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A Correspondent writes: 

KE N N E T H C O N N E L L d i ed i n Belfast i n September 1973 at the age o f 56. 
W i t h i n I re land he was p r o b a b l y the best k n o w n Belfast scholar i n the 
b road field o f I r i sh Studies, and outside I re land almost cer ta in ly the m o s t 

w i d e l y k n o w n l i v i n g I r i sh h is tor ian . T h e w o r k w h i c h first made his name was 
his classic The Population of Ireland 1750-1845 publ ished i n 1950. Soon after its 
pub l i ca t i on , i n 1952, he was appoin ted to a lectureship i n economic and social 
h i s to ry i n Queen's U n i v e r s i t y , the first such post i n I re land t o be filled b y a profes­
sional economic o r social h is tor ian . I n the same year he was appoin ted external 
examiner t o the N U I , a measure o f h o w q u i c k l y and effectively his b o o k i n 1950 
had p u t h i m as a compara t ive outsider t o I re land and a y o u n g scholar i n an 
au thor i t a t ive pos i t i on i n the field o f I r i sh h i s to ry . Subsequently he created i n 
Belfast the first, and s t i l l the o n l y , depar tment o f economic and social h i s to ry 
w i t h i n I re land, and i n 1970 he became the first president o f the E c o n o m i c and 
Social H i s t o r y Society o f I re land . U n l i k e m a n y I r i sh univers i ty departments his 
depar tment was never n a r r o w o r parochia l : there was a constant stream o f vis i tors 
t o Belfast, b o t h f r o m the south and f r o m B r i t a i n . 

H i s pub l i ca t i on was sparse: his s tudy o n p o p u l a t i o n i n 1950, a handfu l o f papers 
fo r the mos t pa r t closely related to the p o p u l a t i o n issue, a fur ther b o o k ent i t led 
Irish Peasant Society i n 1968 consisting o f a co l lec t ion o f f o u r essays o f w h i c h o n l y 
t w o had n o t been publ ished prev ious ly . H e was an ex t remely careful and sc rupul ­
ous w r i t e r w h o devoted m u c h t i m e and pains t o his w r i t i n g : he d i d n o t w r i t e 
easily, b u t w h a t he w r o t e was elegant and fastidious, v e r y m u c h l i ke the m a n 
h i m s e l f i n dress and appearance. 

T h e i m p a c t o f his b o o k o n its appearance can be described as greater than tha t 
o f any other b o o k w h i c h has so far appeared i n I r i sh economic and social h i s t o ry . 
Several sound books i n I r i sh economic h i s to ry had i n fact appeared i n preceding 
decades, b u t they were monographs deal ing w i t h n a r r o w o r conf ined topics . 
Connel l ' s b o o k was the first b o o k b y a professional economic his tor ian to tackle a 
major theme affecting I r i sh society at large. For anyone s tudy ing economic and 
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social h i s to ry w i t h awaken ing interest to the appeal o f the subject, Connel l ' s b o o k 
was a revela t ion and its influence p r o f o u n d . I t was r igo rous i n structure, m e t h o d 
and a rgument , and seemed t o relate the fact o f accelerated p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h t o 
an analysis o f deeper economic and social forces. Connel l ' s scholarly discipline 
and p o w e r o f log ic w e r e w i t h o u t parallel i n previous I r i sh w r i t i n g i n economic 
and social h i s to ry . T h e influence o f the b o o k o n B r i t i s h demograph ic s tudy was 
also considerable: C o n n e l l reappraised the i m p o r t a n c e o f the b i r t h rate i n I r i sh 
p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h . H e was ahead o f general reappraisal i n o ther countries o f the 
b i r t h rate as a factor i n p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h , and was i n fact, t h r o u g h the influence 
o f his b o o k , i n par t responsible fo r the interest i n re -examina t ion o f the b i r t h rate. 
Histor ians had l o n g assumed that a decline i n the deadi rate had been responsible 
fo r the accelerated p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h f r o m the 18th century , and indeed the issue 
had fo r decades been regarded as effectively closed. Connel l ' s b o o k is therefore a 
seminal w o r k i n the n o w vast and expand ing l i terature o n p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h . 
W i d i i n d ie n a r r o w e r field o f I r i sh studies his s tanding has scarcely been less. H i s 
rev is ion o f the defective p o p u l a t i o n estimates n o t o n l y made I r i sh p o p u l a t i o n 
g r o w t h in te l l ig ib le and hence easier t o account fo r i n a scholar ly manner , b u t the 
general economic and social f r a m e w o r k i m p l i c i t i n his revised estimates has 
become the one w i t h i n w h i c h a l l o ther I r i sh historians o f the economic and social 
scene since then have w o r k e d . M o r e o v e r , i n creat ing a demograph ic f r a m e w o r k 
less fantastic than tha t suggested b y earlier uncr i t i ca l acceptance o f con t empora ry 
p o p u l a t i o n estimates, he lef t the d o o r open f o r hypotheses t o exp la in the g r o w t h 
al ternat ive t o his o w n hypothesis. H e thus emerges, n o t o n l y as the f ramer o f the 
hypothesis o f I r i sh p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h before the Famine, w h i c h has been mos t 
w i d e l y accepted, b u t as the catalyst o f the q u i c k e n i n g interest subsequently i n 
I r i sh economic and social h i s to ry generally, i n c l u d i n g theses at variance w i d i his 
o w n basic hypotheses. 

