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“The Dictatorship of Dr Cooke™:

Henry Cooke’s Tory Domination of Irish Presbyterianism Reconsidered

By Daniel Ritchie

The ecclesiastical historian Finlay Holmes described
the Revd Dr Henry Cooke (1788-1868) as a “Presbyte-
rian Champion of trinitarian orthodoxy and political
parson.”! This description reminds us of the signifi-
cance of Cooke both for his role in purging the Synod
of Ulster from Arianism in 1829 and in championing
the cause of the Conservative or Tory party in Ulster.
Despite Cooke’s importance in ensuring the triumph
of evangelicalism within the Synod of Ulster, which
would later lead to the renewal of full subscription to
the Westminster Confession in 1836, and union with
the Secession Synod to form the General Assembly of
the Presbyterian Church in Ireland (hereafter, PCI) in
1840, his political views were not always appreciated by
his fellow orthodox Presbyterians.>

One of the pitfalls of historical writing is falling into
the word-concept fallacy, that is, assuming that the us-
age of terms in different historical eras is identical to
their contemporary meaning. Thus it is essential that
we understand that the terms Conservative and Lib-
eral, when used with reference to Irish Presbyterians
in the nineteenth century, do not mean what they cur-
rently mean in modern politics—and especially not in
the politics of the modern United States. Nor is it cor-
rect to identify the labels Tory and Whig in the nine-
teenth century with their seventeenth-century usage.
The terms were originally used as insults: Whigs were
militant Scottish Presbyterians, while Tories were Irish
robbers.3 Consequently, it was easy for Presbyterian op-
ponents of Cooke to appeal to their historical link with
Whiggery and dismiss his political creed as aberrant.
Professor William Dool Killen, for instance, claimed
that “a Tory Presbyterian is a kind of ecclesiastical and
political contradiction ... something like snow in sum-
mer, or rain in harvest.... A Scotch Whig used to be just
another name for a true blue Presbyterian.”>

By the early nineteenth century, however, the term
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Tory in British politics was applied to defenders of es-
tablished institutions and especially the Church of Eng-
land. The British Whigs were advocates of greater civil
and religious liberty and a commitment to parliamen-
tary reform, which resulted in the Great Reform Act of
1832 (a measure that increased the ele¢torate in England
by forty-five percent and created parliamentary seats
in urban centres such as Birmingham and Manches-
ter).® Subsequently, the Whigs and the Radicals, who
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were more overtly antagonistic to the privileged posi-
tion of both the landed aristocracy and the Church of
England, increasingly converged around the common
name of Liberals.” Hence, Liberalism was so attractive
to nineteenth-century British Nonconformists because
the Liberal Party had inherited the Whig advocacy of
civil and religious liberty, and hoped that the Liberals
would abolish their grievances. One point that is cru-
cial to remember about British Liberalism in this era is
that it was deeply antagonistic to Roman Catholicism,
as is evinced by the Liberal Prime Minister, Lord John
Russell’s response to the Papal Aggression in 1850 and
by W. E. Gladstone’s subsequent criticism of the decla-
ration of Papal infallibility in 1870, which he believed
to be incongruous with British national sovereignty.?
In December 1834, the Tory Prime Minister, Sir Rob-
ert Peel, issued the Tamworth Manifesto, which laid
down the foundation principles for the modern Conser-
vative Party. Peel accepted the Reform Bill as “a final and
irrevocable settlement of a great constitutional ques-
tion”, and Peel committed himself to “a careful review
of institutions, civil and ecclesiastical, undertaken in a
friendly temper combining, with the firm maintenance
of established rights, the correction of proved abuses
and the redress of real grievances” The Conservative
Party of Peel was not that of reactionary Toryism, but
one of moderate and careful progress in opposition to
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radical turbulence.'® This point is crucial for under-
standing the politics of Peel’s admirer, Henry Cooke.
When speaking at Hillsborough in 1834, Cooke set out
his vision of Conservatism that was similar to that of
Peel’s. He listed the following principles of a Conserva-
tive: “to protect no abuse than can be proved; to resist
reckless innovation, not rational reform; to sacrifice no
honest interest to hungry clamour; to yield no principle
to time-serving expediency; and to stand by religion in
opposition to every form of infidelity**

Peel’'s moderate, reformist Conservatism was criti-
cised by more purist Tories, including the later Con-
servative Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli, for being
insufficiently resolute in defending the ancient institu-
tions of the crown, the House of Lords, and the estab-
lished church. In Coningsby (1844), Disraeli criticised
the Tamworth Manifesto as “an attempt to construct a
party without principles” that was not really equipped
to conserve the prerogatives of the crown, the House of
Lords, or the Church of England. Disraeli thought that
such “Conservatism assumes in theory that everything
established should be maintained; but adopts in practice
that everything that is established is indefensible” In-
stead, all it was doing was bringing about a temporary
pause in radical agitation.'> Owing to Peel’s clash with
Queen Victoria over the so-called Bedchamber Crisis of
1839, in Sybil (1845) Disraeli wrote that “Sir Robert Peel
is not the leader of the Tory party.”*3 Notwith§tanding
the concerns of the likes of Disraeli with Peel’s depar-
tures from traditional Toryism, the party label Con-
servative had displaced that of Tory by the mid-1830s,
though the two terms were often used interchangeably,
as they till are today in British politics."4

In nineteenth-century Ulster, the Conservative Party
represented those who identified most closely with the
rights of Irish landed property and maintaining the
privileged status of the established Church of Ireland.
The Liberal Party, by way of contrast, represented the
non-conformist interest, the urban middle-class, and
the rights of tenant farmers in opposition to landlords.
The majority of Ulster Presbyterian ministers supported
the Liberal Party, but the majority of Presbyterian lay-
men who had the vote in this era voted for the Conser-
vative Party (albeit such voting took place under a very
limited ele¢toral franchise). Henry Cooke, as a decided
Conservative, was determined to establish a close work-
ing relationship between his fellow Presbyterians and
the Church of Ireland in opposition to militant Roman
Catholicism (buoyed by Daniel O’Connell’s successful
campaign for Catholic Emancipation, which the Brit-
ish parliament conceded in 1829), Irish nationalism’s
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desire for a repeal of the union with Britain, and po-
litical radicalism.">

