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Project Deseription

Daniel O Sullivan: an Trish military physician in the Spanish eolonial world
Adms of the current project:

Thas project will investizate the Ll and work of the litle-known eighteenth-century Irish physician,
Daniel O Sulhvan, bringimg attention, for the first tune, to the importance of his role m calonial
Mexican lastory. By this means it will also provide valuable insights into the nature of Irish
invalvement in the Spanish Amcricas m the pre-Rovolutionary period, as well as broaden rescarch
on Irish presence in the continental Universities and the transmission and exchange of ideas with
Latin America in the late-colontal period.

Buckuround:

Whilst there as been extensive rescarch on the connections between Britan, lreland and Enplish
America during the eighteenth century, present understanding of medical rrans-Atlantic relations
between the Spamsh Amenicas and [reland during the eolonial period is signilcant]ly more lHimiled,
In recent years, studics focused on Spanish America have presented a more in-depth understanding
el the systoms and institutions ol colomal medicine, meluding an overview ol the role of foreign
physicians and surgeons within the wider schema. Although we find mention of specific Eurapeans
i varteus impoertant contribulions w the history of medicine in Spain and Spanish America, they
act lor the maun parl, merely as token recognition of the existence ol loreign doctors in the Spanish
realms during this period, tending to focus more on the connections with France than Ireland ar
Britaim. As such, the details on Irish physicians and surzcons that have been presented (o dale are
usually included within a more general chapter om all non-Spanish nationalitics present and active
whatever thet status or their conneetion wilh the host country. The presence of such foreign
medical practitioners 1s most frequently cited as showing that the Spanish povernment was nol
completely closed Lo aelive participation by foreign men of scientific and medical training in their
demams, and that, indecd, contemporary medical and seientific 1deas were apparent in education
andd practice, even if not alwayvs officially recognised,

Throuphout the course of the cenlury the appointment of foreign doctors n key positions
and the tendency to consider foreign knowledpe, especially the French, as superior to the Creole Ted
to an mercasingly negalive response by Mexican-born praclitioners. ‘This situation 1s highlishted by
the example of Viceroys serving in Mexico who broughl their own French doctors as part of their
househeld, Moreover, in the first two decades of the cighicenth century the sovernment wis
particalarly law i its dealings with Toreigners but by the 17208 and into the 1740s Creole medics
were strongly voicing their concerns and the Protomedicato was led o appeal to the king for the
expulsion ol those [oreigners practising without a license. In the literary public sphere leading
authors, both in Spain and Mexico, lamented the Spanish lendency o unquestioningly helieve the
stateients wade by such “foreigners™ in all areas of scientific interest, particularly when relating to
health, as exemplified i the 1780s and 1790s by José Antonio Alzate y Ramirez in his literary-
scrcnlilie periodical, the Gazeia de Literatura de México. Crool arcicly and mistrust i also be
lmked o the wider politival changes taking place throughout the century after the accession of the
Bourbon monarchy to the Spain throne,

The ceonomice and political reforms led by Tosé de Galver from the mid-vighleenth century
onward were 1o cause grave concern among many of the educated elite, specifically through the loss
ol rght o positions of guthority both in government and education. A concerted effort to shift the
handling of power away from Creole hands into 4 centralised Spanish government was o have

peninsitlar authoritics o the New World were not only lo provide a means ol accounting for the
natural resources availahle for exploitation, they were also to establish the new scientific changes
taking place across Europe in key institutions in the Spanish Americas. Mexico City, as one of the
most advanced and ighly educated centres of Thertan power in the New Warld, became the focus



af attention [or these projects, muech Lo the consternation of many of the established Creole clite.
Several studics over the pasl iwo to three decades have demaonstrated that the colonics were not
mere passive recipients of metropolilan medical and scientific ideas but acted as critics and
asscssors of Ruropean systems that frequently did not mateh the reality ol the Spanish Amcrican
expericnee. As the cenlury progressed the voice of Creole dissent and the demand for a more
autonemaous expression of Mexican knowlodge beeane a constaot in the polemics with incoming
authorities and foreign “experts’.

The changes i the practice and theory ol medicine in the cighteenth century saw a new
breed of self-assured medical man. This was in large part due to the increasingly important rale that
medicine was playing in suslaining social order and the shifl from focusing on the wealthy clientele
o a more general devotion to curing the discases of the wider populace. As such, the medical man
[ound, or crealed, 4 new space as “producer and manager” of health promoting greater discussion on
new theories ol discase, The prowing professionalization of the medical world and the
institutionalisation of many intercomnecied areas of science bronght new questions ol identity and
autonony o the [orelront of Creole experience and in many ways directed their response to
[urapeans armving n the New World, 'The restrictions an loreigners warking in the Spanish
domnaing were, al least on paper, severe, Despite this fact, for medical practitioners there was oflen
apportunity for greater Nexibildy duc to the lack ol adeguately trained doctors in oullving regions,
spanish medicine had been highly developed politically from the very early stages i part throuph
the medical and surpieal regulations poposcd under Charles Voin the application of the laws of
Castile on the Americas (1333), and later with the establishment of a Royal Protomedicato in
Ameried (13700 Over time the Prolomedicato, usually situated in the viceregal capitals, became a
tribunal of justice and guardian of puhlic health. Whilst it had cstablished a complex system of
requircinents o regulale the praclice of medicine by forcign doctors it was ofien the case that both
legitimate and llegitimate practitioners wore allowed 1o continue in the colones due to the needs of
the populace, The sirict regulations catablished by the Spanish government acted as a disineentive
lo those foreigners wishing to cnter the colonies legally and possibly led to a greater number of
qualified, as well as unqualified. doctors working dlepally, [nomost cascs existing records will
apply only to these individuals who were brought to the attention of the anthaoritics and whose
cllorts 1o prove thair legality or worth passed through the Council of Indies and the Protomedicato.

