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Overview: My goal during my time at JNU was to compare colonial Ireland and 
colonial India and look at the extent to which early modern Ireland was a template for 
colonial India. Under British imperial rule both Ireland and India experienced 
‘cultural trauma’ in the form of war and rebellion, the use of extreme violence, 
colonization, commercialism, cultural and economic imperialism, voluntary and 
involuntary migration, and ethnic cleansing.  Over time the experiences and memories 
of these traumas profoundly shaped identify formation in both nations. They have also 
influenced how each nation has engaged with each other and with the past in a post-
colonial world. 
 
Detailed report: 
My JNU research projects illustrated ‘cultural trauma’ from a variety of perspectives 
that align most closely with WP2 (‘Historical continuities and discontinuities after 
cultural trauma’) and with WP3 (‘Cultural, Society and its institutions’). 
 
1. ‘Rule and Rebellion in colonial Ireland and colonial India: contexts and 

comparisons’ (WP 2).  The histories of colonial India and Ireland have each been 
the subject of a great number of books, essays and articles yet no comparative 
historical work has been undertaken for the early modern period.  Given the 
wealth of material, I approached this from two, complementary perspectives: 

a) Early Modern Ireland as a ‘laboratory for empire’. To what extent were the ideas, 
ideologies, policies and practices that were pioneered in colonial Ireland exported 
to colonial India from the 1670s?   

b) Anglicization (linguistic, legal, cultural, social, political and economic) in early 
modern British India and Ireland. How is the economic, social, political and 
cultural development of Ireland and India shaped by its history over the long-term, 
in either a positive or negative way? How did processes associated with 
Anglicization impact on the formation of national identity in each? 
 

Outputs: 
• ‘Ireland, India and the British Empire’, Studies in People’s History, 2 (2015) 

This article, which will be published in a leading Indian journal, reviews 
Ireland’s multifaceted relationships with India from the seventeenth until the 
twentieth centuries. Without wishing to downplay the importance of specific 
events, the contribution of individuals or the significance of changing 
contexts, the article stresses continuities over time.  Three major themes 
emerge that are often interconnected and, at times, contradictory.  First, the 
important role that the Irish played - especially as bureaucrats and soldiers - in 
facilitating British rule in India.  Second, the extent to which Ireland acted as 
‘colonial point of reference’ and a ‘laboratory for empire’ and how ideologies 
and ideas, especially of ethnocentricity, improvement, home rule and popular 
protest, and policies - relating to land, education, policing, and partition - 
fashioned in Ireland were then applied, perhaps in a modified form, in India, 
often by Irish men or imperialists with experience of ruling Ireland.  As well 
as servants of Empire, the Irish were, especially from the 1880s, subversives 



within it. The connections between Irish and Indian nationalists, how they 
inspired each other and how they contributed towards the demise of the British 
Empire is the final broad theme examined here. 

• ‘Eastward Enterprises: Colonial Ireland, Colonial India’. This article is currently 
in draft form and will be submitted to a major peer review journal in autumn 
2015. 

This article takes Irish interaction with India back into the late seventeenth 
century and suggests that Ireland served as a colonial prototype for the early 
colonization of India.  Between 1669 and 1677 Gerald Aungier was the 
governor of Bombay and president of Surat and while scholars of India and of 
the British Empire have acknowledged his importance as the ‘founding father’ 
of Bombay none have paid attention to his Irish provenance, nor assessed how 
this might have shaped the formation of the Bombay colony. My study seeks 
to tell his story and to challenge, as Phil Stern has done, our understanding of 
colonial processes in the early modern world and the traditional distinctions 
between the commercial and imperial eras in British India, as well as stark 
distinctions of the Atlantic world as a site of ‘colonial plantation and 
settlement’ and of British Asia ‘as a place for profit, not politics’. My research 
also seeks to complicate periodization. Even though we associate British 
imperialism in India with the ‘second British Empire’ and the years after the 
victory at Plassey (1757); or post 1857, and the period of the Raj, the situation 
in seventeenth-century Bombay was remarkably similar to that of early 
modern Ireland.  

• I am co-organising a major international conference on ‘Anglicization in early 
modern Ireland, America and India’ (Symposium on Comparative Early Modern 
Legal History, Newberry Library, Chicago, April 2016) that will draw heavily on 
the research done and contacts made at JNU.  We hope to edit the conference 
proceedings. 
 