Writing in the British and Foreign Evangelical Review
a few years after Cooke’s death, the Revd Professor Rich-
ard Smyth, who was later the Liberal Member of Par-
liament for Derry (1874-78), stated that “there remains
the outstanding and solid fact that Dr Cooke’s position
as a Calvinistic polemic and ecclesiastical reformer has
made his life the common property of the British and
American Churches”*® Smyth’s admiration for Cooke’s
theological orthodoxy could not mask his disdain for
the latter’s political opinions. Indeed, Smyth went so far
as to maintain that “Dr Cooke’s real life-work began and
ended with the purgation of the Synod of Ulster from
the leaven of Arianism. But for this great achievement
it would scarcely have been worth while to write his life
atall”" In the opinion of the Presbyterian ecclesiastical
historian the Revd W. T. Latimer (1842-1919), writing a
generation after Cooke’s decease, the Irish Presbyterian
Church went through a period that he describes as “the
dictatorship of Dr Cooke” Latimer also implies that
Cooke’s Toryism inspired his ecclesiastical policies.'®

Latimer’s analysis was not unique, as some of Henry
Cooke’s contemporaries viewed him as a power-hun-
gry individual who was bent on domination.'® More
recently, the historian Roy Foster has claimed that
“Cooke’s ascendancy indicated that Ulster had little
use for political and theological liberalism*° The late
religious historian Nigel Yates also claimed that “from
about 1830 until his death in 1868, the dominant voice
of Irish Presbyterians ... was that of Henry Cooke.
Professor Yates did not believe that Cooke’s campaign
against the Arians was motivated primarily by theol-
ogy. Instead, he asserted that “It was not Arianism that
Cooke opposed but rather the political outlook that led
towards Arianism.... He wanted to move the Presbyte-
rian clergy from the Whig to the Tory camp.” He also
claimed that Presbyterian attitudes to the question of the
Whig government’s proposals for National Education
in Ireland “were determined largely by the vociferous
opposition of the Revd Henry Cooke who had gained
effective control over the Synod of Ulster by 1830.”%*

Conversely, the Irish historian S. J. Connolly main-
tains that it is doubtful whether or not there was any
such connection between a politically conservative out-
look and Old Light theological views or between New
Light theology and political Liberalism.>* Likewise, the
late political historian Frank Wright also maintained
that the “evangelical revival of the 1820s and 1830s had
many advocates who were political Liberals”?3 This
essay argues that the analyses offered by Professors
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Connolly and Wright are essentially correct and that
Cooke did not exercise a Tory dictatorship over the
Presbyterian Church. It does so by examining the sec-
ondary literature on Cooke and Irish Presbyterianism
and by drawing attention to previously underutilised
primary sources.

The above assertions concerning a link between
Cooke’s theology and his Conservative politics are not
entirely devoid of substance, however. We should re-
member that it was Cooke’s stated aim when speaking
at a Protestant demonstration at Hillsborough, County
Down, in 1834 was to wed the Presbyterian Church to
the Conservative Party.>4 In what was probably Cooke’s
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last letter, written less than two weeks before his death
in December 1868, he reminded the Lord Lieutenant of
Ireland (James Hamilton) of “the services which during
along life I have been enabled to render to the Conser-
vative party” Cooke recommended that his son-in-law,
the Revd Dr Josias Leslie Porter, replace him as the Gen-
eral Assembly’s Regium Donum agent. He informed the
Duke of Abercorn that “Dr Porter holds those consti-
tutional principles for which I have always contended.
He has shown himself both able and willing to defend
and promote them.... I believe that his appointment as
my successor would give great satisfaction to the Con-
servative party in Belfast and throughout Ulster”?> Ev-
idently, the promotion of Conservative politics was a
major concern of Cooke’s until the end of his life.
Cooke remained committed to the Conservative
Party even when it was seemingly acting against Pres-
byterian interests. For instance, Cooke disagreed with
the Conservative Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel, on
the controversy surrounding state intrusion within the
established Church of Scotland, which eventually led to
the Disruption and the formation of the Free Church of
Scotland in 1843.2% Nonetheless, in March 1842 he told
Peel that it was his “sincere desire to keep the Presbyte-
rian people on the side of a Conservative Government,
& to see that Government prosperously contained in

with respect to the major British political parties: “I repudiate the
name of Whig. Neither am I a Tory; for though as the Whigs have
grown worse, Tories have grown better — yet have they some things
about them, as a political party, I dare not adopt or approve ... But
whilst I reject alike the name of “Whig or Tory;” I decidedly avow
myself a CONSERVATIVE. “Great Protestant Down Meeting;” Trish
Protestant, 1, 9, (January 1835), 142.

25. Henry Cooke to Lord Lieutenant, 1 December 1868 (National
Archives of Ireland, Dublin, CSORP/1869/18139).

26. For the Scottish Disruption in its wider context, see John Wolffe,
The Expansion of Evangelicalism: The Age of Wilberforce, More, Chalm-
ers and Finney (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2006), 209-11; Stew-
art J. Brown, The National Churches of England, Ireland, and Scotland,
1801-1846 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 292-312, 348-62.

27. Henry Cooke to Robert Peel, 4 March 1842 (British Library,
London, Peel Papers, Add MS 40503, ff 245-50).

28. Henry Cooke to Robert Peel, 15 January 1842 (British Library,
London, Peel Papers, Add MS 40500, ff 112-21).

29. Robert Peel to James Emerson Tennent, Oc¢tober 1842 (Public
Record Office of Northern Ireland, Belfast, Emerson Tennent Papers,
D2922/A/29/5).