Context of the current project;

Focusing on unstudied manuseripts and correspondence held in archives in Spain, Irance and
Maxico, this study will race O Sullivan’s carly training in Europe. and canclude at the apocce of
his career as a military physician/surgeon in Mexico. 1L will establish that unlike many foreign
phsicians who practised covertly in Mexico, O'Sullivan associated wilh the highest echelons of
Spantsh colonial socicty and was a decisive player in Lhe advances of puhlic medicine. He stands, in
Iy ways, as an cxample of the new breed of sell~assured medical man appearing in the final
decades ol the aipbieeuth cenlury, Within the larger framewaork of [rish invalvement in Europe and
the Americas this study will focus on two particular arcas thal are significant to O7Sullivan:
medicine, meluding his role in the Spanish infantry; and the transatlantic scienlific nelworks with
particular focus on science within the Spanish vision of empire.

The project can be divided into two broad sections: the [irst, focusing on his background and
formation in the Universitivs and medical institutions in Turope; and the second, investigating the
aclicvements and challenges of his carcer in Mexico. The imilial stages of this study will so
CFSullivan in os Irish conlext, providing a briel overview of the socio-political circumstances that
would have formed the basis of his carly lormative years in County Cork and highlight his place
within the "cobort” of young Irishmen who were travelling to France to pursue Lheir studies, medical
and otherwise, in the latter hall ol the cighteenth century. This period of formation will be [urther
developed through an analysis of the progress of Tus studics in France in the 1770s (Toulouse and
Montpellier) and Tus later travels through Paris, London. Edinburgh, Glaspow und Dublin in an
allempl o broaden his medical expertise and knowledge, This first phase in his professional




formation comcludes with his arrival in Spain in the 1780, again in an attcmpt to broaden his
capericnee i the Spanish hospilals and scientific academies, and his incorporation into the Spanish
army as Consulting Physician to the Infantry based in Pucbla de los Angeles in the 1790,

By far the most significant part of this study beging with the exanunation of ('Sullivan’s
rofe as military physician in New Spain, ICwill examine the signilicance of his role in the midst of
political and scientific change, and explore the effect of Creole discontent om the path of his carcer;
incliding the positions he held 1o the army and the Mexican hospilals, Particular allention will be
paid to analvsing the importance of his work in the treatment of venereal disease and the chanpes he
attempled o introduce 1 public and mililary medicing, including the impact of this process on later
Furopean cures. In this matter O"Sullivan is shown to condront the established medical authoritics
and Lo directly appeal to the Roval Academy of Medicine in Madrid in an attempt to counter what
he telt were harmiul and crroncous medical processes. 16 will ascertain, moreover, that O*Sullivan
wits onc of the [rst scientifically trained foretgners in Mexico to take part in the Bourbon-sponsored
botanieal traming, thercby becoming involved in one of the bilterest polemics surrounding the
ntrocluction of European scientific systems in colomal Amernca involving the Rowval Pontilical
University and the Roval Protomedicato.

The project will also place O Sullivan within the wider mlernational community of science,
cxploring issues relating to identity and the extent to which science was used as a tool of empire, It
will question the signiicance of the Irish in lands where they, whilst originating in the Old World,
woere of different national identity to the rmiling elite, and, as such, comprise a minority within a
minerity. By [ocusing on O'Sullivan within the social, political and scientific context of his work,
this research will explore baoth the potential and the lmitations ol leish invelvement in colonal
Spanish America in the eighteenth century,

Proposed use of Travel Grant

This projeet 1s breaking new sround in many arcas of the history of medicine in colonial Mexico.
As such, very little work has so far been undertaken on the documents held in the relevant archives
i Mexico City (particularly in the Archivo General de la Nacidn, the Archivo Histdrico de la
Facultad de Medicma de la Universidad Nacional Autonoma de México), Access o these
documenls on an extended basis is, therefore, of the utmost importance to the suceessful compleotion
of the study, Owver the past roonths [ have buill a database of references to ('Sullivan that include
reports by the government, the medical authoritics, the universily, hospitals and the Inguisition, as
well as correspondence and reports maintained by (¥ Sullivan and relating to various physicians,
mstitutions and figures ol authority, This will be the [irst Ume that such a large body of material
(from Ireland, France, Seotland, Spain and Mexico) will have been colleeted on this interesting and
cnigmatic lgure, In order 1o access these documents and use them in conjunction with material
relating o the wider context of relationships between the various institutions and individuals in
colonial Mexico 1L will be necessary to spend one month working in the archives in Mexico City,
Funding from the Irish Latin Amcrican Rescarch [und would make il possible for me to travel to
Mexico [or Lhis period of time and to work with documents thar are unavailable in any other
nstitution or country, thus coubling me o provide a broader and richer investigation of Irish
involvement in the academic and medical institutions ol Spanish America in the late-colonial
prario,




