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BOOK REVIEW

Irish Journalism Before Independence: more a disease than a profession

KEVIN RAFTER (Ed.)

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011
240 pp., £65.00 (hbk), ISBN 978 07190 8451 5; £14.99 (pbk), ISBN 978 0190 8452 2

In his preface to Irish Journalism Before Independence, James Curran revisits the

apology that he, George Boyce and Pauline Wingate felt obliged to include in their 1978

Newspaper History, for the relative absence of Ireland from that volume*due, Curran

notes, to ‘‘the relative dearth of research on the Irish press’’ (p. xi). Thirty years later

in 2008, when the Irish Newspaper and Periodical Forum of Ireland was founded

(an organisation with which many of the contributors in the current volume have been

involved), it was to some extent a response to that continuing dearth. Rafter’s Irish

Journalism Before Independence, then, is in a sense a map of a territory that remains only

partly explored; and, like all such maps, it provides us with tantalising glimpses of why this

might be so, and what remains to be done to fill in more of the outlines.
As an agenda-setting volume, Irish Journalism Before Independence is timely, if only

because the materials for conducting research into Irish press history have been

consolidated over the past decade or so. The foundations were laid in the 1990s with

the scoping work of the Newsplan project (which identified print runs and library

holdings of most Irish newspapers since the seventeenth century). More recently, it has

extended to the digitisation of large swathes of Irish print, with searchable digital

editions of key titles such as The Freeman’s Journal, The Nation or The Irish Times

transforming the ways in which historical Irish newspapers can shape our understanding

of Irish history. If nothing else, this ease of access for scholars from a range of

disciplines makes the understanding of the newspapers themselves all the more

important.

A telling anecdote from Michael Foley’s contribution to the volume, ‘‘How

Journalism Became a Profession’’, reminds us of the pitfalls inherent in making easy

assumptions about the views expressed in an Irish newspaper. Foley notes that in the

1870s, a Fenian, William O’Donovan, found himself working as an editorial writer for

the (at that point) Tory Irish Times; in those same years in Dublin, a well-known atheist,

Jack Adams, was writing articles on Catholicism for the competing Freeman’s Journal.

The two men would meet, claims their contemporary, John Devoy, ‘‘in the Ship Tavern

in Abbey Street and have a good laugh over their articles, of which they didn’t believe a

word’’ (p. 30).

This little vignette picks up one of the narratives that threads its way through this

collection of 16 essays: the gradual (and uneven) transformation of journalism in Ireland

into a profession. Mark O’Brien’s useful introductory essay begins by tracing the early

history of the newspaper in Ireland, and Foley’s essay picks up the story at the point in the

1820s at which Irish newspaper editors stopped waiting for news to arrive on their desks,

and began sending reporters out (initially to the courts, but soon further afield) to find

stories. M. L. Brillman resumes the story with a piece on The Nation, although with an

excellent digital edition available there remains much to be said on this disproportionately

influential title.
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With Irish literacy on the increase in the middle decades of the nineteenth century,

the price of paper dropping, print technology undergoing a revolution, and, later, the

development of shorthand, the easing of print taxes and the arrival of the telegraph, the

nature of Irish newspapers changed profoundly. As Irish newspaper publishing grew

from a cottage industry into an industry, journalists*like O’Donovan and Adams*
became professionalised workers, not polemicists. And yet, at the same time, certain

papers remained firmly identified with the personalities and opinions of their editors,

and the genetic trace of crusading eighteenth-century newspaper editors such as

Charles Lucas never quite left Irish journalism. Matthew Potter here provides a very

entertaining example in his essay, ‘‘Frederick Potter and the Skibbereen Eagle’’, which

explores an editor’s idiosyncratic interest in Russian politics which kept the citizens

of West Cork more than usually informed on the activities of the Tsar. Similarly,

an excellent pair of essays here on Arthur Griffith (by Felix M. Larkin and Ciara

Meehan) make it clear how a figure such as Griffith, a political theorist in his own right,

used his journalism as part of the political process at a key moment in modern Irish

history.
As the articles on Griffith suggest, Irish Journalism Before Independence sees

biography as a valuable tool in tracing the emergence of Irish journalism as a profession.

In the middle section of this thoughtfully organised collection are six essays dealing with

Irish (or, in one case, Irish-American) journalists whose lives gives us the detailed flavour

of a profession in the making. Maurice Walsh provides an impressively researched piece

on the Irish-born Times leader-writer, James Woulfe Flanagan; Peter Murtagh reminds us

that William Howard Russell, whose Crimean War journalism was so pivotal in the history

of journalism, was in fact Irish; Kevin Rafter unearths a fascinating figure in E. J. Dillon,

a foreign correspondent of whom it was claimed that he was fluent in 26 languages;

John Horgan investigates the early Irish work of the influential Spanish Civil War

journalist, Francis McCullagh. By the same token, Gillian O’Brien examines a number of

key figures in the Irish-American press in Chicago, and Anthony McNicholas looks at the

career of Martin A. O’Brennan, a Mayo newspaperman who launched titles in London

and Chicago. Apart from the intrinsic interest of each of these pieces, a common theme

emerges from this section of the book; almost all of these figures came from an

uncertain Irish middle class, for whom journalism provided a career for men of ability

(all but one of the figures considered here were male) otherwise lacking in political

connections or access to the professions. In other words, the same arguments that have

been made as to why Ireland has so often punched above its weight internationally in

areas such as literature and theatre could be applied to journalism as well. Indeed,

Terence Killeen’s piece on James Joyce’s work as a journeyman journalist implicitly

makes precisely this case, and we might now begin to think of Russell or Dillon in the

same frame as Wilde or Shaw.
Finally, the collection includes a series of pieces that help to contextualise these

individual lives. Paul Rouse looks at the ways in which the Gaelic Athletic Association in its

early years had to struggle against media indifference (and, in some cases, antipathy) to

Gaelic games, while Regina Uı́ Chollatáin looks at the parallel challenge faced by Irish-

language publishing. The collection concludes with one of its strongest contributions,

Ian Kenneally’s essay on the draconian press censorship of the 1920!21 period, adding

a valuable element to the emerging narrative of Irish press censorship over the centuries.

As a coda to the volume, Kenneally’s article suggests the kind of work that remains to be
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done in Irish newspaper history, which still lacks a comprehensive history of press
censorship. Here, as elsewhere, Irish Journalism Before Independence is valuable not least

for what it suggests remains to be done.

# 2012 CHRIS MORASH

NUI Maynooth, Ireland

E-mail: Chris.Morash@nuim.ie
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2012.718204
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