30. Fergus O’Ferrall, “Daniel O’Connell and Henry Cooke: The
Conflict of Civil and Religious Liberty in Modern Ireland,” Trish
Review, 1 (1986), 24.

31. Andrew R. Holmes, The Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian Belief ¢
Practice, 1770-1840 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 4.

32. Jonathan J. Wright, The “Natural Leaders” and their World: Poli-
tics, Culture and Society in Belfast, c. 1801-1832 (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2012), 9-10.

52

your hands”?7 Cooke also told Peel that “I have, ever
since your accession, endeavoured to stand between
your government & all public clamour, and have been
liable in this endeavour to receive some of the blows
otherwise intended for you’?8 For Peel’s part, when
discussing the dispute with the Scottish non-intrusion-
ists, he told James Emerson Tennent that “I am equally
gratified by the confidence in me which Dr Cooke has
been good enough publicly to express and by his wise
counsel to the Presbyterians of the North of Ireland to
forbear from active demonstrations.”*?

The question, though, is whether or not Cooke was
successful in wedding Presbyterianism and Toryism.
The purpose of this historiographical essay is to deter-
mine whether or not Latimer’s claim (cited above) may
be sustained by the facts. Since Presbyterians are often
thought to have gone from radicals to conservatives in
the decades following the 1798 rebellion, answering this
question is fundamental to understanding Presbyterian
political identity in the nineteenth century.3°In answer-
ing this question, we should not underestimate Cooke’s
importance to nineteenth-century Ulster Presbyterian-
ism. Andrew R. Holmes, the leading authority on Irish
Presbyterian history, reminds us that Cooke was “the
most prominent Presbyterian of the nineteenth cen-
tury” and “the figurehead of the evangelical movement”
within the Synod of Ulster prior to the Arian schism.3!
The historian Jonathan J. Wright has recently stated that
the dominant theme in the existing historiography of
nineteenth-century Ulster Presbyterianism concerns
the rise of Cooke and the related issues of the rise of
theological orthodoxy and the withdrawal of the Re-
monstrants (Arians and other non-subscribers) from
the Synod of Ulster.3* Given the centrality of Cooke to
Ulster Presbyterianism, the historiographical question
of his supposed Tory dictatorship of the Presbyterian
Church is one worth investigating. Although Latimer
began his chapter in the aftermath of Cooke’s victory
over the Arians in 1829 and ends with the union of the
General Synod of Ulster with the Seceders to form the
PCI in 1840, giving a full answer to this historiographi-
cal question necessitates a broadening of the time frame
to before and after these dates.

In order to establish the validity or otherwise of Lat-
imer’s thesis, it is essential to determine whether or not
Cooke’s campaign against Arianism (1821-29) was po-
litically motivated. If it was, then the dictatorship the-
sis appears plausible because then Cooke would have
pursued this separation with the intention of convert-
ing Presbyterians to political Conservatism. Contrary
to Latimer’s claim that the period of Cooke’s reign “as
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an absolute dictator” ended with the union, his biog-
rapher Finlay Holmes argues that Cooke’s era of pres-
tige and influence in Presbyterian Ulster ended in 1852
with the savage criticism he had received on the part of
Presbyterian supporters of tenant right for his part in
lending weight to the Conservatives during the general
election of that year.33

In order to avoid giving a truncated answer to the his-
toriographical question, it is necessary to cover events
between 1821 and 1852 in our analysis. Accordingly,
this essay shall examine Cooke’s motives in combating
Arianism, his campaigns against the Belfast Academi-
cal Ingtitution (Inst), Catholic Emancipation, and Na-
tional Education, his advocacy of pan-Protestantism,
his repulse of Daniel O’Connell’s Repeal campaign, his
views on the Tenant Right movement and the strength
of Presbyterian Liberalism.34 Owing to the limited suc-
cess Cooke achieved in imposing his political views on
the Presbyterian Church, it will be argued that the dic-
tatorship thesis has not been adequately proven.

L

Cooke’s victory in the Arian controversy raises the ques-
tion of whether or not his crusade was, as the histo-
rian John Jamieson suggests, a pretext for bringing the
Synod of Ulster within the pale of political conserva-
tism.35 There is some circumstantial evidence to sug-
gest Cooke that was politically motivated. Cooke was
on good terms with Arians in the early years of his min-
istry. For instance, in 1810 Cooke did not protest over
the Synod of Ulster’s reinstatement of a Unitarian, the
Revd Joseph Ker of Ballee.36 Hence, Jamieson argued
that it was Cooke’s later fear that the Arians would con-
vert Presbyterians to political radicalism that caused
him to campaign against this heresy.3”

This conclusion is not pure conjecture, as Cooke
recognised a link between heterodoxy and radicalism.
When speaking before a parliamentary committee in
March 1825 (chaired by Viscount Palmerston), Cooke
denied that the Arians in Ulster “teach any dangerous
political creed? Still, he maintained that Arianism un-
dermined biblical authority and argued that “the man
who weakens the authority of Scripture, shakes to their
foundation the pillars of civil society’3® Furthermore,
the Unitarian missionary John Smethurst, Cooke’s ad-
versary at Killyleagh in 1821, was thought to have held
revolutionary political opinions which “imbibed the
$pirit of ’98."39 And so Cooke may have concluded that
there was a psychological link between theological lib-
eralism and political radicalism. The importance of
psychology should not be underestimated, especially
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since the 1798 rebellion, which Cooke despised, involved
bloodshed and violence on a massive scale.4° If Cooke
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saw a link between heterodoxy and political radical-
ism—which he did—then it is not totally unreason-
able to suggest that a fear that Arianism would lead to
revolutionary politics was an important factor in in-
$piring his crusade.

