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A few decades ago, such a question would have seemed absurd. The Nazi Genocide and the path to it seemed unique. 

In the 1920s Adolf Hitler, an embittered veteran of World War I, tapped into a powerful undercurrent of anti-Semitism 

in Germany that could be traced back to the Middle Ages. Even though Germany was far from being Europe‟s most 

anti-Semitic nation, Germany‟s loss in World War I and the economic collapse that followed required a scapegoat and 

the Jews made a tempting target. They could be blamed for the Bolshevism that infected the home front and the 

German army in the last months of the war. Jewish industrialists could be blamed for betraying the German army by 

failing to keep it supplied and urging the high command to make peace. In the troubled economic times that followed 

the war, Jewish moneylenders could be charged with taking advantage of impoverished soldiers and workers by 

loaning them money at extortionate rates. In 1922 Hitler declared, “once I really am in power my first and foremost 

task will be the extermination of the Jews…I will have gallows built in rows…until the last Jew in Munich is 

exterminated.”
1
 

 

Hitler also believed that Germany‟s destiny depended upon the acquisition of new land, and he envisioned the creation 

of a German empire in Eastern Europe modelled on the British Empire in India where the Slavic peoples of Eastern 

Europe would provide slave labor for their German masters. In 1941 Hitler declared, “what India was for England, the 

territories of Russia will be for us.”
2
But at some point before the invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, 

Hitler decided instead that it was necessary to carry out the destruction of all European Jews and inferior peoples in 

order to create “living space” in Eastern Europe for German settlement. Finally, Hitler, having rescued Germany from 

economic disaster and restored national pride, had no problem finding Germans willing to kill Jews. As Hans Frank, 

the Nazi governor general in Poland, declared after his appointment, “What a pleasure to be finally able to tackle the 

Jewish race physically, the more that die, the better.”
3
 

 

More importantly, the scope and scale of the Nazi Genocide appeared to be unprecedented. While precise totals of Nazi 

killing will probably never be known, roughly six million Jews were murdered, along with approximately two million 

ethnic Poles, three million Soviet prisoners of war, and perhaps even more Soviet civilians. Half a million gypsies 

perished. The Nazis also deliberately executed Catholic priests and many from the Polish upper class as well as Soviet 

commissars. And there were other atrocities. In 1939 Hitler ordered the killing, usually by lethal injection, of Germans 

who were mentally handicapped. About 70,000 people were killed before public outcry forced an end this practice in 

August, 1941. There were also several hundred thousand Germans sterilized by Nazi officials between 1934 and 1943 

for simplemindedness, alcoholism, chronic depression, schizophrenia, or other conditions that might dilute the master 

race. Nazi doctors performed barbaric experiments on concentration camp inmates.
4
 

 

In the face of this massive slaughter and accompanying cruelties, the Tudor Conquest of Ireland appeared to be a minor 

episode. There was certainly anti-Irish sentiment among English deputies and officials. In 1571 Edward Tremayne 

wrote that the Irish “murder, commit whoredom, hold no wedlock, ravish, steal and commit all abomination without 

scruple or conscience.”
5
 There was also a long list of violent episodes perpetrated by the English against the Irish. 

These episodes included the invasion of Ireland by the earl of Surrey in 1520, the massacres of “Silken Thomas” 

Fitzgerald and his five uncles following their surrender on terms after the Kildare Rebellion in 1534-5, of women and 

children by the earl of Essex at Rathlin Island in 1575, of the O‟Mores in 1577 after they had been invited to parley at 

Mullaghmast, and of unarmed papal troops after their surrender at Smerwick in 1580. There was also a campaign of 

“scorched earth” during the Tyrone Rebellion, in which the English systematically laid waste to the lands of the earl of 

Tyrone with little regard for the people inhabiting them.
6
 

 

But there was no Hitler, no speeches or writings to prove serve as a plan, no massive, state-sponsered apparatus and 

bureaucracy deliberately constructed to murder the Irish. And the amount of death and devastation in Ireland, while 

difficult to calculate, seemed to pale in comparison with the comprehensive slaughter of the Nazi Genocide. Thus, the 

Tudor Conquest of Ireland scarcely seemed comparable.  
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That conquest appeared to be best understood in the context of a fairly common process in early modern Europe, by 

which emerging national states asserted their authority against various borderlands and peripheries. In this case, Irish 

lords in the twilight of their fading power, struggled heroically but futilely to resist that process.
7
And there were other 

cautions. Irish lords themselves were responsible for much of the violence inflicted upon the Irish population, as 

violence was often a necessary device for the maintenance of their authority over lesser lords and tenants.  
 

Moreover, the sixteenth century was a violent age across Europe in many respects, and the episodes that characterized 

the Tudor conquest, such as massacres of soldiers even after their surrender on terms and retribution against civilians, 

were replicated in almost all early modern state building and warfare.
8
 The Nazi Genocide, thus, appeared to be unique 

in both conception and scale, and, if compared at all, it was probably best understood against other large-scale 

genocides, such those perpetrated by the Turks against the Armenians, or by Stalin and Mao against their own peoples.
9
 

 

Historical understanding, however, in both the Nazi Genocide and Tudor Conquest of Ireland has changed dramatically 

in recent years and both can now be seen in vastly different terms. And with changes in historical understanding, it may 

also now be possible to see, with important qualifications, the Tudor Conquest and the Nazi Genocide as comparable 

events.
10

 Admittedly, the two fields are among the more highly contested areas of historical study, stirring powerful 

emotions and peopled with tenacious scholars ready to engage in hand-to-hand combat to defend their points of view. 

