IV and II, was grounded solely in personhood. The authority of the
monarch was a consequence of the individual being elected by God to rule.
This divine rule of kings was attractive in its simplicity; King himself had
flirted with it in the opening salvoes of the Revolution of 1688. Yet its moral
consequences were, he now argued, depraved. Presuming that individual
authority was sufficient to impose social order ensured that politics was
perpetually in crisis, as competing groups fought to impose their particular
vision of the common good. However well-intended the protagonists, the
outcome of this view was to turn politics into a vortex of plot and counterplot,
as parties and factions competed to define the common good as being in their
own peculiar possession.

This concept of social order was contested by an abstract notion of social
order grounded in natural law: It was this position which King identified with
the supporters of William of Orange. Herein, society originated in man’s
natural sociability, and was conducted to support the flourishing of all who
remained within it. The monarch’s role was to protect the society from foreign
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and domestic foes. In King’s estimation, this was where James had failed.
Adopting a view of society as being the product of personal authority he
had threatened his Protestant subjects with violence in his desire to impose
a Catholic religious settlement. In the basic architecture of natural law lay
the presumption that each person is born with an inalienable right to self-
protection. It was this right the Protestants of Ireland exercised during the
War of the Two Kings by transferring their allegiance to William.

The problem of social order vexed King’s seventeenth-century
contemporaries. The discourse of natural law was itself developed as a creative
response to civil violence. The great Dutch jurisprudentialist Hugo Grotius
wrote his study of The Free Sea (1609) as a consequence of privateering; his
German student, Samuel von Pufendorf was reflecting on the aftermath of
the Thirty Years War (1618—48) in composing his Duties of Man and Citizen
(1675). Similatly, in England, ideas of natural order and personal authority
focused the minds of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.

Yet, historians have in large part been entranced by the violence that
prompted such reflection, and not by the proposals to resolve conflict which it
inspired. The civil wars of England, the Bishops’ War in Scotland, the carnage
that emanated from the 1641 Rebellion in Ireland, have provided lurid fodder
for examination. The destabilisation and eventual collapse of the state in the
1640s and the rickety regimes that characterised the 1650s have held particular
fascination, driven by a desire to comprehend why a people might turn their
violent urges inwards, towards each other, and destroy the society which they
inhabit. King’s S7ate of the Protestants is in this vista another exploration of the
Gothic charisma of the killer.

This collection of essays takes as its starting point the reimagining of
King’s State of the Protestants as a meditation on social order, to explore how the
Stuart realms of Ireland and Scotland were venues of social experimentation.
It asks how contemporaries understood their society, examining the terms
of codification and the presumptions they held concerning its operation. In
other words, far from seeing the seventeenth century as a black hole for social
thought, it proposes that it was a peculiarly fertile time to think about society
and to offer modes of categorisation and conceptualisation.

This ambition is exemplified in the first essay, by Scott Spurlock, who
opens up the interior working of the terms ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ to pro-
pose a much more nuanced and coloured vocabulary of confessional identity
than is usually deployed by historians anxious to identity political camps with
religious affiliations. A similar blind spot is identified by Eamon Darcy in
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his contribution on the outbreak of the 1641 Rebellion, where he contends
that, unlike elsewhere in the province, the violence in Antrim, through its
peculiar migration history, was inflected by ethnic categories that pitched
Lowland Scots and Presbyterian Settlers against an alliance of Highlander
and Gaelic Irish. In a startling conclusion he proposes that the conflict in
Antrim was an extension into Ulster of a decidedly Scottish rivalry between
the Cameron and MacDonnell clans. In Barbara Fennell’s piece two counter-
intuitive insights are offered. First she proposes that the 1641 Depositions,
so frequently mined for their recitation of atrocity, in fact absorb the pun-
ishment inflicted on women by given it expression. Second, the documents
re-inscribe the social order by understanding women as nested within a wider
community through their reference to men. The question of social authority
is also the specific focus of Mark Sweetnam’s study of clerics in the 1641
depositions, where he finds that Protestant ministers were targeted by rebels
as much because of their exploitative economic position—as passive recip-
ients of tithes and as active moneylenders—as they were because of their
faith. The disruption of the 1640s and 1650s also caused contemporaries
to reflect on the social categories that posed the threat of disintegration,
as Kirsteen MacKenzies article shows. Her essay studies how the editor of
a London news book could dismiss a category of subject—in this case the
Scottish Highlander—by constructing an image of it as a social outsider.
Similar treatments of the Irish Catholic informed King and his predeces-
sor, William Temple, whose Irish Rising (1646) perpetuated the conceit of the
Irish Catholic as a barbarous and untrustworthy foe. Finally Laura Hedrick
explores how what she terms the ‘visual social order’ was disrupted by the
practice of transvestism, which she notes was often a common practice in
Scotland in carnivalesque celebrations, despite the severe reputation of the
Kirk. In exploring how ideas of gender were blurred and subverted, she
highlights the connective tissue between categories of social order, medical
understanding and political authority.

Taken together this volume of essays continues the remarkable collaboration
that Irish and Scottish historians have embarked upon in developing, through
Trinity College Dublin and the University of Aberdeen, the 1641 Depositions
website [http://www.1641.tcd.ie/], and its accompanying materials. It also
thickens the Irish Scottish comparison by dwelling of categories and concepts
that were used in the process of governing these societies. The result of a
workshop held in Aberdeen and organised by Dr Michael Brown and Dr
Caroline Erskine, and with a number of papers specifically commissioned for
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the volume, it constitutes a welcome addition to the Journal of Irish and Scottish
Studies.

Michael Brown
University of Aberdeen
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