As minister of First Killyleagh (1818-29), moreover,
Cooke came under the influence of a politically con-
servative and evangelical ruling elder, Captain Sydney
Hamilton Rowan, who was determined to eradicate
Arianism from the Synod of Ulster.4* While difficult to
prove conclusively, Rowan may have convinced Cooke
that heterodoxy was a socially subversive force.#? Since
J. L. Porter suggested that Rowan exercised a profound
influence over Cooke, both theologically and politi-
cally, it seems plausible that Rowan helped Cooke to
see a link between heresy and political radicalism.*3
Yet this acknowledgement does not justify the historian
John Barkley’s conclusion that “the evidence is rather
againgt [Cooke’s] primary motive being theological”44
If Cooke believed that heretical theology undergirded
revolutionary politics, his primary motive would still
have been theological, as bad theology was at the root
of bad politics—the latter being an outgrowth of the
former. It is also clear from Cooke’s speeches in the

Synod during the Arian controversy that theological
concerns were paramount. He repeatedly offered bib-
lical and doctrinal reasons why it was the duty of or-
thodox ministers to rid the Synod of a heresy that was
destructive to the gospel. 45

John Jamieson’s thesis, that Cooke opposed Arianism
to rid the Synod of Ulster of political Liberals, is overly
reductionist.4® For instance, William Bruce’s appoint-
ment to Inst in 1821 as professor of Latin and Greek was
seen as a sop to political conservatives: Cooke nonethe-
less opposed it for theological reasons, as Bruce was an
Arian.%” Additionally, other Arians, such as Dr Robert
Black, were Tories in their politics.4® Thus, religious
heterodoxy did not equate with political Liberalism,
nor did orthodoxy equate with Toryism. The denial of
many cardinal doctrines by the Arians had eventually
convinced Cooke that Arians and Old Lights could no
longer remain in the same church.4® Importantly, in a
context of increasing evangelicalism, Cooke viewed the
Arians’ heterodoxy on the Trinity and Christ’s person as
undermining the basis of Christian salvation.5° The Ari-
ans were arguably the aggressors in the conflict, as it was
Smethurst’s Unitarian crusade which provoked Cooke to
oppose Arianism.>* Also, Cooke feared that the Arians
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would exclude evangelicals from the Synod of Ulster, as
they had done in Geneva’s Protestant churches.>* These
factors appear to lend support to the view that Cooke
was primarily motivated by theology, not because he
thought the exclusion of the Arians would turn the
Synod of Ulster into a Tory bastion.

In fact, the historian Gerald Hall has recently sug-
gested that the departure of the Remonstrants weakened
Cooke politically. He argues that the Arians “provided
Cooke with a stick with which to threaten the rest of
the synod. Any disagreement with Cooke could bring
insinuations of heterodoxy. After the departure of the
Non-subscribers, Cooke’s stick was gone”>3 Addition-
ally, if Cooke was chiefly motivated by politics, then why
did he not separate from the Presbyterian evangelicals
who were political Liberals, which he could have done
by joining the more congenial environment of the es-
tablished Church of Ireland? If Cooke was primarily
motivated by politics, then theological or ecclesiologi-
cal differences with Anglicans should not have been an
obstacle to Cooke joining with fellow political Conser-
vatives in the establishment.>4 While it is impossible
for us to know for certain what Cooke’s motives were,
it seems highly unsafe to dogmatically conclude that he
was chiefly motivated by politics.>

II.

From its opening in 1814, the Belfast Academical Insti-
tution was a thorn in the flesh to political Conserva-
tives owing to the presence of radicals such as William
Drennan and William Tennent on its governing body,
and especially since the drinking of seditious toasts in
1816.5% Although he later became a Conservative ally
of Cooke’s, in 1831 William Tennent’s son-in-law, James
Emerson Tennent (who had married his daughter the
previous year), complained about the damage that had
been done to Inst “by giving that fiend Cooke an oppor-
tunity of quoting [John] Edgar’s opinion of its heterodox
& dangerous lectures.”>” Desbite its political Liberalism,
Cooke was not one of Inst’s early opponents.5® When
Robert Black sought to stop the Synod from appointing
a divinity professor at Inst in 1816, he was powerfully
opposed by Cooke among others.>®

Still, the appointment of the Arian William Bruce
to the chair of Greek and Hebrew in 1821 led Cooke to
re-evaluate his opinions.®° Cooke linked Bruce’s ap-
pointment with Smethurst’s Unitarian mission, claiming
that Bruce had introduced Smethurst to various Ul-
ster pulpits.®! Far from exercising dictatorial influence
over his brethren at the 1822 Synod, Cooke’s attempt to
get them to condemn Bruce’s appointment ended in
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failure.% Moreover, Cooke’s comments before a Royal
Commission in 1825 provoked uproar, as he claimed
Inst was becoming “a great seminary of Arianism.’%3
Even the Seceders, Old Lights, and the usually pro-
Cooke Belfast News-Letter opposed this insinuation.%4
It is also noteworthy that in 1826 Cooke was colluding
with the Archbishop of Armagh, John George Beresford
for a Presbyterian theological professor at a proposed
new university in Armagh. Significantly, Beresford told
Henry Goulburn, the Chief Secretary for Ireland, that
he should regard “Mr Cook’s [sic] letter as strictly con-
fidential as the avowal of such sentiments as he has ex-
pressed would be injurious to him with many persons
among the Presbyterians.’6> Goulburn was sympathetic

52. Cooke, Illustration and Defence, 37-38.
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to this idea, but stated that “if the desire of such a sys-
tem was only entertained by a limited number of the
Presbyterian body, its advantage would appear to me
more questionable.’¢6

In July 1825, Cooke wrote to the Home Secretary,
Robert Peel on the evils of Inst. Cooke told Peel that
“Experience has established the Institution as an ad-
equate literary seminary—but has raised many sus-
picions, & much decided opposition upon grounds
partly political, but chiefly religious” While recognis-
ing a political element to his opposition to Inst, Cooke
§till claimed that “The introduction of Arian Professors
has been the immediate cause of suspicion & opposition
on the part of the Synod” Cooke expressed a desire to
see a government-endowed Presbyterian college estab-
lished in Ulster. He did not wish to see such an institu-
tion established merely for theological reasons. Instead,
Cooke informed Peel that such a policy would also be
in the best interests of the government:

I am convinced, a Presbyterian college in some chief
town of Ulster would lay the people and ministers un-
der deep obligations to government, and increase that
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$pirit of loyalty pervading the whole Presbyterian body.
Having turned my attention to this object, I am con-
vinced, that a sum for six to ten thousand for buildings
and from nine to fifteen hundred a year for endow-
ments, would be found amply sufficient.”