But recent research has unveiled some new perspectives, from which a partial, provisional truth may emerge. If we turn 

first to the historiography of the Nazi Genocide, perhaps no field has changed more dramatically in recent years. First, 

it is now clear that the idea of Hitler as the all-powerful force directing the Nazi Genocide is misleading, although few 

would deny his critical role. But in recent work Hitler appears more as a “big picture” strategist, who was more likely 

to hint at what he wanted to happen rather than order it, and who tended to leave the details to his subordinates.
11

 
 

Moreover, it once seemed clear to historians that Hitler‟s writings and speeches provided evidence that he planned to 

destroy European Jews well before he came to power. But, on the basis of recent scholarship, it is now appears that 

even by the time of the invasion of the Soviet Union in June, 1941, there was no plan, no agreement among Nazi 

officials about how the “Jewish Question” should be handled. In Germany Hitler‟s policies in the 1930s, such as the 

removal of Jews from universities and the civil service, the boycott of Jewish businesses, the Nuremburg Laws, and 

even Kristallnacht, were not about rounding up German Jews and killing them. Instead, they appear to be more about 

making the circumstances of life in Germany so miserable for German Jews that they would leave. 
 

It is also clear that the conquest of Poland in 1939 forced Nazi officials to confront several unexpected difficulties. 

Unlike Austria and the Sudetenland, where the annexed peoples were largely ethnic Germans, that group was a 

minority in Poland, and Nazi officials did not anticipate the difficulties involved in dealing with the enormous 

populations of such groups, including Jews and ethnic Poles, that they regarded as inferior. The initial plan, approved 

by Hitler, was to round up Polish and German Jews, and about 30,000 gypsies, force them into cattle cars, and transport 

them to a strip of land between the Vistula and Bug Rivers in the eastern part of German-occupied Poland. This plan, 

however, was eventually scrapped in favor of a more ambitious scheme to settle ethnic Germans into the newly 

conquered territories. The new plan, developed under the guidance of Heinrich Himmler, now focused on the removal 

of Polish Jews along with ethnic Poles from the newly conquered territories to create space for the German settlers. 

Deportation of German Jews was placed on hold.
12

 
 

But it soon became clear that the transportation and resettlement of such an enormous number of people was impossible 

given the resources available to the Nazi officials in charge. Ghettoization of Polish Jews in urban areas offered a 

partial solution to this problem, but officials in Poland implemented it without being entirely clear about its purpose. 

Some thought its purpose was to starve the ghettoized Jews to death or wait for disease to take its toll; others thought it 

was simply a device to keep them separate from the non-Jewish population until they could be deported elsewhere. 

Nazi officials also considered the possibility of deporting the Jews to Madagascar or some other distant territory.
13

 
 

The invasion of the Soviet Union further complicated racial matters. In July,1940, after failing to defeat Great Britain, 

Hitler ordered his general staff to develop plans for such an invasion. And, in January, 1941 Himmler informed S.S. 

officials of an important change in policy. Instead of transforming the Slavic populations of Eastern Europe into a slave 

labor force, the plan was now to kill them, possibly as many as thirty million people, in order to create “living space” 

for German settlers.
14

But even this directive posed problems. The invasion of the Soviet Union commenced in June, 

1941, and was initially a dazzling success. Killing squads, called Einsatzgruppen, had been assigned to follow in the 

wake of invasion troops and kill survivors. But when the invasion dragged on, Nazi leaders realized that they could not 
feed adequately both the soldiers in the field and the civilians at home. Cognizant that the deprivation of food and fuel 

had weakened the German home front in the last months of World War I, they decided not to ask the German people 

for sacrifice. The approximately 3.5 million man invasion force would be expected to live off the land.
15

This decision 

had several important consequences.  
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It meant, for example, that the soldiers were ordered to be utterly ruthless toward the civilian population, at least some 

of whom actually welcomed the invasion, in order to seize their livestock, grains, or other foodstuffs. With several 

million men of their own to feed, the Wehrmacht could not afford to feed a civilian population. Nor could it afford to 

feed the approximately two million Soviet prisoners of war it took during the first several months of the invasion; they 

would have to be killed or starved to death.
16

Mobile killing squads moving from town to town to kill Jews were also 

utilized in Poland.  
 

But even in this operation Nazi officials had different ideas. At first they intended to kill only adult, Jewish males, but 

Himmler decided that failure to kill women and children would create “a nation of avengers,” who, if allowed to live, 

might rise up at some later date and exact a fearful revenge on those responsible.
17

German officials soon discovered 

other problems. The reserve troops who formed the ranks of the killing squads soon began to suffer psychological 

damage from having to murder hundreds of innocent people every day.
18

 In some cases the Nazis turned to partisans, or 

local persons, who, in their eagerness to please their new masters, might be willing to undertake the killing. Ultimately, 

the enormity of the task would require, following the Wannsea Conference, convened in early 1942, that they turn to 

gas chambers as the preferred means of killing Jews. It was, in the famous phrase of Ian Kershaw, more efficient and 

humane, that is, more efficient and humane for the executioners, not the victims. Thus, most historians of the Nazi 

Genocide, though not all, would agree that at least until the invasion of the Soviet Union, there was no agreement that 

all European Jews would have to be killed, much less on a plan about how to go about it. 
 