Despi te his scholarship and persuasiveness, his w o r k was i t se l f characterised b y 
some weaknesses. First o f a l l his approach i n v o l v e d s impl i f i ca t ion o f I r i sh h i s to ry 
to s imple elements, an eagerness t o m a r r y early induced b y defined circumstances, 
the spread o f a po ta to d ie t f ac i l i t a t ing early marr iage , a mercenary l a n d l o r d 
system i n d u c i n g a predisposi t ion, t h r o u g h misery, t o early marr iage, and a special 
par t p layed b y the c le rgy , b o d i i n encouraging marr iage i n pre-Famine I re land 
(or i n d iscouraging i t i n post-Famine I re land) . O n this basis, C o n n e l l erected an 
immense ly persuasive and log ica l ly p o w e r f u l case. H e regarded i t i n his b o o k as a 
hypothesis, b u t already he lef t h i m s e l f open t o the c r i t i c i sm o f over - s impl i f i ca t ion . 
M o r e o v e r as t i m e passed, his o w n v iews hardened, and w h a t he had p u t f o r w a r d 
as hypothesis o r i g i n a l l y he regarded as fact, and d i d n o t alter i n any w a y i n the l i g h t 



o f c r i t i c i sm. Secondly, he used f e w manuscr ip t sources and was never seriously 
interested i n the w i d e range o f sources w h i c h exist i n manuscr ip t f o r m . F o r m u c h 
o f his demographic s tudy this is n o t a defect, because so m u c h o f the source 
mater ia l was i n p r i n t . H o w e v e r , the lack o f interest i n manuscr ip t sources reflected 
a t h i r d weakness i n his approach. U l t i m a t e l y , he was n o t seriously interested i n 
the w i d e r economic b a c k g r o u n d o r i n matters such as trade and agr icul ture . H i s 
real interest l ay i n psychologica l mo t iva t i ons and i n the i m m e d i a t e ins t i tu t iona l o r 
o ther influences tha t effected t h e m . T h i s emerges i n The Population of Ireland i n 
the impor tance g i v e n t o marr iage attitudes and t o influences o r ins t i tu t ions tha t 
p lay u p o n t h e m . I t comes o u t even m o r e obv ious ly i n bis later w o r k w h i c h deals 
m u c h m o r e d i r ec t ly w i t h psychologica l issues, and i n p ionee r ing fashion he was 
of ten proceeding i n t o the s tudy o f deeper social and ins t inctual issues n o t readi ly 
documen ted i n t r ad i t iona l his tor ical sources. I n this regard and i n the use o f novels 

' o r f o l k mater ia l , he was once again v e r y m u c h a pioneer i n European academic 
h i s to ry . T h e conclusions o f his essay o n " C a t h o l i c i s m and marr iage i n the cen tu ry 
after the F a m i n e " are perhaps controvers ia l , b u t the scholarship o f the essay was 
impeccable (a fact w h i c h its crit ics, h o w e v e r , a t t empted t o challenge), and the 
m e t h o d and approach f o r a s tudy w r i t t e n i n 1960-61 w e r e h i g h l y o r i g i n a l and 
fer t i le i n the possibilities they opened fo r fur ther inves t iga t ion . C o m p l e t e l y d e v o i d 
o f doc t r ina l o r doct r ina i re atti tudes, he can be regarded as a precursor o f the 
g r o w i n g interest i n the study of , f o r instance, mentalites ev ident i n French social 
h i s to ry . I t was this field tha t real ly interested h i m , w h i c h gave h i m the greatest 
personal satisfaction, and i n w h i c h he real ly excelled. I n the w i d e r s tudy o f I r i sh 
economic and social h i s to ry , w h i l e his b o o k acted as catalyst, i t also, i n some 
respects, made i t d i f f icu l t t o break away f r o m the s impl i f i ed premises t o w h i c h he 
had reduced the b a c k g r o u n d : i t r equ i red immense inte l lectual effort t o make the 
break w i t h the ha l luc ina to ry and log ica l p o w e r o f his expos i t ion . 