Clearly, there was a political motivation underlying
Cooke’s attacks on the Belfast Academical Institu-
tion, even if his concerns were primarily theological.
We should, nevertheless, be wary of taking the above
comments too much at face value. After all, Cooke was
writing to Peel at the time. It is probable that he was
overemphasising the political dimension for the ben-
efit of the politician. Finlay Holmes, though, reminds
us that had this letter “been made public it is likely that
his [Cooke’s] influence in the synod would have been
destroyed.’68

A fresh opportunity to attack the Institution pre-
sented itself with the appointment of John Ferrie to
the chair of moral philosophy, which was an issue that
dominated the 1829 Synod meeting at Lurgan. Yet it is
important to note that it was the moderate evangelical
James Carlile, rather than Cooke, who was initially the
chief aggressor.%9 Carlile was the candidate for the chair
whom Cooke supported. He told Thomas Chalmers, the
leading evangelical in the Church of Scotland, that “I
have no doubt” that Carlile was “highly esteemed by you
both as a Christian, & a man of talents and learning.”7°

Suspicions that Ferrie’s philosophy would logically
lead to atheism and scepticism led to the Synod of Ulster
withdrawing students from his class. It must be empha-
sised that this time it was not Cooke, but the Reformed
Presbyterian and Secession synods who took the ini-
tiative in attacking Ferri€’s teaching.”* Concerns about
Ferrie’s teaching were even expressed by the Arian, Wil-
liam Bruce in the Unitarian ‘Bible Christian magazine for
savouring too much of Idealism in opposition to Com-
mon Sense Realism. And James McKnight also raised
such apprehensions about Ferrie in the Belfast News-
Letter.”> So, even though the Synod of Ulster’s students
were moved to a class in Cooke’s May Street Church, it is
a mistake to see this incident, as John Jamieson did, as
a sign of Cooke’s dictatorship.”3 Clearly, some of those
who had previously opposed Cooke’s policy towards
Ingt agreed with him on this point.

Still, it would be wrong to deny completely that
there was a political dimension to Cooke’s opposition
to Ferrie. Cooke privately told James Emerson Ten-
nent in March 1835 that “The College was endowed for
the Presbyterians, & we are turned out, & ever will be,
by the pestilent heresies in Religion & Politics that it
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seems destined to engender & pour over the land?” This
comment indicates that Cooke was concerned about
more than just the theology of Inst, and he expressed
his conviction that “the best thing Government could
do, would be to enable us to establish a Rival to the In-
stitution.”74 The eventual breach between Inst and the
Presbyterian Church over the appointment of Arian
divinity professors in 1841 was a triumph for Cooke.”>
Nonetheless, this development should not be inter-
preted as evidence of a conservative dictatorship, as
most Presbyterians who agreed with him on Inst did
not embrace his politics.”®

IIL

Despite his victory over the Arians in 1829, Cooke had
little success in getting the Synod of Ulster to oppose
the granting of Catholic Emancipation in the same year.
Ulster Presbyterians had long supported emancipation,
with the Synod of Ulster expressing its approbation for
the Catholic Relief A& (Ireland) in 1793 and called for
an end to political disabilities on account of religion in
1813.77 Finlay Holmes argued that Cooke did not fun-
damentally disagree and that he was in favour of eman-
cipation, so long as it did not denigrate the Protestant
character of the state.”8 Not all of his contemporaries
viewed Cooke’s attitude in such a charitable light. The
clerk of the Synod of Ulster, William Porter, for in-
stance, claimed that his support for emancipation was
the real cause of Cooke’s antagonism to his Arianism.”?
Yet Cooke remained aloof from the ultra-Protestant
anti-emancipation agitation, a fact which challenges
the portrayal of Cooke as a base servant of Protestant
ascendancy interests.8°

Cooke’s opposition to the eventual introduction of
emancipation was probably more a result of it being per-
ceived as a concession to Daniel O’Connell’s agitation,
which was viewed as threatening the peace of the coun-
try.8% In particular, Cooke appears to have been con-
cerned about the role of peasants in the emancipation
campaign, thinking that this could become a means of
restoring forfeited estates into Roman Catholic hands.3?
Far from exercising dictatorial power over the Gen-
eral Synod of Ulster, when Cooke and Robert Stewart
mounted a belated to campaign to rouse the Synod to
resist emancipation and protect the Protestant character
of the British state, they were completely unsuccessful.
Such was Cooke’s weakness that his opposition to eman-
cipation was ineffective even within his own Dromore
Presbytery.®3 This point demonstrates that Henry Mont-
gomery’s claim that Cooke had united “evangelicalism
with Orangeism” is fundamentally flawed.84 Cooke was
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not fully subservient to the ascendancy opposition to
emancipation and the orthodox in the Synod of Ulster
did not all follow his political agenda.