Another issue that historians of the Nazi Genocide are in general agreement about is the importance of bureaucracy in 

the execution of Jewish policy. While earlier studies of the Nazi Genocide focused on Hitler and ideology, in the early 

1960s, scholars like Raul Hilberg and Hannah Arendt, and, subsequently, Martin Broszat and Christopher Browning, 

began the study of the bureaucrats charged with carrying it out.
19

 Among other things, they discovered many officials 

in the Nazi hierarchy, like Himmler and Heydrich, were people whose advancement in society had been thwarted in the 

aftermath of World War I. When the Nazi seizure of power provided new opportunities for wealth and power, these 

men eagerly seized them.
20

 A major part of the Nazi Genocide included the confiscation of virtually every kind of 

Jewish asset, including property, bank accounts, valuable art, and, even cold weather clothing. Hans Frank, the 

Governor-General of Poland, filled two warehouses with contraband intended for himself and his family. So rapacious 

was Nazi looting that quarrels even broke out between high-ranking officials, including Frank and Herman Goring, 

about getting their fair share of it.
21

 
 

The result was a mad scramble among different departments and individuals within the Nazi hierarchy and puppet 

governments to find ways to please Hitler or their German masters. The Nazi Genocide was caused largely by a toxic 

collision between leaders who believed that it was necessary to destroy the Jewish race, the exigencies of war, and 

ambitious bureaucrats who were eager to win favor from their superiors. Like the officials in the Nixon administration 

during the Watergate crisis, they did not require explicit orders; they had learned that those who proposed the harshest 

measures, proclaimed their anti-Semitism the most loudly, and appeared to be the most zealous in pursuing them would 

be the ones who would reap the greatest rewards. The Nazi Genocide was thus to a great extent, an improvised process, 

dependent upon the interplay of contingent, unforeseen circumstances, and corruption as well as individual and 

bureaucratic initiatives.
22

 
 

The circumstances just described could also be applied to the Tudor Conquest of Ireland. As there was no plan 

followed by the Nazis to exterminate Jews, there was no English plan for the conquest of Ireland, indeed, no agreement 

about what policies should even be pursued in Ireland. English policies toward Ireland during the sixteenth-century 

were varied, often driven by the need to save money, and usually reactive. As early as 1520, the English made a brief 

attempt to take Ireland by force in an expedition led by the earl of Surrey. In the late 1530s in the aftermath of the 

Kildare Rebellion, the English abandoned the traditional policy of allowing Ireland to be governed by local Irish lords, 

and attempted to govern it instead through English-born deputies and a paid military force. In the 1540s, Sir Anthony 

St. Leger became lord deputy in Ireland, and he believed that money could be saved and disagreeable Irish customs and 

practices eradicated by education and exposure to more civilized English practice. St. Leger advocated a policy of 

“surrender and regrant,” by which Irish lords would surrender their lands to the crown, and, then receive them back as 

fiefs. In this way, St. Leger hoped to create an Irish lordship loyal to the crown with common interests.
23

 
 

St. Leger‟s plan, based at least partly on the humanist doctrines of Thomas Starkey, took an optimistic view of 

England‟s chances of controlling Ireland. It could, in his view, be accomplished with persuasion rather than force. But 
by 1547, the English had returned to aggressive policies. Sir Edward Bellingham constructed a network of garrisons 

along the frontier of the Pale. The garrison strategy was also pursued by Thomas Radcliffe, the third earl of Essex and 

the English deputy in Ireland from 1556 to 1563.  
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Sussex also conceived the idea for the Laios-Offaly Plantation, whereby land would be set aside for Irish settlement, 

but its communities would be modelled upon English law, society, and methods of cultivation.
24

 
 

One of the devices utilized by Sussex was the imposition of martial law. Originally intended as a device to subdue 

those engaged in active rebellion, by the mid-1500s martial law had been expanded to serve as a preemptive measure to 

crush dissent before it became rebellion. At the beginning of Elizabeth‟s reign, martial law was usually directed against 

the poorest elements of society. But, by the 1570s, martial law was being employed against virtually every segment of 

the Irish population.  
 

In 1573 Edward Fitton, the chief commissioner in Connaught, was authorized to employ martial law “without any 

limitation.” More seriously, martial law permitted the officers enforcing it to execute people without charge, even 

simply for “suspicion of wrongdoing,” and to receive a share of the wealth of those they killed. The English captain 

Thomas Lee thought that martial law was a necessary tool for those who governed “remote and savage places,” until 

those they governed embraced civil society.
25

Regardless of how they tried to polish it up, in the end, the English 

position was summarized by Edmund Spenser when he declared that “all is the conqueror‟s, as Tully to Brutus saith.”
26

 
 

Martial law was also employed by Sussex‟s successor in Ireland, Sir Henry Sidney, appointed in 1565, and whose 

policies generally expanded upon those begun by Bellingham and Sussex. Sidney believed that reform schemes for 

Ireland that simply tinkered with laws or policies would fail. And, where most previous English policy initiatives for 

Ireland had usually been designed to maintain English authority in the Pale, the area around Dublin, Sidney proposed to 

bring all Ireland under control through colonization and the extension of English authority into other parts of the island. 

