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‘A City upon a Hill’: Protestant missions in Ireland and the disruption of traditional 
communities in the mid-nineteenth century.  
 
 
While the concept of community implies a bond, uniting or connecting a group of individuals 
who share common characteristics, it conversely draws a bordering line between the inside and 
the outside, what is common and different, between distinct communities. In his 1887 book 

Community and Society,1 Ferdinand Tönnies (1855-1936) distinguished between the ‘natural’ 
gathering of individuals within the Gemeinschaft, a group inherited from tradition, and the 
commitment to the Gesellschaft, meant to promote specific interests.  
In 19th-century Ireland, the issue of religious conversion questioned the traditional demarcations 
of religious affiliations by promoting self-determination and individual discernment. Established 
in the South and the West, Protestant missions disrupted the traditional identity of the religious 
communities and territoriality. Indeed, the increasing amount of conversions led to the creation 
of new organisms identified as ‘colonies’ of converts. Since they developed innovative methods 
of organisation, but also depended on the support of landlords, Protestant missions stirred strong 
opposition from the Catholic elite, who denounced British imperialism, aiming at eradicating 
Catholicism from Ireland. Hence, the missions were accused of corrupting the souls of the poor 
population to get converts in times of crisis.  
This ‘Protestant Crusade’ has been considered in the literature as a cultural struggle (Bowen, 
1978), or the armed wing of Protestant imperialism (Whelan, 2005), without thoroughly 
considering the impact of conversion on the definition of collective identity. This paper, 
prompted by the analysis of a large corpus of primary sources, argues that this ‘war for souls’ also 
originated from opposite views on the individual and its status within the community, thus 
catalysing the underlying antagonism between the British State and Catholic nationalism. 
Through the study of the Dingle Mission, it will explore the ‘City upon a hill’ as a redefinition of 
the religious community, to identify the dynamic process of this living organism, and to analyse 
the resistance and revolutions it prompted during the Great Irish Famine.  
 
 