Cooke’s opposition to the Whig government’s Na-
tional Education system could plausibly be regarded
as evidence of his dictatorship, as the Synod of Ulster
voted in favour of his position in 1832 and 1834.85 In
1831 the government, through the Chief Secretary of
Ireland, Edward Stanley, established the Board of Com-
missioners for National Education in Ireland. An an-
nual parliamentary granted funded the board, which
supported locally run schools that were intended to be
non-denominational but with the provision that the
children could receive religious instruction from a cler-
gyman of their own denomination outside the hours of
secular teaching.36
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Some orthodox Presbyterians such as James Carlile
supported the government’s system of National Edu-
cation, and he sat as one of the Commissioners on the
Board of Education and wrote to Thomas Chalmers in
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its defence.8” The Seceders also were favourable to the
scheme, but informed the government that “we can
not conscientiously countenance a system of educa-
tion, which does not make provision for a sufficient
daily reading of the Scriptures, in schools, by children,
whose Parents, and Guardians are desirous they should
do 5088 Cooke, by way of contrast, vehemently op-
posed it. In the November 1831 edition of The Ortho-
dox Presbyterian, a periodical that Cooke edited along
with James Seaton Reid and James Morgan, an article
appeared denouncing the plans for National Education
and it was followed by further articles in subsequent
issues.39 Commenting on these events seventy years
later, Latimer believed that Cooke and his fellow Con-
servatives were willing to oppose anything, so long as
it would weaken the power of a government that had
attacked aristocratic privileges.9°

Yet such a judgment is too severe because Cooke had
reason to attack the system. For instance, he was opposed
to scripture extracts, which the government approved,
being read in the schools.9" Cooke argued that allow-
ing scripture to be “mutilated” so that only select por-
tions were read, essentially distorted its meaning and
encouraged the spread of “Popery, Unitarianism, and
every possible form of apostacy and infidelity”9* He
also told Dr John Lee of Edinburgh that the National
Board of Education was unacceptable because “it cre-
ated an unpresbyterial prelacy over religious instruc-
tion, to which, as Presbyterians we could not possibly
submit” While Cooke had serious religious objections
to the scheme, his claim that “opposition to the govern-
ment scheme was not political” should not be taken at
face value. Indeed, just after making that remark, he told
Lee that “the supporters of the supreme acts with a few
exceptions, were ... Radicals—Levellers—& every form
of Infidels”3 Thus, it is fair to conclude that he had both
religious and political objections to National Education.

It is too simplistic, however, to conclude that
Cooke’s views were dominant. First, the attendance at
the Cookstown Synod in 1832 was very low, with only
twenty-seven ministers and twenty elders present.94 A
better-attended Synod may not have been swayed by
Cooke. Second, according to Latimer’s account, many
ministers of the Synod of Ulster thought that the new
system, with some adjustments, would improve educa-
tional standards in Ireland.®5 Third, at the Synod of Ul-
ster in 1834, when Cooke proposed amendments to John
Barnett’s motion that ministers should put their schools
under the board, he had to rely on the votes of ruling
elders as the majority of ministers opposed him.9%

Also, Latimer’s contention that Presbyterian
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opponents of National Education were under the in-
fluence of the Orange Society is too facile.97 In oppo-
sition to such contemporary assertions, Cooke told Lee
“As to Orange antipathy—our ministers feel it not. There
is not an Orangeman in the body”9® Even if we do not
take Cooke’s denials at face value, we must remember
that other Presbyterian opponents of the system, such
as the Revd Dr John Brown of Ahagadowey, were Whigs
in their politics.?2 Consequently, it appears that Cooke
did not exercise a Tory dictatorship over fellow Presby-
terians when opposing National Education, since those
with different political views were also opposed to at
least some aspects of it.

V.

In light of the later pan-Protestant opposition to Irish
home rule, it would be easy to conclude with the his-
torian Fergus O’Ferrall that Cooke succeeded in get-
ting Presbyterians and Irish Anglicans to unite against
a common enemy.'°° To do so, however, is to com-
mit the ahistorical mistake of reading history back-
wards. Speaking at Hillsborough in 1834, in light of a
perceived attack on the Established Church through the
Irish Church Temporalities Act (1833), which sought to
cut the number of Irish bishops from twenty-two to ten
and reduce the Church of Ireland’s income, Cooke rea-
soned that, since their common Protestantism was in
danger, Presbyterians and Anglicans should be prepared
to co-operate in matters of mutual interest.*®* On that
occasion, Cooke said “I publish the banns of a sacred
marriage of Chrigtian forbearance where they differ, of
Christian love where they agree, and of Christian co-
operation in all matters where their common safety is
concerned”'°* He was careful to explicitly assert his
Presbyterian identity, as he claimed that he defended
the Anglican Church as a descendant of the “English
and Scottish Puritans, in the line both of religion and
politics” All he was doing was calling on Presbyterian
and Anglicans to unite against a common foe as they
did during the Glorious Revolution.'3

Yet Cooke failed to convince all his fellow Irish Pres-
byterians.'®4 The Revd Daniel Gunn Browne even ac-
cused him of betraying Presbyterianism and forgetting
that prelacy was an aberrant form of Protestantism and
how Episcopalians had persecuted their covenanting
forebears.'°> Hence, for Browne, any suggestion of co-
operation between these groups was absurd.’°® An-
drew R. Holmes has recently argued that “it was Prelatic
persecution in the seventeenth century that informed
the Presbyterian critique of Cooke’s policy”*°7 This ar-
gument was a straw-man, however, as Cooke was not
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calling for Presbyterian co-operation with the descen-
dants Laudian prelacy or of those who persecuted the
Scottish Covenanters but with their fellow Reformed
evangelicals in the Church of Ireland.’®® Nevertheless,
far from being a dictator, Cooke’s influence could not
extend so far as to heal the wounds of a long history of
Anglican-Presbyterian conflict.*®?