By employing a force of English-born commanders and soldiers, he intended to take land and power from Irish lords 

and redistribute it to more loyal Englishmen and lesser Irish lords.
27

 
 

Sidney initially targeted northeast Ulster and southwest Munster, areas long viewed by the English as antithetical to 

their interests. But seizing land held legally by others posed some ethical problems to the English mind, and English 

thinkers and officials developed an ideology of colonization to justify their actions. English policymakers convinced 

themselves that the Irish were not a civil people and that neither of the ruling elites in Ireland, the Gaelic Irish or “Old 

English” of the Pale could be trusted to govern. Therefore, “New English,” or English-born officials, must assume 

responsibility.
28

 
 

Although the Queen had instructed Sidney that the native Irish population should be “well-used,” the English imposed 

their will in Ireland ruthlessly. In 1569 in the face of native resistance, Sir Humphrey Gilbert was appointed military 

governor of Munster and given almost unrestricted power of martial law. Gilbert waged a total war against “man, 

women, and child,” so that “the name of an Inglysh man was made more terrible now that to the sight of a hundryth 

were before.” These actions were underscored by an attitude of ruthlessness on the part of the perpetrators. Thomas 

Churchyard claimed that the slaughter of even non-combatants was necessary, “so that the killing of them by the sword 

was the way to kill all menn of warre by famine.”
29

 
 

Similarly violent actions were undertaken in 1574 during the Rathlin Island massacre, when an English force led by 

Walter Devereaux, the first earl of Essex, slaughtered the entire population of the island. Like the actions of Humphrey 

Gilbert, Essex‟s behavior testified to an attitude of utter ruthlessness on the part of the English. One of Essex‟s officers, 

Edward Barkley, described how Essex‟s men drove the victims from their homes and into the surrounding woods 

where they would either starve or freeze to death in the oncoming winter. Barkley concluded “how godly a dede it is to 

overthrewe so wicked a race the world may judge: for my part I think there cannot be a greater sacrifice to God.”
30

 
 

One of the factors that convinced the English to pursue a more aggressive policy in Ireland was the threat posed by the 

Counter Reformation. The Reformation in England, in addition to introducing dangerous divisions at home, deprived 

England of traditional allies, such as Spain, and made them the target of Catholic powers in Europe. It also created 

enormous risks and problems when English officials attempted to extend the Reformation to Ireland. The population of 

Ireland was thought to remain loyal to the Catholic Church, and the attempt to extend reformed religion to Ireland 

helped provoke the Kildare Rebellion in 1534. Even after the rebellion had been subdued, an English observer 

commented that “the danger from the [Kildares] is greater than ever…the alleged cause of this treason is that the king is 

a heretic and obeys not the Bishop of Rome.”
31

 
 

With its extensive coastline, combined with inability of the English to extend their control much beyond the Pale, 

Ireland presented a tempting opportunity for the forces of the Counter Reformation, and it posed enormous logistical 
problems for those English officials charged with its defense. From Ireland an invasion of England could be launched 

and, in the event of a rebellion begun with foreign assistance, the English would have to divert significant amounts of 

men, money, and resources to quash it.
32
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By the early 1560s, as Sir Henry Sidney was devising his plans for Ireland, England was surrounded by Catholic 

powers, and Ireland was regularly viewed as a base from which a Catholic invasion of England might be attempted. 

The Jesuit David Wolfe once instructed Philip II of Spain that “he who will win England, let him in Ireland begin.”
33

 In 

1560Sussex wrote Elizabeth that a foreign invasion of Ireland,which he considered imminent, posed multiple dangers. 

First, it could be easily accomplished by “a foreign power aided by a civil faction.” Second, such an invasion would not 

only succeed in Ireland, but it would also “ensure ruin into England.”
34

In 1561 Christopher Hatton described Ireland, 

“as the postern gate through which those bent on the destruction of the country night enter.”
35

  

William Cecil feared that English papists were “gathering money and would be ready to move when some foreign force 

be ready to assail England or Ireland.”
36

In the same year Nicholas Throckmorton wrote Cecil that the French have “laid 

their baits in England, Scotland, and Ireland.”
37

 
 

It is tempting to dismiss English concerns about foreign intervention in Ireland as paranoia. But, expressions of anxiety 

came steadily after the 1540s from a wide spectrum of observers, including the soberest of statesmen like Cecil, zealots 

like Walsingham, and English agents at foreign courts, as well as English officials in Ireland. Even if foreign threats did 

not materialize, perceptions of reality could be as compelling as reality itself. As Jennifer Loach has written, Tudor 

monarchs were “haunted by the notion of a Catholic crusade, blessed and abetted by the pope, and their pursuit of 

allies, as well as their treatment of Scotland and Ireland, was governed by that fear.”
38

 Fears of a Catholic conspiracy, 

as Malcolm Thorpe has suggested, provided an elan vital, which often drove policy decisions.
39

 
 

In 1579 fears of Catholic conspiracy in Ireland became reality during the events surrounding the rebellion of Gerald 

Fitzgerald, the fourteenth earl of Desmond. As “New English” servitors in Ireland continued to extend their authority, 

“Old English” lords, such as Desmond, became increasingly threatened by theEnglish incursion into their authority. In 

1579 Gerald‟s cousin, James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald, returned from Europe in command of a papal force of seven-

hundred men, and a charge to proclaim the papal bull, Regnans in Excelsis, in which the Pope invited rebellion against 

Elizabeth. The bull excommunicated the Queen, called upon Catholics to remove her and absolved Englishmen from 

any allegiance to her. Desmond initially tried to remain neutral, but soon cast his lot with the rebels.
40

 
 

The two greatest English fears for Ireland had now materialized. The first fear was that continental Catholic powers 

could foment a rebellion in Ireland, and the second was that the Old English lords in Ireland could not be trusted to 

crush it. English officials quickly embarked on a harsh campaigns of destruction of life and property in areas under 

Desmond‟s control. In the end Desmond was captured and executed along with a small band of his followers. 
 

