
Keynote Speakers and Writer: Biographical Notes and Abstracts 

 

• Dr Shahmima Akhtar (Royal Holloway, University of London) 

 

Title: Exhibiting Irishness: Empire, Race and Identity in the Nineteenth Century  

Abstract: The international exhibition phenomena began with the Great 

Exhibition of Arts and Industry in 1851 with its high ceilings and grand rooms 

packed to the rafters with objects to recreate the British Empire for mass 

consumption. Within the broad cabinets filled with innumerable trinkets and crafts 

one was expected to absorb the teachings of nineteenth century society, that of 

the hierarchies between states, the superiority of Britain and the dependency and 

hinted inferiority of Britain’s colonies. Yet, Ireland was an anomaly in this 

gargantuan display. Bordered between the metropole and periphery of the 

empire, its existence served to obfuscate the teachings of global power. The 

country was uniquely able to use the imperial form of display to authenticate their 

own narratives, construct their own stories and display their own objects in an 

independent display of its country and people. This paper will uncover the ways in 

which the story of Ireland on display changes over the nineteenth century through 

a decolonial lens. Using two case studies, firstly I reveal how exhibitions became a 

crucial stage through which to debate post-famine reconstruction policies in 

Ireland’s post-Famine exhibitions of the 1850s. I highlight how ideas of Ireland’s 

recovery after its national tragedy were contested along Nationalist and Unionist 

lines to contrasting effects. Secondly, tracing the diasporic imaginary overseas, I 

examine the Famine exodus to the United States and consider the 1893 Chicago 

World’s Fair, to illustrate how exhibitions of the Irish interacted with transatlantic 

activism and philanthropy. Overall, the paper centres Ireland in the story of 

imperial exhibitions by demonstrating that the Irish people, at times allied with 

Britain, yet stereotyped as a racialised anomaly within narratives of self-

improvement and civilisation, existed across a spectrum of imperial prejudice that 

allowed them to construct and resist derogatory imperial identifications of their 

character. 

 

Bio: Dr Shahmima Akhtar is a lecturer in History at Royal Holloway, University of 

London and is a historian of race, migration and empire. She is currently working 

on her monograph: Exhibiting Irishness: Empire, Race and Identity, 1850s to 1960s 

which traces multiple constructions of Irish identity in national and international 

displays. Shahmima has worked as Past and Present Postdoctoral Fellowship at 

the Royal Historical Society to improve BME representation in UK History, working 

with schools and the curriculum, cultural institutions, community groups or other 

learned societies. She has also worked with museums and heritage sites as a 

researcher and consultant on shaping decolonial histories of the British Empire. 

 



 

Dr Timothy McMahon (Marquette University) 

 

Title: Irish Actors Meander[i]n’ on an Imperial Stage: Considering Change across 

the Long Nineteenth Century 

Abstract: Although scholarly discussions about Irish engagement with empires 

have gained sophistication in the past two decades, they have struggled to 

incorporate insights from other, more domestically-focused themes in Irish 

historiography. Similarly, that domestic-focused historiography—even when 

infused with transnational insights—often has failed to incorporate insights from 

the discussions of Ireland and empire. These two lacunae are, I contend, related, 

in that the fields of inquiry have been shaped by two apparently distinct ideas: 

Ireland as colony or colonizer on the one hand; Ireland as nation, with all its 

triumphs and failings, on the other. This paper will suggest that neither Ireland-in-

empire nor Ireland-as-nation can exist without the other because, in the modern 

era, empires and nations existed in competition and deep connection with one 

another. In particular, the social and cultural ruptures catalyzed by the Great 

Hunger of the 1840s and the concurrent emergence of racialized justifications for 

empire underpinned the emergence of a modern Irish self, which was changed by, 

through, and in opposition to the imperial world. 

  

Bio: Tim McMahon is associate professor of history at Marquette University in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and served as President of the American Conference for 

Irish Studies from 2017-2019. He has written on Irish identity, the Gaelic revival, 

and Irish engagement with Empire. In recent years, he has been the Way Klingler 

Research Fellow in the Humanities and the Social Sciences at Marquette University 

and a Visiting Research Professor in the Institute of Irish Studies at Queen’s 

University, Belfast. Currently he is working on a book that looks at the partition of 

Ireland and its impact on Irish identities. 

 

 

• Dr Sarah Roddy (Maynooth University) 

 

Title: The other decolonisation? Reckoning with Ireland’s Catholic past  

Abstract: The question of Ireland’s status within the British Empire in the 

nineteenth century remains a vexed one, although a fragile consensus about an 

imperial/colonial hybridity now tends to mask much deeper and not always clearly 

articulated political disagreements, as the recent Irish Historical Studies roundtable 

and adjacent conversations demonstrate.  

I want to take the discussion in a different, hopefully fruitful, direction, 

drawing on my research in the history of Irish Catholicism in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. This paper will ask how the insights of ‘decolonisation’, which 



I am defining here as a set of reflective and reframing scholarly practises, might 

be turned to expanding and enhancing our understanding of Ireland’s Catholic 

past, a question that arguably has just as many significant present-day political 

implications as debates over ‘Ireland and empire’. 

The paper rests on an admittedly imperfect analogy between Ireland’s 

relationship with the British empire and Ireland’s relationship with the Roman 

Catholic Church. Both were powerful external/internal forces that shaped Irish 

people’s historical experiences in profound ways, and both were, simultaneously, 

transnational vehicles for Irish people to shape the historical experiences of 

peoples elsewhere, vehicles that were of course often moving in tandem.  

How, then, do we treat the history of Irish Catholicism in a ‘decolonised’ 

way? And would it be a worthwhile exercise? In offering some answers to this 

question, I will explore, among other issues, my own positionality, the question of 

which sources and whose voices we focus upon, ideas around ‘complicity’ and the 

implications for the wider debate on Ireland and empire.  

  

Bio: Sarah Roddy is Lecturer in Irish Social History at Maynooth University and 

formerly Senior Lecturer in Modern Irish History at the University of Manchester. 

She is author of Population, Providence and Empire: The Churches and Emigration 

from Nineteenth-Century Ireland (Manchester University Press 2014) and co-author, 

with Julie-Marie Strange and Bertrand Taithe, of The Charity Market and 

Humanitarianism in Britain 1870-1912 (Bloomsbury, 2018). Her current book 

project is Visible Divinity: An Intimate History of Money and Irish Catholicism, 1850-

1921.  

 

 

 

• Cauvery Madhavan, novelist 

 

Bio: Award winning writer Cauvery Madhavan was born in India and moved to 

Ireland thirty four years ago. Her first two books Paddy Indian and The Uncoupling 

(both with Penguin India and BlackAmber, UK) were published to wide critical 

acclaim.  Her latest novel, The Tainted, (HopeRoad, UK and Speaking Tiger, India) 

was chosen by Laureate Sebastian Barry for his Laureate Picks 2020. In the same 

year it was also one of An Post Book Awards’ Top Summer Reads . The book was 

awarded the  runner-up prize in SAHR Prize for Military Fiction and chosen by The 

Times, UK, for their list of top 40 Historical Fiction novels. Cauvery is a proud 

ambassador for the Play It Forward Fellowship and  served as a judge for the Irish 

Novel Fair 2022. She lives with her husband and three children in County Kildare 

and is working on her fourth novel. 

 

 