Indeed, a bitter controversy between Anglicans and
Presbyterians at Derry in 1838-39 seemed to highlight
further the divergence between the denominations."°
This reassertion of Presbyterian identity in the contro-
versy helped to cement the union between the Synod of
Ulster and the Seceders in 1840, which, although sup-
ported by Cooke, did not lead to the co-operation be-
tween Presbyterians and Anglicans which he desired.™*
The later rise of Pan-Protestantism was facilitated by
events such as the 1859 revival and the disestablishment
of the Church of Ireland in 1869—71. Its emergence may
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be viewed as a partial victory for Cooke, even if it was
not the marriage with the established church that he
had proposed.’>

Conversely, it is questionable whether Cooke’s own
theological trajectory was conducive to Protestant
unity, as his adoption of confessional subscription in
1835-36, restored communion with the Church of Scot-
land (which the Scottish establishment had broken in
1799),"3 and support for exclusive psalmody in 1840 ar-
guably further emphasised intra-Protestant divisions."4
In 1837, he wrote to Thomas Chalmers to complain of
James Carlile’s opposition to subscription. Cooke also
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sought clarification as to how the Church of Scotland
interpreted the Westminster Confession’s teaching on
six-day creation, explaining that his Presbytery had
refused to ordain a candidate owing to scruples about
this part of the Confession."'5 Even a politically Lib-
eral critic such as Richard Smyth granted that Cooke
was both zealous and sincere in his veneration for the
Westmingter Confession:

But if ever a man was justified in being keenly sensitive
to the honour of the Westminster Confession of Faith,
that man was Henry Cooke. He had waged a long and
arduous war for that venerable document. It was iden-
tified alike with his conflicts and his triumphs. He had
studied its doctrines until they had become a part of
his better being. For him it was no mere conglomer-
ate of dogmas, heavy and hard; but rather a fountain
of living waters, fresh and bountiful as the grace of that

Divine Redeemer whom it placed upon the throne. 1

If Cooke’s ecclesiastical policy was motivated primarily
by Toryism and not by genuine zeal for theological or-
thodoxy, these were strange positions to adopt.

Cooke’s repulse of Daniel O’Connell’s agitation for
Repeal of the parliamentary union between Ireland
and Britain from Belfast in 1841 meant that he reached
the pinnacle of his popularity among Ulster Protes-
tants. However, it is a mistake to over-emphasise this
point as Repeal was opposed by all shades of northern
Protestant opinion—including political Liberals and
Unitarians.’” They feared that O’Connell was out to
establish a Roman Catholic ascendancy, and believed
that Ulster’s economic prosperity was contingent upon
the union."8 These arguments are significant in terms
of Ulster Protestant identity, as they would form the
pillars of later unionist polemics against Irish home
rule.™™® The general acceptance of Cooke’s opposition
to Repeal does not prove that Ulster Presbyterians had
become political Conservatives. Instead, the politically
Liberal among them believed that the aims of the United
Irish movement (in terms of civic republicanism) had
been largely fulfilled in the union and that a reversion
to an ascendancy parliament, albeit of a different creed,
would be a retrograde step.!>°

Cooke was clearly not exercising a dictatorial influ-
ence over the Presbyterian Church when he opposed
Repeal but was merely reflecting the views of the vast
majority of his co-religionists who did not fully em-
brace his political outlook on other matters.*** Writ-
ing to O’Connell’s associate W. J. O’Neill Daunt many
years later in 1864, it is interesting to note that the
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Presbyterian Irish nationalist, John Martin, viewed both
Cooke and Montgomery as equally unionist in their
politics. Concerning the Ulster Presbyterians, Martin
said that “Dr Cooke is their leader & master, and he
is intensely pro-English. Dr Montgomery, the leading
minister of the Unitarians (who though so few in num-
ber are yet important from wealth and intelligence) is
also intensely pro-English.”*?*

V.

If Cooke exercised a dictatorial influence over the Pres-
byterian Church in the interests of Tory politics, then he
was an impotent despot when it came to Tenant Right.
Cooke was not entirely opposed to the concept of Ten-
ant Right, which was a demand for the three-fs of fair
rent, the fixity of tenure, and freedom of sale on the part
of tenant farmers.>3 As with Henry Montgomery, he
was in favour of a moderate definition of Tenant Right
but was concerned that the views of more advanced
Tenant Right advocates were undermining private prop-
erty.**4 Indeed, it should be remembered that when the
1847 General Assembly, in its address to the Lord Lieu-
tenant, called for the Ulster Custom (another term for
Tenant Right) to be “universally extended and legally
confirmed,” James McKnight thanked Cooke for his
part in the protest.’>> Cooke nonetheless completely
failed to stop the advanced Tenant Right views being
accepted among his ministerial colleagues.'?%

At the Synod of Belfast in 1850, Cooke went so far as
to denounce the “perfe¢t communist interpretations”
of his fellow Presbyterian ministers, and accused the
Revd John Rogers of having “Socialism preached in the
Synod”*?7 Richard Smyth later criticised Cooke for his
stance on this issue, believing it was incongruous with
the property rights of the poor. He maintained that
Cooke “never identified himself with the hard struggles
of the tenant-farmers of Ulster to emancipate them-
selves from a thraldom which was as inimical to their
rights of property as it was destructive of their liber-
ties.”'28 Still, Cooke was prepared to join a deputation
to the government on behalf of Tenant Right, so long as
they repudiated personal attacks on landlords and com-
munist doctrines.**® Thus Jamieson goes too far when
he claims that Cooke’s Toryism meant all his sympa-
thies lay with the upper classes.’3°

Far from dominating the views of the PCI on this
issue, Cooke was an aberration from the Presbyterian
norm. This point is evinced by McKnight’s comment,
in light of the General Assembly’s support for advanced
Tenant Right in 1850, that “Our church is now in her nat-
ural position,” which was that of a guardian “on behalf
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of the poor man’s rights, in opposition to the rich man’s
tyranny.”'3! Regardless of whether or not this radical-
ism was the Presbyterian Church’s natural position, it
was certainly not the position of Cooke, which further
serves to highlight his inability to dominate the Pres-
byterian Church on political questions.'3*

Speaking in relation to the general election of 1852,
Cooke expressed his concerns that co-operation be-
tween Presbyterians and Roman Catholics on the Ten-
ant Right question through the League of the North and
South would lead to another 1798.133 He said, “Yes! we
that remain remember '98. It is true, these days are gone
by; but should the lesson, therefore, be forgotten? And
should I not warn my brethren, whether lay or clerical,
that as similar causes produce similar effects, the omi-
nous combinations of ’52 can produce no other than
the destructive miseries of "98134