But, before Desmond‟s death, a second rebellion erupted, this time in the Pale itself, and led by James Eustace, 

Viscount Baltinglass. Supported by a papal force of 600 men, there was some hope among its leaders that the rebellion 

might unite the disparate elements within Ireland. But, again, swift action on the part of English officials prevented a 

merger and forced the rebel forces to barricade themselves in the fort of Dun an Oir. The English commander, Arthur, 

Lord Grey de Wilton, ordered a bombardment of the fort. With a few days the commander of the papal forces offered 

to surrender. Grey accepted the surrender without conditions, but, after the captives gave up their weapons, he ordered 

his men to massacre all 600.
41

 
 

Many at Elizabeth‟s court, and even the Queen herself, were horrified, and Grey was recalled. But the events 

surrounding the 1579-80 rebellions testify to the increasing anxiety felt by English officials regarding Ireland. The 

Desmond and Baltinglass rebellions confirmed long-standing English fears that Ireland could serve as a base for 

Catholic powers eager to encourage rebellion and discord in Ireland. The possibility of seizing greater control in Ireland 

had clearly been under consideration by the English for some time. But the Desmond and Baltinglass rebellions, and 

the dangerous international situation forced an increasing number of English officials to conclude that yet sterner 

measures and expanded control, were needed in Ireland. 
 

Thus, like the Nazis toward Jews and Poles, there was never an agreed upon policy among English officials for dealing 

with Ireland. At different times, and never in accordance with a consistent pattern, English officials tried invasion, 

conciliation, martial law, and colonization. Policy decisions usually depended upon immediate circumstances, often 

subject to sudden change, availability of funds or lack thereof, international threats, and the ambitions of various 

deputies, most of whom were aware that retaining their positions depended upon their ability to keep Ireland under 

control. 
 

One of the clear forces driving the conquest of Ireland was the opportunities its conquest provided for ambitious 

English deputies, officials, and military men. Like the Nazi bureaucrats, English deputies and their subordinates 

usuallywent to Ireland hoping to acquire wealth, power, property,or favor at court. The so-called “West Country 

gentlemen,” referring to those who came to Ireland from Devonshire, and included Arthur Champernoun, Peter Carew, 

Humphrey Gilbert, Richard Grenville, and Edward Tremayne, are the most obvious examples.
42

Much can also be 

learned about English attitudes from the behavior of English military captains in Ireland.  
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These men were often the younger sons of English landowners, which meant they had little chance to inherit land in 

England. Like many Nazi officials, they usually felt aggrieved and frustrated by the times or nursed personal 

grievances. Many of them, for example, had also served England against the Scots and French, and believed that they 

had been decidedly undercompensated for their service by the crown, leaving them embittered and desperate. In their 

view Ireland offered the opportunity for wealth and power, and perhaps their last one. As Sir Henry Wallop remarked 

about them, that even “had they nothing when they came hither, they account themselves great personages here, and 

each to make his profit without regard of service.”
43

 
 

The most ambitious of these men, such as Nicholas Malby and Richard Bingham, quickly recognized that they could 

operate with minimal interference from London, dispense with conventional legal practice, and easily acquire 

additional land around their garrisons. At the same time, they believed that they were entitled to skim profits from the 

composition, seize goods, save money by billeting troops without consent, and employ murder, hostage taking, and 

cattle rustling to intimidate the local population. Rory Rapple, the historian who has written the most detailed study of 

the actions and attitudes of English soldiers in Ireland, concluded that most did so in full confidence in the morality of 

their acts in the conviction that their power came explicitly from the crown.
44

 
 

It is true that Elizabeth and her principal advisors, especially William Cecil, sometimes urged caution upon English 

servitors in Ireland and occasionally disciplined overly zealous English officials, such as Essex and Grey. Elizabeth in 

particular was sometimes persuaded to temper her policies toward Ireland through her relationship with her cousin, the 

Irish lord, Thomas Butler, the tenth earl of Ormond. But the reason for their cautionary attitude was not necessarily 

moral; it was more often fiscal. Elizabethan budgets were always tight, balanced on a razor‟s edge; provoking a 

disturbance in Ireland could blow them apart. And, at the times when Ireland became particularly threatening, English 

officials wanted results; like Hitler, they did not ask many questions about how the results were obtained.
45

 
 

Thus, in two crucial respects, the Nazi Genocide and the Tudor Conquest of Ireland followed similar patterns. There 

was no plan in either case. Both were improvised tragedies, depending largely on war, international danger, and the 

interplay of the contingent and unforeseen. Both also depended to a great extent on decisions made by officials in the 

field. In neither case were there usually explicit orders from above. Those in the field were allowed a great deal of 

latitude in which to operate and usually did not require or receive specific directions. They did know, however, that the 

more Jews they killed or the more secure they could make Ireland, the greater rewards they might reap. 
 

One of the most important advances in recent scholarship concerning early modern Ireland involves a more 

sophisticated understanding of the level of violence perpetrated by English servitors in Ireland.  This is of course a 

critical issue to be addressed concerning the question of whether or not the Nazi Genocide and Tudor Conquest are 

comparable processes, since it has always appeared that Nazi Genocide was much more lethal and destructive. 

Similarly, those writing about early modern Ireland, who have been called “reform” historians, have advanced several 

arguments that also appeared to minimize the destructiveness of the Tudor Conquest. First, they have argued that most 

English policies in Ireland usually concerned legal and administrative reforms based on negotiation and persuasion 

rather than violence. Second, they have asserted that Irish lords were the principal purveyors of violence in Ireland and 

that their violent behavior often forced English servitors to respond in kind. Third, they have contended that if there 

was extralegal violence in Ireland, it came only late in the century, although they differ upon which point at which it 

actually began. At the same time, other historians of early modern Ireland have raised questions about whether English 

violence in Ireland can be considered exceptional, since the English also resorted to violence in other parts of the Tudor 

state.
46

 
 