As a m a n he was c h a r m i n g and hospitable, and he and his w i f e received m a n y 
visi tors t o Belfast i n the i r h o m e . H e also read i ly befriended students and y o u n g 
scholars. H a v i n g made thei r acquaintance he k e p t up contact w i t h t h e m and was 
generously a source o f b o t h sympa thy and encouragement t o t h e m , one o f his 
m a n y endear ing qualities. I n personal relations w i t h colleagues i n the academic \ 
w o r l d , he was a loner , n o t a leader. H e w o u l d indeed be pleased, b u t amused 
somewha t cyn ica l ly , i n seeing h i m s e l f described o r cast i n the ro le o f creator o f a 
school. H i s interests i n academic o r controvers ia l issues tended t o be obsessive, 
j u s t as his scholarly interests i n the i r clear-cut iden t i f i ca t ion and s imp l i f i ca t i on 
suggest the same. H e was of ten imp i sh , easily teasing fr iends, and l a u g h i n g at 
their reactions t o his o w n persistence. Th i s was v e r y easy t o take b y those w h o 



k n e w h i m i n i n f o r m a l sur roundings ; i t was m o r e d i f f icu l t t o take i n m o r e i m p e r ­
sonal dealings, especially b y busy people w h o had as p a r t o f the i r responsibilities 
t o balance o ther considerations as w e l l . I n e v i t a b l y he r an i n t o difficulties w i t h i n 
his D e p a r t m e n t , w i t h i n his U n i v e r s i t y and w i t h some o f his academic colleagues 
elsewhere. T h e t o l l o f these disputes, already b e g i n n i n g t o take u p some o f his 
t i m e , i n latter years was heavy e m o t i o n a l l y o n the m a n , and added t o the personal 
wor r i e s w h i c h affect us a l l , made i t increasingly d i f f icu l t f o r h i m t o concentrate o n 
research and reading. T h e reverse side t o these qualities was a rare, and t o those 
w h o k n e w h i m , intensely w a r m personali ty, free f r o m organisa t ion mania , free 
f r o m the urge t o pub l i sh ear ly o r excessively, o r the urge t o domineer , sins w h i c h , 
one o r o ther , cover a lmost the entire academic c o m m u n i t y . 

Academic interpretat ions l i k e the books tha t con ta in t h e m and the flesh and 
b l o o d tha t w r i t e t h e m d o n o t wear w e l l w i t h t i m e . H o w e v e r , he w r o t e w h a t was 
the f i rs t f u l l y professional b o o k i n I r i sh economic and social h i s to ry o n a ma jo r 
theme w i t h a central significance fo r the apprecia t ion o f pre-Famine I r i sh society. 
T i m e cannot depr ive h i m o f tha t s tanding i n the intel lectual deve lopment o f the 
subject he l o v e d so dearly. T h e discussion and controversies w h i c h have r e v o l v e d 
a r o u n d the b o o k reflect i n m a n y ways its central pos i t ion . M o r e o v e r , even those 
w h o disagree w i t h some o f his interpretat ions, accept the demographic f r a m e w o r k 
w h i c h he suggested, and are therefore seeking t o expla in w i t h al ternative h y p o ­
theses, a general economic and social e n v i r o n m e n t whose mos t essential parameter 
he created. I n fleeting happier m o m e n t s i n recent years, at times w h e n his wor r i e s 
abated, he spoke o f h o w he was ge t t i ng back t o w o r k , o f his interest i n several 
o f the topics o f psychologica l i m p o r t closest t o his heart, and o f even h o w he 
t h o u g h t tha t I r i sh p o p u l a t i o n at the outset o f the 18th cen tury was p r o b a b l y 
larger than he had suggested i n his classic estimate i n 1950 (a subject w h i c h one 
w o u l d dearly l i k e t o have seen h i m develop) . G i v e n the promise w h i c h his first w o r k 
he ld o u t , and w h i c h his subsequent w r i t i n g s main ta ined f u l l y , one can o n l y regret 
b i t t e r l y tha t he d i d n o t enjoy the t r a n q u i l l i t y i n later years o r the l o n g l ife necessary 
t o con t inue his w o r k . T a k e n a w a y b y death at a compara t ive ly early age, o f h i m 
m o r e than mos t scholars, i t can be said: ars longa vita brevis. 