Notwithstanding such dire warnings, Cooke’s po-
sition was a minority one among the ministers of the
Irish Presbyterian Church. Cooke had welcomed the
union of the Seceders with the Synod of Ulster in 1840
in the hope that it would increase the political strength
of Presbyterianism in Ireland.'3> Unfortunately for him,
it did not lead them to adopt Conservative politics. The
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Banner of Ulster newspaper, which was one of the fruits
of the union, was established in 1842 to counter Cooke’s
influence on political issues by advocating a distinctive
Presbyterian politics. Although it was independent of
all parties, the Banner of Ulster supported the Liberals
rather than Cooke’s Conservatives. In the north-west
of Ulster, the Londonderry Standard also existed as a
mouthpiece for political Liberalism.'36
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Further evidence that the union had failed to get
Presbyterians to support Cooke’s politics is seen in the
General Assembly’s political resolution of 1843. This
move took place in a context which increasingly sug-
gested Cooke’s political analysis was not conducive to
Presbyterian interests. The two key issues for Presby-
terians were the questioning of the legality of Presby-
terian marriages and the non-intrusion controversy
in the Church of Scotland prior to the Disruption of
1843.137 Hence the resolution that Presbyterians should
vote for candidates who would “most effectively secure
a full and adequate representation of the principles and
interests of Presbyterianism in the British legislature”
was interpreted by Cooke as an attack on his politics,
leading him to absent himself from the Assembly un-
til 1847.138

Whether or not Cooke had pretensions to dictator-
ship, this incident reveals that he was unable to domi-
nate the Presbyterian Church in Ireland’s supreme court.
It also shows us that Presbyterian identity, far from
being divorced from Liberal politics, was largely tied
to said Liberalism during Cooke’s lifetime.'3® Indeed,
Cooke’s views were held in such disdain that the Revd
Dr Alexander Porter Goudy of Strabane asked “is this
man a Presbyterian at all?,” as Presbyterians were his-
torically identified with the Whig interest.*4° In the
end, what drove Ulster Presbyterians away from the
Liberals was Gladstone’s conversion to Irish home rule
in 1885-86.'4! Moreover, this departure from support-
ing the Liberal party was in the context of a unionist
coalition; they did not reject political Liberalism as an
ideology.'4* This subsequent rejection of the Liberal
party has deceived historians such as Fergus O’Ferrall
into thinking that Cooke’s earlier espousal of Conser-
vatism was typical of his Presbyterian contemporaries,
when, in reality, Cooke was unable to dominate the su-
preme judicatory of the PCI on political questions.*43

VL
This historiographical essay has argued that the dicta-
torship thesis cannot be sustained. Whether Cooke’s
anti-Arian campaign was chiefly motivated by politics
is a difficult question to answer. If, as suggested, Cooke
saw a psychological link between Arianism and po-
litical radicalism, it would not necessarily undermine
the view that Cooke’s chief motivation was theologi-
cal. Indeed, Cooke’s anti-Arianism was indicative of
increasing conservatism in Cooke’s theological think-
ing. We should recognise along with Finlay Holmes
that theological questions “do not take place in a spiri-
tual vacuum,” as they are often complicated by other
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factors.’4 And it is a false dichotomy to set politics
and theology in opposition to each other, as religious
and political interests were “torturously intertwined
in nineteenth-century Irish life.*45

Additionally, Cooke was not wholly successful in
his crusade against Belfast Inst. When the breach be-
tween the church and Inst did come about it was not a
result of Presbyterians converting to Toryism, as even
political Liberals supported the separation. Moreover,
his belated campaign against Catholic Emancipation
is evidence of weakness, not dominance. Cooke’s vic-
tory in the Synod of Ulster on National Education was
a narrow one, in which he was supported by some po-
litical Liberals. Also, his efforts to bring about a mar-
riage between the Presbyterians and Irish Anglicanism
in the interests of pan-Protestantism were rebuffed by
the majority of his ministerial colleagues, whom he
could not persuade to forsake the Whigs.

Cooke’s successful repulse of O'Connell’s Repeal cam-
paign provides no support for the dictatorship thesis,
as O’Connell was opposed by Presbyterians of all theo-
logical and political varieties. Indeed, the persistence
of Presbyterian Liberalism, particularly in the Tenant
Right movement, shows us that while Presbyterians
identified themselves as unionists, they did not become
Conservatives in Cookess lifetime. Their commitment to
so-called Covenanter politics meant that they aligned
themselves with the Whig/Liberal political tradition,
with some even questioning Cooke’s Presbyterianism
due to his political heterodoxy. Thus David Hempton
and Myrtle Hill are correct to dismiss the supposed
conversion of Presbyterians from radicalism to Con-
servatism as “a dangerous oversimplification”'4% As
he understood it, Cooke’s Conservatism was not anti-
Presbyterian Toryism. Cooke believed that he stood
in the same political tradition as the Covenanters.*4”
We should also keep in mind that Cooke was no die-
hard reactionary. His political creed was the reformist
Conservatism of Robert Peel’s Tamworth Manifesto.'43

Cooke’s failure to dominate other Presbyterians does
not mean that he did not aspire to such domination,
and it must be recognised that his “ecclesiastical be-
haviour was often politically conditioned”*4? Indeed,
his political conditioning and Finlay Holmes observa-
tion that Cooke was a “domineering ecclesiastic, who
often served to behave more like a proud prelate than
a humble presbyter;” is partly substantiated by his four-
year absence from the General Assembly (1843-47).15°
In the context of nineteenth-century Romanticism and
Carlylean hero-worship, moreover, it is possible that
Cooke’s supporters thought of him almost as one of
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the “great men.”*>! This suggestion that is not as far-

fetched as it first sounds when one considers J. L. Porter’s
hagiography of Cooke, which his fellow Presbyterian
J. R. Leebody described as falling into “a form of idola-
try”*5> Nonetheless, whether he desired to or not, Cooke
was not able to exercise a dictatorial influence over his
church. And thus the historian Ian McBride is correct
to conclude that “Cooke’s ascendancy has been much
exaggerated”53s
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