David Edwards, however, has raised several objections to these arguments. Conceding that Irish lords were responsible 

for much of the violence in Ireland, Edwards nevertheless argued that English violence against the Irish was pervasive, 

begun in the early years of Henry VIII‟s reign, and continuous throughout most of the Tudor period. It included not 

only wars,massacres and martial law, but a lengthy and disturbing pattern of widespread violence against the Irish, 

including women, children, and non-combatants, along with deliberate attempts to destroy crops and cattle with the 

intent of starving the population.
47

 
 

Much of the violence occurred during the five major wars waged by the English in Ireland during the sixteenth century, 

including those against Shane O‟Neill from 1557 to 1562 and 1563-7, against the Fitzmaurice confederacy from 1569-

73, the earl of Desmond from 1579-83, and the earl of Tyrone from 1594-1603. All told, there was not a year between 

1546 and 1603 in which the government of England was not engaged in some sort of military operation in Ireland.
48

 At 

the same time, the English expanded greatly the size of their military force on the ground and its firepower. An army of 

about 900 men in 1546 increased to over 2000 men in 1556 and over 4000 in 1566, and, at about this time, archers in 

the English forces were largely replaced by arguebusiers, who could inflict far more damage on their opponents.
49
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As the English military presence increased, the terms of engagement became more violent, and, while massacres that 

have been entitled as such are the most notorious form of it, there was also large-scale killing of other kinds, sometimes 

labelled as a massacre, sometimes not. It is not possible in the space of this article to describe every instance of extreme 

English violence toward the Irish, but many examples can be adduced, in this case, simply those which occurred 

between 1547 and 1562. In 1547 two-hundred O‟More kern were slaughtered by English soldiers. Also in 1547, 

English forces at the Battle of the Three Castles defeated Irish forces, although most of the killing appears to have been 

done after the battle. In 1556 Sussex and his Irish ally, the earl of Ormond, massacred two-hundred MacDonnells. A 

year later, Sussex, after storming Meelick Castle on the banks of the River Shannon, killed all the survivors. 

 Both Sussex and Henry Sidney were willing in the 1560s to keep killing the MacDonnells even after when they were 

at peace. In 1562 soldiers under the command of Andrew Brereton surrounded and killed MacDonnell troops as they 

slept.
50

 
 

The reports of English servitors involved in the Tudor conquest reveal a shocking indifference to the value of Irish life. 

Lord Grey de Wilton boasted that he had killed 1,485 people, as well as“those of a meaner sort … the account of which 

is beside number.”
51

 During the same period, Sir William Pelham reported that he and his men “consumed with fire all 

inhabitation and executed people wherever we found them.” In 1586 Sir Richard Bingham, who had served with Grey 

at Smerwick, surprised about 1,000 Scots gallowglass and their followers, and slaughtered them all. One of Bingham‟s 

captains recalled that in his long military experience, he “had never been so weary of killing men….” In the aftermath 

of his “scorched earth” campaign in Munster, Lord Mountjoy remarked that “we kill so many churls [unarmed 

peasants] that it grieveth me to think that it is necessary to do this.”
52

 
 

The English also routinely executed wandering men and women. Authority for such a practice was a component of the 

first commissions of martial law issued in 1556 by Sussex, and the practice was continued by subsequent deputies. The 

English, of course, also imposed harsh treatment on vagabonds in England, but in the case of Ireland they may have 

been equally harsh, since they were aware that no Irish lord could maintain an army without recruiting vagabonds or 

without billeting them in the homes of private citizens. Thus, the English waged a consistent campaign not only against 

vagabonds, but against those who would harbor, aid, or abet rebel activities, which would make them traitors, subject to 

execution and seizure of their land. Returning from one such expedition, Lord Deputy Sidney admitted that he could 

not remember how many “varlets” he had killed.
53

And, just as the Nazis deliberately executed members of the 

priesthood and the upper class in Poland as well as Soviet commissars, the English in Ireland executed bards, harpers, 

and rhymers, fearing their subversive potential.
54

 
 

Nazi officials often attempted to deliberately starve persons of groups they wished to eliminate, and there were at least 

three serious famines caused directly by English campaigns in Ireland, including one in 1557-9 in the east and 

northeast, in 1580-4 in Munster, and, perhaps, most deadly of all, from 1601-4 in the aftermath of the rebellion of Hugh 

O‟Neill. Of the famine that gripped Munster, the English poet and official in Ireland, Edmund Spenser, who witnessed 

it, wrote with little evident sympathy, “out of every corner of the woods and glynnes they came creeping forth on their 

hands, for their legges could not bear them; they looked like anatomies of death; they spake like ghosts crying out of 

their graves; they did eat the dead carrions, happy where they could find them.”
55

 
 

The destructiveness of English campaigns also made it difficult for the civilian population to survive. In a portrait 

repeated all too frequently by other observers, Archbishop George Dowdall reported that the devastation in central and 

southern Ulster was such that it was possible to ride for miles without seeing signs of life. The signs of famine, 

however, were everywhere. Houses were burned out and uninhabited; corn fields destroyed and cattle gone.
56

 A quarter 

century later, Edmund Spenser, described the effects of the English military campaign in Munster in similar terms. “In 

short space,” Spenser observed, “there were none [people or animals] almost left, and a most populous and plentiful 

country suddenly left void.”
57

 
 

It is not possible to calculate precisely how many people were killed by English officials, especially since many of 

those officials, like Sidney and Mountjoy, were unspecific about how many they had killed. But some extrapolation is 

possible. Based on figures from the Desmond war, one historian has reckoned the loss of Irish life during the Tudor 