2. A ‘new, new’ history of Ireland (WP 3). Textbooks are written to deliver the 
cultural consensus on the past.  As part of the upcoming centenary 
commemorations around the 1916 rebellion and the securing of independence in 
1922, Cambridge University is publishing a 4 volume ‘new history of Ireland’.  I 
have been commissioned to edit the second volume on early modern Ireland, 
which will comprise 25 chapters, written by a new generation of Irish historians.  
During my time at JNU I did research for the introductionary chapter, ‘Ireland in 
1550’. This chapter will explore what ‘early modern’ means in an Irish context 
and reflect on how the Irish nation has (re)appropriated and interpreted the record 
of the recent and distant past and enshrined it in historical works.  The 
introduction will also introduce the volume’s contents and identify a number of 
themes that will be pursued throughout the volume.  These will include the 
‘cultural traumas’ of conquest, colonisation, commercilisation, state-building, 
sectarianism, the impact of war and identity formation.  In addition, in order to 
provide a context for what is to come, it will reflect on Ireland’s position in 
European and world affairs and stress the wider comparisons, including those with 
the Mughal Empire, which ruled over much of India during the early modern 
period. 

 
 
 



Outputs: 
• Introduction to The Cambridge History of Ireland. Vol. 2. Early Modern Ireland, 

1550-1730 (Cambridge, 2016). 
• ‘Configuring Early Modern South Asia’ (Institute of Advanced Studies, JNU, 

November 2015); co-organiser with Professor Rajat Datta. We hope to publish the 
proceedings as a collection of essays. 
 

(b) How being in JNU enhanced my research: 
Archival research: I look this opportunity to work on the extant archives of the East 
India Company in Mumbai (Maharashtra State Archives, Elphinstone College), and to 
consult other relevant collections in the National Archives, Delhi, the Cama Library, 
Mumbai, and the Tamil Nadu Archives in Chennai.  I have engaged a research 
assistant (a JNU graduate student) to work through Gujarati-language sources relating 
to the seventeenth century and identify relevant Persian-language materials. 
 
Libraries in Delhi: The secondary literature for the Mughal Empire and Colonial 
India is enormous in scope. Much of this literature has been published in the UK and 
so is available in Trinity but many works, especially those published by Indian 
presses or in local Indian journals, must be consulted in Delhi.  I read avidly during 
my time at JNU works relating to Mughal India and the colonial period. 
 
Partnerships among scholars facilitate comparative history: At JNU there was the 
opportunity to connect with leading scholars whose research informed and enriched 
my own.  In return, I hope that my knowledge of colonial Ireland contributed to the 
research cultures of the Institute of Advanced Studies and of Centre for Historical 
Studies.  On the foot of conversations with Professor Rajat Datta we will organise an 
international conference entitled ‘Configuring Early Modern South Asia’ (Institute of 
Advanced Studies, JNU, November 2015), a major theme of which is ‘Empires, 
incorporations and transitions– expansionism, colonialism, cultural trauma’. 
 
Public lectures and seminars (March-April 2015): 
I had the opportunity to speak about my research at a variety of universities and 
research institutes across India.  In Delhi I gave papers to the research seminars at 
Centre for Historical Studies, JNU and at Delhi University; to the faculty at the GGS 
Indraprastha University, Dwarka; and in Mumbai I spoke at Jnanapravaha and the 
Cama Library.  I also gave public lectures at Thapar University (Patialia and 
Chandigarth campuses), which is a private university in the Punjab, that Trinity has 
developed particularly close links with. I benefited enormously from these 
interactions with Mughal and Indian historians, who corrected my mistakes, helped 
me to refine my argument and provided leads for further investigation.   
 
I was particularly honoured to deliver the Athar Ali Memorial Lecture at Aligarth 
Muslim University and to spend time with Professors Irfan Habib and Shireen 
Moosvi.  I also had the opportunity to meet the director of the Institute of Advanced 
Studies in Shimla and to interact with influencers, such as the documentary maker, 
Shyam Benegal, the director of the Mahindra Humanities Institute at Harvard, Homi 
Bhabha, and the journalist and public intellectual, Anil Dharker. 
 
 
 



• ‘Ireland, India and the British Empire’, Athar Ali Memorial Lecture, Aligarth 
University; also delivered at Thapar University (Patialia and Chandigarth 
campuses) 

• ‘Eastward enterprises: Colonial Ireland, Colonial India’, Faculty Research 
Seminars, JNU, Delhi University and GGS Indraprastha University in Delhi; also 
delivered at at Jnanapravaha and Cama Library, Mumbai 

 
Media: http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/home/education/news/Joint-
learning/articleshow/46337743.cms 
 
Thanks: I would like to thank Professor Rajat Datta, head of the Centre for Historical 
Research at JNU, and other colleagues at the centre who made me feel extraordinarily 
welcome. I would particularly like to thank Professors Mridula Mukherjee, Aditya 
Mukherjee and Sucheta Mahajan for their friendship and warm hospitality. 
 
 