Conquest at roughly 100,000 people. Another has estimated that during the 1580s alone, the population of Ireland was 

reduced by 30%. Given that the population of Ireland in 1540 was somewhere between three-quarters of a million and 

one million people, this represents a surprising death toll, especially when placed in the context of the sixteenth 

century. It is true that the number of those killed in the Nazi Genocide still far exceeds the number killed in Ireland. But 

when it is taken into account that the military technology and the number of soldiers available to the Nazis was far 

superior to that available to the English, it can be argued that these figures can be seen as at least roughly comparable.
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These are the most important similarities between the Nazi Genocide and the Tudor Conquest of Ireland, but they do 

not exhaust them. Both the English in Ireland and Nazi officials drew inspiration from classical models of conquest, 

and in particular the histories of the Roman expansion. As early as the 1530s, Sir Thomas Elyot in his The Book Named 

the Governor drew attention to the importance of the Roman historian Titus Livy. Livy‟s principal contention was that 

the success of Roman expansion, especially in the wars against Carthage, depended primarily upon the appointment of 

leaders who had the will to seize the moment with the most decisive and, if necessary, ruthless actions. Gabriel Harvey, 

tutor to Edmund Spenser and a member of an informal group that met regularly to discuss issues of war and 

colonization, read the works of many classical authors, but rated Livy the most highly.  
 

In the early1570s, members of the group, including Sir Thomas Smith, author of De Republica, Anglorum, published in 

1565, and his son, also named Thomas, studied Machiavelli‟s Discourses on Livy, in preparation for their plan to 

establish an English colony in Ulster.
59

 
 

Like the English in Ireland, Hitler studied Roman history and drew similar lessons, likening the fall of Carthage to the 

German surrender in 1918 in the sense that both were the result ofnations that lost the will to fight in the face of 

adversity and deserved the consequences of their failure. The fall of Carthage, Hitler wrote, “is the most horrible 

picture of such a slow execution of a people through its own desserts.” The conclusion was again clear: victory, 

whether it was against the Carthaginians, the Irish, or the Jews, would go to the strongest and most resolute.
60

 When 

some German commanders objected to the savagery of the campaign in Poland, Hitler dismissed their complaints as the 

childish objections of those who want to wage war with “salvation army methods.”
61

 
 

Both groups also evaluated their victims by the standards of an agrarian ideal concerning land utilization. Numerous 

English observers examined the ways the Irish utilized their lands and found them reprehensible. Their chief complaint 

was that the Irish were an unsettled, nomadic society, which they believed encouraged the pursuit of a lawless and 

dissolute life of cattle rustling and banditry. In 1575 Sir Henry Sidney attributed the lack of cultivation in Ireland to the 

Irish race. At roughly the same time Edward Tremayne blamed the Irish for “the destruction of all husbandrie.” Thirty 

years later, another English observer asserted that when “the breeding of cattle shall cease, then will the rebellion end.” 

Edmund Spenser thought that the Irish should be forced to farm, since the “keeping of cows leads to the idle life,” a “fit 

nursery for a thief.”
62

 
 

In the same way, Nazi officials championed the German farmer as the ideal human type. “The farmer,” Hitler declared, 

“is the most important participant in the Nazi Revolution, for a nation cannot exist without farmers.”
63

He was also 

aware that agricultural failure brought about the collapse on the home front that led to the German defeat in 1918, and 

nearly propelled Bolshevism to power in Germany. Thus, he also believed that the entire foreign policy of the Nazi 

state must be designed to safeguard the existence of those who cultivate the land. In the mind of Heinrich Himmler, 

Germany‟s future would be determined by “primeval German peasant warrior and farmer.”
64

 
 

Following their military success in Poland and the Soviet Union, the Germans found abundant confirmation for their 

suspicions about the inferiority of Slavic cultivation. Despite his low expectations for Polish farming, Hitler was still 

shocked by the pathetic state of Polish agriculture in the Warthegau region and considered pulling back and leaving the 

region and its wretched people to themselves.
65

 A small group of Germans who had previously farmed in East Africa 

subsequently took up farming in the Warthegau and immediately set about correcting the myriad of deficiencies they 

discovered, which included famished topsoil, the necessity of cultivating more than one crop, dilapidated areas for 

grazing and sheltering pigs and cows, and lack of trees.
66

Herman Goring thought that Polish farmers utilized barely 

10% of their available land.
67

The standards implied by the agrarian ideal could also be applied to the Jews, who were 

essentially an urban population, not “rooted” in the soil, and who were therefore not a real nation. The gypsies, too, 

were another group not rooted in cultivation; they, too, would have to be destroyed.
68

 
 

In a related concept, both the Tudor Conquest and the Nazi genocide were about land, territorial expansion, and 

population transfers. Central to Nazi planning was the drive to acquire new lands and the perceived advantages that 

would accrue from the large-scale transfer of objectionable peoples away from true Germans. At first, the thinking was 

that they might be transferred somewhere else, like the territory between the Vistula and Bug Rivers in Poland, or to 

Madagascar. Later, as the Nazis confronted the problem of dealing with Jews and other inferior groups in the 

conquered areas of Eastern Europe, their answer was to move millions of Jews into ghettoes.By 1942, when the Nazi 

leadership decided all Jews in conquered areas, including Germany, had to be eliminated, that meant that arrangements 

had to be made to transport Jews in all the Nazi-occupied areas of Europe to death camps. 
 

English officials involved in the Tudor Conquest also undertook several attempts at population transfer. In the 1550s, 

Sussex created two new shires along the Pale,called Laois-Offaly, with villages and methods of cultivation modelled 

along English practice. Sussex believed that the Irish population would come to recognize the superiority of English 

practice and institutions and be converted to them.
69
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In the 1580s, the Munster Plantation was created in the aftermath of the Desmond Rebellion and involved a more 

ambitious approach. The lands of 136 persons implicated in the rebellion were seized and surveyed. This time the lands 

would be distributed only to those Englishmen who had assisted in quashing the rebellion or to other persons of English 

birth, both to provide a model of English society and to ensure the security of Munster in the event of an anticipated 

Spanish invasion. In particular the English hoped to attract settlers from younger sons of landowning families and 

especially new settlers from the West Country of England.
70

 
\ 

There were also several attempts to colonize Ulster. In the 1560s Sir Henry Sidney envisioned a plan to divide the 

Tyrone lordship among its inhabitants as freeholders to the crown, expel the Scots by military force, and create an area 

east of the River Bann for civilized English settlement, protected by a network of garrisons.  

In the 1570s a major colonizing effort was undertaken in Ulster by Thomas Smith, who argued that its lands were 

desolate and wasted. Smith proposed developing them through the labor of Irish “churls” under the supervision of the 

younger sons of English gentlemen, who were without prospects in England. Smith had hoped to recruit at least 500 

such men, but in August 1572 he arrived in Ulster with only 100. A third effort to colonize Ulster, led this time by 

Walter Deveraux, the earl of Essex, ended with the massacre of Sir Brian McPhelim O‟Neill and his followers after a 

Christmas feast, and with Essex‟s recall to England.
71

 
 

It was never an implemented policy, but in 1596 Edmund Spenser proposed that the English undertake a military 

conquest of Ireland, commencing with an ultimatum demanding the unconditional surrender of the entire native 

population. An English army would then lay waste to the land, destroying all goods and livestock, even of those who 

had submitted to the ultimatum. This campaign of destruction would clear the way to starve the remaining population 

into submission, and conclude with the dispersion of survivors to different parts of the Ireland in an attempt to destroy 

all native family and kinship ties.
72

 
 

Both processes were underscored by corruption. Corruption is notoriously difficult to document, but we have already 

noted the extortionate proclivities of English military captains and Nazi officials. And there are many other examples. 

In the case of Ireland, Richard Boyle, who has been described as the “exemplar” of the late Elizabethan adventurer in 

Ireland, amassed an immense personal fortune that would have been difficult to acquire on simply a government 

salary.
73

The pervasiveness of corruption points to another similarity. Both the Nazis and the English believed that their 

endeavors would pay for themselves. In the Nazi case, the profits to be gained by the seizure of Jewish assets and the 

use of forced Jewish labor were central to their thinking; in the English case, English officials believed, although it was 

not realized, that the conquest could be financed through martial law and various exactions, such as the cess and a 

composition rent.
74

 
 

Finally, both sides saw themselves, not as aggressors, but as defenders of an imagined community of religious and 

racial virtue standing alone against the assault of an evil opposing force. The England of the Elizabethan Age was 

haunted by fear of an international Catholic conspiracy which would impose the evils of Catholicism upon virtuous 

English Protestants, thereby jeopardizing their path to salvation. The most likely way for a Catholic conspiracy to 

unfold would be through a Spanish attack by sea, but English officials also feared greatly the possibility of an invasion 

of England launched through Ireland. Many English men and women were convinced that, as the Elect Nation, they 

were experiencing a crisis in which their faith and status as the Elect Nation would face its severest test.
75

 
 

In the same way, the Nazis believed that Germany was threatened by an international Jewish conspiracy to seize its 

wealth and deny Germany its rightful place in the sun. In the 1930s many Nazileaders believed that a moment of crisis 

similar to the one faced by Elizabethan Englishmen was at hand. As Hitler stated in his famous 1939 speech to the 

Reichstag, “if the international Jewish financiers in and outside of Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once 

more into a world war, then the result will not be the Bolshevizing of the earth, and thus the victory of Jewry, but the 

annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.”
76

 
 

To conclude, it is the contention of this article that the Tudor Conquest of Ireland and the Nazi Genocide can be 

usefully compared, which is not to claim that they are identical. Ireland in the sixteenth-century was a component of the 

Tudor state, while European Jews in the twentieth century were stateless. And no one could accuse the sixteenth-

century Irish of being international financiers whose selfish machinations led the world into a Great Depression. The 

Tudor Conquest did not include gas chambers, ghettoization, a fanatical dictator, or depraved medical experiments, and 

the frightening devastation of the Nazi Genocide was much greater and occurred over a much shorter period of time, 

although one could argue that English attempts to control Ireland by force, which occurred between 1520 and 1603 and 
were almost continuous after 1556, were more sustained and thus comparable. 
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But no two historical processes are ever exactly alike, and, even in the case of the Nazi Genocide and the Stalinist 

terror, which seem comparable on many levels, there are considerable difficulties in sustaining the argument.
77

 But it is 

clear that the Tudor Conquest and the Nazi Genocide do have a great deal in common, arguably enough to make them 

worthy of serious comparison. Both were improvised tragedies, unfolding without a real plan, and with goals and 

strategies that were subject to change as conditions did. Both were driven to a significant extent by ambitious and often 

corrupt bureaucrats and servitors, influenced by a variable combination of religious prejudice along with classical and 

agrarian ideals, and who became increasingly eager to partake of the possibilities for wealth and power offered by their 

positions. Both the English and the Nazis believed that large-scale population transfers could address their problems, 

and that they occupied the moral high ground. The Nazi Genocide was more ambitious in its scope and more 

comprehensive in its destruction, but recent work by David Edwards has revealed that the gap between the two, while 

perceptible, is probably not as wide as was once imagined, and its impact comparable when the limitations of available 

technology and manpower are taken into account. 
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